A “Sure Hit” That Wasn’t--

The JACKIE GOTROE Story

(or Rare Bay Area Rockabilly)
by OPAL LOUIS NATIONSO©

Adaptation can mean survival in a pop culture, especially during a period of rapid change.
Jackie Gotroe, over a period of five years, moved through the hard rock “big beat”-based sound
of the late Fifties into a softer, teen-idol type of pop-rock, then revised his style to meet the needs
of an emerging folk-rock idom.

The San Francisco Bay Area was a fallow breeding ground for rockabilly hopefuls back
in the late 1950s when records by Elvis, Jerry Lee Lewis, Eddie Cochran, and Carl Perkins fired
up the young and the restless. Many small local independent record companies took a stab at
establishing some kind of wild, extrovert country-infused rockabilly sound. Ray Dobard at Music
City on Alcatraz Avenue in Berkeley ventured timidly into hillbilly rock by issuing sides by Pearl
Churchill & The Country Travelers and Al Bennett. West Oakland blues maverick, Bob Geddins,
set up a short-lived label called Plaid on which he recorded Cal Smith. However, that turned out
to be just a flash in the pan. Deejay Gary Culver’s Award outfit recorded Eddie Dagosh and Ben
Zeppa, Kappa put out Otis Riley, Black Jack Wayne recorded himself as well as Rose Maddox
on his own Black Jack imprint, and B & G out of Vallejo took a chance with Doug Amerson, but
none garnered major air play.

Nobody (with perhaps the exception of Ben Joe Zeppa) ever gained as much notice in
Northern California as Jackie Gotroe, the only country-rock artist to record for Don Barksdale’s
predominantly blues and doo-wop Rhythm label out of San Francisco. Jackie Gautreaux (later
Anglicized to Gotroe), was born December 22, 1939 in Effingham, Effingham county, Illinois, a
small town off Highway 40 between Terre Haute and St. Louis. Gotroe’s parents encountered
love at first sight and entered into a whirlwind courtship in 1931. The couple met and tied the
knot in a matter of days.

Gotroe’s father worked in the oil fields and traveled quite a bit for his company. His
she sang as a night club torch singer around Los Angeles. She served in the Paul Whiteman and
Gus Arnheim bands playing the clubs around Phoenix and Las Vegas and hosting a fifteen-
minute radio show where she sang listeners’ requests. The family moved to California in 1945,
settling first in Bakersfield (home for many country music performers), then on to Long Beach.
In 1949 the Gautreaux family relocated to the San Lorenzo/Hayward area.

Growing up, Gotroe learned to play ukelele, but after hearing the impact the guitar made
on the development of rock and roll, he switched to the six-stringed instrument. Gotroe’s idols
were Elvis, Jerry Lee, Fats Domino, and Little Richard. Gotroe taught himselfto paint and draw
and became a skilled draftsman. He started composing his own songs and performing as a solo
item in his junior/senior year at San Lorenzo High. While taking voice lessons from Bill Stokes
in San Francisco, he was fortunate enough to get himself chosen to play musical events
sponsored by the U.S.O. Shortly after the family’s move to San Lorenzo, Gotroe’s father and an
uncle set up an advertising agency and printshop at Radio Village on 22nd Street in Oakland
(now the site of the Kaiser Center). To earn extra cash, Gotroe worked as a printer’s devil for his
father. He also pursued commercial art by taking courses at Oakland Junior College.

Gotroe’s father handled Don Barksdale’s advertising account. Barksdale, former college
and NBA basketball star, was a staff deejay at KWBR, then San Francisco’s primo R & B radio
station. Barksdale rented a booth at Radio Village at which he would pre-record his programs. He
had also just recently acquired the rights to the name and logo of Rhythm Records from Bob
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Geddins Snr. who had used that name for one of his several blues-oriented Oakland labels in the
early 1950s.

The reactivated Rhythm label operated out of an office at 270 Sixth Street in San
Francisco. Dave Antrell states in his unpublished article on the Rhythm label that Barksdale felt
the practical and legal difficulties of setting up a new record company would be lessened by
assuming the rights to an existing label from a veteran of the business.

Gotroe introduced himself to Barksdale, and a long and lasting friendship ensued.
Barksdale listened to Gotroe’s self-penned song demos cut at the Walberg Studios in San
Francisco and liked what he heard. He wanted to record Gotroe but lacked the wherewithal to
market rockabilly or white country rock. After signing an exclusive management and recording
contract with Gotroe, Barksdale took the young, barely eighteen-year-old to the tiny basement
studio beneath the Facs II night club in San Francisco for his first session. In the interim Gotroe
had formed his own band, the Scamps, who came together through Jim Hale, Gotroe’s best
friend, who introduced him to George Salis. Salis, a promising lead guitar stylist and son of a
Baptist minister, introduced Gotroe to a pair of his high school buddies, Don Beaton who slapped
bass, and drummer Lyn Alexander. George, Don, and Lyn became the Scamps, but not before
much opposition from George’s father who considered the practice of rock and roll a grievous
sin.

