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Only two artists ever made any significant dent
in the local Bay Area rockabilly scene during its
prevalence in the late 1950s. One of these was
San Lorenzo's Jackie Gotroe (see next month's
NDT). The other was Richmond native Benn
Joe Zeppa (Zeppanini). A child prodigy, Benn
suffered from always having to live up to
parental expectations, in his case being the
“songbird in the cage”. Indeed, it was not until
he reached military service age that he was
finally able to break the bonds and lead the kind
of life he felt he wanted.

Benn was born in 1942, the first of seven
children, in Liberal, Kansas in Seward County
on the Oklahoma border. A short while later he
and his family picked up and moved out to the
light industrial section of Richmend, California.
During the war years they lived in a government
housing project on Cutting Boulevard. After a
couple of years, the ltalian-descent family was
able to save enough money to move into a small
house. Benn's mother had always dreamed of
being a popular singer but now family
commitments made that dream seem an
impossibility. Noting that Benn had inherited the
vocal talents she thought that she would some
day exploit, Benn's mother spent all the time
she could encouraging and developing that
talent by teaching him to sing.

EARLY TRAINING

At first she placed Benn on a stool by the radio
and while mother ironed, Benn sang along to
the tunes of the day on the airwaves. As it
turned out, none of Benn's siblings ever showed
any signs of making a career for themselves in
show business. One of his sisters danced and a
brother played a little trumpet, but that was all.
Mother started entering Benn in talent shows,
the first one he's able to remember being at
Richmond's Uptown Theatre. He sang the Al
Jolson favourite ‘Swanee’ and recalls that a guy
with a big portable tape machine made a
recording of it. Mother was not the type to
aggressively push her son to the limit; she
would gently coax him and offer encourage-
ment. In the process, she spoiled him and let
him get away with not doing things he did not
want to do. The result was that Benn became
arrogant and cocky and expected certain things
to go his way. He never fully realised he had a
gift for singing. He found that talent shows kept
him happy and was pleased to be acting out the
role of his mom's little pride and joy. Mother
wrote songs that Benn customarily made into
demonstration records.

Benn and his folks were Masons. So were
Garrie and Clara Thompson of Sunnyvale who

had plans of entering into artist management, a
preliminary step which eventually led to the
founding of the Hush Record Company on
Molino Street in 1958. Mother played Benn's
demos to the Thompsons who were impressed
enough to offer personal management. They
took to Benn so well they wound up becoming
the boy’s surrogate parents. "l almost felt like |
was peripherally involved in the whole thing”,
says Benn. "I was just a little something that
was put into a box and when everything was
taken care of, out | came!”

Benn's initial, most vivid musical experience
came when he was attending Coronado High in
Richmond - his first exposure to rock n roll. The
explosive global impact of Bill Haley's 1955
Decca release of 'Rock Around The Clock’
changed popular music for good, and certainly
altered Benn's musical perspective. He played
the record over and over until he learned how to
sing the song note for note.

In 1956, Garrie Thompson took Benn down to
Hollywood to seek out promotional oppor-
tunities. One day they were driving through
Beverly Hills when Garrie spotted Groucho
Marx walking his dog. He slammed on the
brakes and jumped out onto the sidewalk. The
famed comedian was enjoying success with a

Talent show regular:
“l was a songbird in a cage.”

long-running weekly TV quiz show at the time,
“You Bet Your Life’, on NBC. Garrie told him that
Benn could sing. Groucho needed a little more
persuading and wanted to hear the lad sing for
himself. So, right there on the sidewalk, Benn
warbled a soul-baring version of Eddie Fisher's
weeper, ‘Heart'. His pipes and boyish charm
must have made an impression on the comedic
legend, as a month later Benn found himself on
Groucho's show.

Shortly after this Benn appeared on
Tennessee Ernie Ford's NBC TV show, follow-
ing it up with a couple of appearances on
Disney's ‘Mickey Mouse Club'. It was around
this time that Benn's voice broke and changes
had to be made. Problems were compounded
by the fact that he still had to finish school. As
he spent a good deal of his time being whisked
from Richmond to Hollywood and back, his
grade school commitments had to be divided
between Richmond High and Le Conte Junior
High in Hollywood. At Richmond High he still
found time to play clarinet in the school band
and run track and play a little football (the
second love of his life). His fellow classmates
treated him with a certain reverence which only
worsened his reputation for being lofty and
arrogant.