Fortunately for Gotroe and the guys, George took little notice of his father. The Scamps
held together for three years and only ever recorded as a band on Gotroe’s first session, for which
two Gotroe-penned songs were chosen, “Raised on Rock ‘n’ Roll”, a pounding, grinding,
relentless rocker with heavy buzzing bass and nimble piano fingers (probably those of Little
Willie Littlefield who enjoyed five Rhythm releases under his own name), and “Rock it up to the
moon”, a frantic, extrovert cleffing with Gene Vincent-esque overtones which, according to
Antrell, was remastered three times.

Gotroe himself says that “Rock it up to the moon” was originally done at a slow to
medium tempo and sounded like a doo-wop record. However, no known copy of this version has
ever been found. The first fast-paced remastering known to this author was issued in early 1958.
It falls into the Jerry Lee Lewis bag and includes The Mondellos vocal group who not only
recorded half a dozen singles under their own imprint but served as background singers for Little
Willie Littlefield, Bob Jeffries, and Rudy Lambert. The Mondellos hailed from Pittsburg,
California and were composed of lead tenor Ollie “Yul” McClay (on account of his shaved head
and resemblance to the actor Yul Brynner), the extremely talented second lead Alice Jean Wilton,
Ron Lawson, Charles Jackson, and the late Gary Williams. Sadly, Alice Jean Wilton ended her
days a disillusioned and somewhat deranged street person.

The second remastering of “Rock it up to the moon” known to this ear is one recorded at
an equally rapid time without the Mondello’s support but showcasing George Salis’s fine guitar
soloing and Little Willie Littlefield’s exciting piano fills in their place. This last version seems to
work much better, to my mind. However, one does not get a sense of Gotroe’s full vocal
potential on either of these two songs which might account for the record’s poor sales at the time.

Rhythm 111 remains a rare, three figure collectors’ item in any shape or form. Antrell
points out that Rhythm records from 110 on were pressed locally by Bob Geddins at his small
self-built pressing plant on the corner of Eighth and Center Streets in Oakland. Barksdale could
only afford limited pressings, and larger plants in Los Angeles such as Monarch (which
Barksdale used for his more successful titles) or Allied operated on a minimum advance order of



five hundred copies and utilized non-recycled plastic, while Geddins, on the other hand,
demanded no such requirements.

Although “Raised on Rock ‘n’ Roll” failed to sell, Barksdale still believed in Gotroe and
considered him an artist with unchartered potential. By now, Barksdale had switched from
KWBR to KDIA, Oakland’s premier black radio station. Some time during the summer of 1958,
Barksdale set up a deal with Bob Keene, and the Vortex label came into being. Nothing is known
of Vortex 101 -- perhaps it never hit the streets -- but 102 featured Jackie Gotroe and two more
of his songs, the fabulous “Lobo Jones”, an impressive rockabilly wailer, and “Don’t treat me
this way”, a pleasing Presley-like ballad, beautifully rendered. For the first time one catches a
glimpse of the breadth of Gotroe’s singing talent.

The Vortex single was recorded in L.A. at a session supervised by Bumps Blackwell
utilizing the git-fiddle talents of George Salis plus a coterie of top flight studio musicians. The
sides were pressed locally at Bob Geddins’ Big Town plant in Oakland. The platter should have
generated major sales,but again limited pressing and lack of cash for promotion kept the record
grounded. The 45 remains an extremely rare collectors’ item.

Gotroe states that the session was paid for by Gallo Wine who owed Barksdale money for
writing a pop-sounding country song used in a Golden Spur wine commercial. The L.A.
Blackwell session included the taping of two more songs, “Golden spur” and “Summer
lightning” which Barksdale sold outright to Bob Keene who released them in early 1959 on his
own Keen label. Bob Keene was a one-time big-band musician who entered the record business
in 1957 as a partner and shareholder along with two Greek businessmen of the Keen/Andex
Company. The two businessmen invested in the enterprise but left much of the artistic day-to-
day work to Keene who hired Bumps Blackwell as chief producer and A & R man.

Keene is best known for this work with Richie Valens and Sam Cooke -- the latter
recorded for the label (after leaving Specialty) for almost two years. Keene chose the popular
country-sounding “Golden spur” as the topside, obviously in the hope that Gallo Wine would use
it as part of their promotion campaign for Golden Spur wine. Barksdale was not the only popular
music promoter aided by Gallo Wines. Johnny Otis, in return for favors provided, gave writer’s
credit to the Gallos on some of his 1950s recordings. Gotroe asserts that Frankie Laine with
songs like “Rawhide” and “Gunfight at O.K. Corral” was very popular at the time and Barksdale
in an effort to have Gotroe record similar sounding material wanted a piece of the action.

“Summer lightning”, on the other hand, is a sweet-sounding pop ditty in the Pat Boone -
Tab Hunter vein with pretty nuances and a chirpy girl chorus. The hard-edged rockabilly sound
was going the way of the dodo, and the softer, sappier teen ballad had most definitely taken its
place.