At Le Conte, a reputable high school, classes
were filled with "Hollywood brats". One of
Benn's felliow eight grade students was Shelley
Fabares of movies, TV and 'Johnny Angel
fame. Benn describes himself at this time as
being outgoing, someone who loved to dance
and who had no problems finding talented
dance partners of the opposite sex. Garrie and
Clara Thompson practically devoted their whole
lives to making Benn Joe Zappa a visible
entertainer while his parents worked around the
clock to support a family of four brothers and
two sisters.

FIRST RECORD

During the flurry of TV activity down in
Hollywood, Garrie Thompson approached Benn
with the notion of cutting a cover of Frankie
Lymon & The Teenagers' runaway best seller
‘Why Do Fool Fall In Love?’, which peaked on
the national charts in February 1956. The
Thompsons wanted Benn to copy the original as
closely as possible, so he listened to it over and
over again at their apartment until he got it
down. The couple then took Benn to a large
Hollywood sound studio and had him cut the
song backed by The Four Jacks (a white cover
vocal group) and Lew Raymond's twenty-piece
orchestra. Benn recalls it took five takes to get
‘Why Do Fools Fall In Love?' in the can.




“It was the first time I'd been in a large studio
with partitioned booths and state-of-the-art
equipment’, says Benn. "Everyone came pre-
pared and knew what to do. It just blew me
away.” The Thompscns sold the recording to
Carl Doshay at Tops Records on Normandie
Avenue. Doshay ran a precision radiation
instruments company and on the side blanketed
the cheap dime-store market with teen-oriented
covers EPs and albums with cheesy mait shop
and frat house sleeves. The song came out an
an EP with three other tunes by Kathy Landon,
Sandy Evans and The Four Jacks.

Benn's cover of "‘Why Do Fools Fall In Love?”
was skillfully rendered in Lymonesque fashion
(even on the most difficult sections), with
Raymond's brassy orchestration kicking in at
certain moments to fatten the sound and the
vocal group kept well to the background. The
EP sold widely enough to catch the ears of Art
Rupe, proprietor of Specialty Records in
Hollywood, resulting in Benn auditioning for the
company. On April 19th 1956 he recorded
Richard Berry's 'A Foolish Fool' and ‘Baby |
Need (Ting-A-Ling)’, a nonsense syllable in
common use among doo-wop groups like The
Metrotones and Creations, in Benn's case
warbled by a studio group christened The
Zephyrs, formed expressly for the occasion.

Benn was supported by Lloyd Price's band
who were around that day cutting their ‘Country
Boy Rock' session. Rupe retired Price’s full five-
piece sax section and concentrated on the hire
of the band’s ample rhythm unit. ‘A Foolish Fool’

is a fine jumpin’ rocker in The Teenagers’ vein

BEN JOE ZEPPA DISCOGRAPHY

As by Benn Zeppa with The Four Jacks
Why Do Fools Fall In Love?
(Remaining three songs by other artists)

As by Benn Zeppa & The Zephyrs
A Foolish Fool / Baby | Need (Ting-A-Ling)

As by Benn Joe Zeppa
Topsy Turvy / Mom & Dad

Tops EP 45-R278-49 (1956)

Specialty 577 (1956)

Era 1042 (1957)

(Topside issued on Fan Club 103 with ‘Hippity Hop’)

As by Benn Joe Zeppa
Hocus Pocus (unreleased demo)
(Supposedly cut for Era Records)

Ace CD 734 (1999)

As by Benn Joe Zeppa, Differentials & The Four Gentleman

Terry Lou / Shame On You, Miss Lindy
(Also released on Award 124 in 1959)

As by Ben Joe Zeppa
Young Heartaches / Ridin’ Herd

As by Ben Joe Zeppa & The Hot Notes
Louise / Doctor, Doctor

Metrol 9001 (1857)

Hush 1000 (1958)

Hush 1000-4 (1959)

guitar work and convincing vocals, it's not as
frantic or energised as Larry Williams' Specialty
cut (unissued until the ‘80s), nor as slick as The
Raiders’ 1958 Andex release. Another song
from the Era period, ‘Hippity Hop' turned up as
a single on the dubious Fan Club label. Yet
another stock jumper in the sock-hop mould, it's
infused with impressive guitar and piano
(maybe Ashby and Freeman?).

As the Thompsons were preparing to set up
their own record label, Hush, whereon they

with a catchy hook. The flip, ‘Baby | g7
Need (Ting-A-Ling)', is a brave effort |
but somehow Benn's voice just does
not cut the mustard in spots. For al
this, 'A Foolish Fool' is a fine |
achievement and should have
garnered more coin. One can see |
that Rupe was too preoccupied with
Little Richard's spectacular chart- f
busting ‘Rip It Up' to care much for §
other, lesser, untested hopefuls such
as Benn Joe Zeppa.

‘TOPSY TURVY'

In 1957, Benn hooked up with Lou
Bedell's Era label on North Vine g
Street and the songwriting talents of
Cliff Goldsmith (co-writer of The
Olympics' ‘Western Movies'). It is
uncertain just how many songs were
taped during his tenure with Era, but
‘Topsy Turvy' sandwiched with ‘Mom
& Dad' made its debut and showed
signs of taking off when KYA picked
it up and got behind it, pushing
‘Topsy Turvy' up to the No.2 slot on
the station’s chart. A solid rocker,
‘Topsy Turvy' featured pumping
piano and impressive guitar fills
(thought to be Ernie Freeman and
Irving Ashby, respectively). One ji#
listen to the vocals and you get the =
impression that Benn's handlers
were pushing for a Caucasian
equivalent of Little Richard: a near
impossibility. ‘Mom & Dad’, on the
other hand, is a straight rock ballad,
the type of slow, soulful song Benn
insists is not as well suited to his
style, It's backgrounded by what sounds like a
cool, unidentified black vocal group.

In more recent times, Jeff Stolper of Boogie
Boy Records reissued the Era single to kick off
his short-lived 100 series. In 1999, Ace Records
issued a demo from that period entitled ‘Hocus
Pocus’, another Cliff Goldsmith song, on the CD
‘Bay Area Rockers: San Francisco Rockabilly &
Rock n Roll 1957 - 1960'. A rocker with great
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could fully take control of Benn's destiny, they
took him to Award Records on Foothill
Boulevard in San Leandro. Predominantly a
country label with such rockabilly performers as
Eddie Dugosh and Rudy Grayzell, Award was
affiliated with Arrow Record Manufacturing. At
Award, Benn recorded the frantically rocking
‘Terry Lou’ backed by The Differentials vocal
group made up of Joe Simon and his sisters.
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The 'B’-side featured the equally frantic ‘Shame
On You, Miss Lindy', a twist on Smiley Lewis'
1956 |Imperial stomper, 'Shame, Shame,
Shame'. As well as naming The Differentials,
the label also carried a credit for The Four
Gentlemen. This extravagantly wild coupling
first appeared on the tiny Oakland-based Metrol
label before being reissued on Award in early
1959.

HUSH RECORDS

Benn worked the Bay Area clubs picking up a
number of different supporting
musicians wherever he went. Hush
Records was up and running by
late 1958, and by then Benn had
relocated back to Richmond. He
appeared on special dance hall
programmes along with local black
artists such as Bobby Freeman,
The Five Spinners, Johnny Fuller,
Sugar Pie & Pee Wee and Wally
Cox. Benn's only real competition
was Jackie Gotroe who sometimes
appeared on shows with him. In
September 1958, Hush launched
“Young Heartaches' undersided
with ‘Ridin’ Herd’, both songs
arranged by Eddie Beal and
recorded in LA. The single suffered
a disappointing reception, but the
Thompsons kept faith and issued a
second release, ‘Louise’ / 'Doctor,
i Doctor'.

‘Louise’ is a compelling record. Its
| wild, New Orleans-like stompin’,
| out-of-control arrangement is full of

| fire and excitement. The flip,
‘Doctor, Doctor’, is another wigged-
| out r&b opus every bit as extrovert

| as the topside. The second Hush
session was conducted at Bob
Geddins’ funky, makeshift, self-built
studio in East Oakland. It was quite
a shock for Benn to find himself in
a stable-like structure after having
recorded in some of the best
*| Hollywood “sound palaces” in
| California.

Musical backing on the Hush
sessions was provided by Benn's working band,
The Hot Notes, and from the sound provided on
the second release, you get the impression that
guitarist Johnny Heartsmen had something to
do with the final results. Due to the Thompsons'
lack of promotional funding, ‘Louise’ never really
made more than a regional splash.

THE MARINES AND BEYOND
Just before graduating high school in 1959,




Benn saw a way to escape the confines of his
gilded cage. “| joined the Marine Corps just
before reaching my seventeenth birthday”, he
recalls. "l desperately wanted to escape into a
life of my own. | drove my parents nuts with
pleas to have them sign my papers (| was
underage). Anyway, | wore them down and they
signed in the end. | spent four years in the
Marine Corps, and | had a ball. It was a real
challenge to me and, boy, | relished every
moment. | am only ' 6" so it was tough, but |
was determined to make the grade.”

In the Marine Corps, Benn felt a need to get to
the roots of what he wanted to do in music and,
hooking up with four black guys, he got into
singing blues and gospel. He received his
discharge a day before his twenty-first birthday.
Back home in Richmond, California, Benn found
little to keep him around and, after bidding some
fond farewells, he jumped in his old, beat-up
Chevy and headed south for LA.

He found a place to stay at Buena Park and a
job at Sears Roebuck stacking paint cans as
they rolled down a conveyor belt; his official title
being pricing and ID clerk. From there he moved
up to paint stockrcom order-clerk. On the
musical front he ran into a swing-guitar player
by the name of Larry Hendricks and the duo
formed a small combo. Before long they were
playing Newport and Long Beach venues.
Around this time Sears Roebuck moved Benn
up to assistant customer service manager, and
as his volume of work increased it got so that his
day job, when added to his evening job, left him
with only three or four hours a night for sleep.
So he quit Sears Roebuck and started gigging
around with wvarious surf groups who had
expanded their repertoire to include doe-wop
and standards to please their clientele.

Benn was always particular about drummers.
He hated loud prima donna-type pounders and
had suffered endless problems with them
throughout his career. Taking matters into his
own hands, he taught himself how to play drums
and when he felt comfortable with his new
instrument, he joined The Lee Durley Trio
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“I sing standards

Benn Joe Zeppa today.
down at the local retirement centre - Frank
Sinatra, Tony Bennett etc. Nobody has
asked me to do-‘Topsy-Turvy’ yet."

whose members included Durley, an African
American organist and singer, a guy rem-
embered only as Ralph on guitar, and himself on
drums. Durley is currently a popular LA disc
jockey. Benn and Lee then formed another
three-piece unit called 3 Easy Pieces, a popular,
versatile and much sought-after group. They
played blues as well as popular fodder of the
day and stayed together for five years. Benn
and Lee also worked as a duo for a period.

After this Benn joined The Younger Brothers,
an outfit that later became a country group and
scored a Top 20 hit with ‘Nothing But The Radio
On'in 1982. The Younger Brothers stuck to Top
40 hits and toured across the South and South
West. Memorable dates included bookings in
Monterey and gigs for the Rodeway Inn chain of
motels. While working for Rodeway in Texas,
they were required to give the customers
whatever they asked for. This led to the addition
of country songs to the playlist and all members
(four in all at first) were expected to sing and
play more than one instrument. Later on the
group expanded to seven members to meet
booking requirements.

Benn left the group in 1974 and went to work
for Chevron at their Richmond Refinery ("l felt |
had to get out and try something different”). He
stayed there for twenty-three years and
eventually retired in 1999. He now finds his
retirement filled with activity and is able to do all
the things he always wanted to do, like riding his
motorcycle across the country, bowling, playing
and teaching baseball and softball, and playing
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sax, flute and drums in a band at his local
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retirement community. “l still play tapes of my
songs”, says Benn. "In fact, songs like ‘Honey
Dip', 'Poor Joe', 'I'll Step Aside’, 'Shuffle’,
‘Teenagers’ Paradise’ and 'Girl Trouble' still
haven't found their way onto a record label”, he
adds.

“A truly sad person”, says Benn, “is one who
did sad things long ago and not sad things that
have occurred in recent times." There's a
nugget of truth in that. Benn feels his life is filled
with the things he most wants to do. Let us hope
that some enterprising soul will some day want
to gather for release a complete collection of
Benn Joe Zeppa's work. Then perhaps he will
want to make a positive re-evaluation of his boy
wonder period.

For a broader taste of Bay Area rock n roll and
country rockabilly, we recommend the splendid
Ace collection, 'Bay Area Rockers: San
Francisco Rockabilly & Rock n Roll 1957 - 1960
(CDCHD 734). This set includes Benn Joe
Zeppa, Jackie Gotroe, Bobby Freeman, Al King,
Tyrone Schmidling plus a host of other frenzied
folk. As is said in the liner notes, the music
industry seems to have suffered amnesia in
regard to the Bay Area rockin' scene. In fact,
1958 - '59 were the golden years of Northern
California rock n roll with a veritable glut of
artists and records in the genre.

From interviews with Benn Joe Zeppa
conducted by the authors. All photos courtesy of
Ben Joe Zeppa / Alec Palao.
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