However, Gotroe’s live performances were as raw and exciting as ever, and his popularity
continued to spread throughout Northern California. Gotroe played most all local union halls,
theater chains, opened for Gene Vincent at Sweets Ballroom, and the old Garden of Allah dance
hall out in Union City where he became something of a living legend. Fan clubs sprang up in San
Francisco, Fresno, Albany, and over in Castro Valley. Gotroe played gigs alongside Little Willie
Littlefield at the California Hotel, Ben Joe Zeppa, and bluesman Johhny Fuller. Through Zeppa,
Gotroe met Gary Thompson, Zeppa’s manager. Thompson, a Lockheed engineer living in
Mountain View, dabbled in popular music as a hobby. Zeppa hooked up with Gary and Clara
Thompson in 1957, the year Thompson with Eddie Beale’s help founded Hush Records.

After two Zeppa releases, Thompson was approached by Joe Simon and the Goldentones
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This DECCA release introduces Jackie
Powers for the first time to a national
audience and premiers a refreshing new
singing personality who's equally at
home with a ballad or a bouncy tune.

CHILD'S PLAY, the feature side, is one
of Jackie's own compositions and is
rendered with the warmth and convic-
tion that only the composer can give.

The unique and sensitive stylings of
this young and talented newcomer are
destined to become an integral part

- of the world of popular music.
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Jackie Gotrce js a crew cut, friendly lad of 18, and
has been charming Bay Area audiences since age 2.
He is a native of Northern California and a grad-
uate of San Lorenzo High School. Currently a
freshman at Oakland J. C., Jack’s interests are var-
ied. He is equally as adept with an artist’s brush
as picking on a guitar, or composing rock-n-roll
tunes. Jackie Gotroe fan clubs are springing up all
over the Bay Area, and already his fans have or-
ganized units in San Francisco, Fresno, Albany,
Castro Vallev to name a few. Recently, Jackie sign-
ed a Keen recording contract, and this is his first
Keen Release.



who, after a successful audition, were signed to the label and duly recorded out at Bob Geddins’
studio in Oakland. Joe Simon, along with his band The Knights, cut seven records for Hush
before going over to Vee Jay in Chicago. Simon’s fourth Hush release (Hush 104) featured a
jumping, honking rocker with female chorus entitled “Call my name”, a song written by none
other than Jackie Gotroe. The tune survives today in its original form on acetate with Gotroe
singing the lead part. Gotroe played the song to Thompson who cut a deal with Barksdale to
purchase the rights. After the work generated by the Vortex and Keen releases slowly petered
out, Barksdale lost interest in the record business, conducted for the most part out of the trunk of
his car. None of Barksdale’s records sold very well, and the label ended up a financial disaster. “I
honestly tried my best”, said Barksdale, “but sometimes in the studio I just couldn’t get the right
sound.”

Gotroe now found himself in need of new management and a fresh label, but he was still
under contract to Barksdale. Around this time Gotroe taped three songs for The Standard School
of Broadcasting in Los Angeles for their songs in the schools project. Gotroe’s tunes were piped
into classrooms all over California. A friend of Gotroe’s, known only as Millie, ran a hat-check
concession at a fashionable New York restaurant. Through her work, Millie befriended the upper
management of the Hollis Music Publishing Company. Hollis was interested in new songs and
fresh talent. Millie encouraged Gotroe to send a demo tape of his own material to Hollis. Gotroe
duly complied, and renewed interest was found in the young singer’s career.

Hollis negotiated Gotroe’s release from Barksdale’s contract and re-signed the young
talent to Decca Records. However, Hollis was unhappy with the name Gotroe, which did not
seem to fit the teen idol image he hoped to develop, and changed Gotroe to Powers. Toward the
close of 1959, Jackie Powers entered the Capitol Studios in New York for his first and only
Decca recording session. Of the four numbers committed to tape, “Child’s play”, a moody pop
ballad with full orchestra and contingent chorus plus “Carolina moon”, the old Benny Davis / Joe
Burke 1929 evergreen rearranged to sound like a Bobby Rydell clone, were chosen for the initial
Decca release.

Both “No money down” (not the Chuck Berry chart) and “Strollin’ to school’ were left in
the can. If “Child’s play” took off, “No money down” would be assigned a release date. But
things did not turn out that way. The music business was in the midst of a sweeping payola clean-
up. Gotroe’s handlers wanted to get the new Decca release on Dick Clark’s American Bandstand
but did not want to pay for the privilege for fear of repercussions. Consequently, the record never
received nationwide airplay.

Back home in the San Francisco Bay Area, Gotroe managed to have himself interviewed
on KYA and made an appearance on KPIX’s Dick Crest (tv) show. Gotroe says the record was
promoted in San Jose, Sacramento, and L.A., and he did get to do a few in-store appearances at
local record outlets to help things along. “Child’s play” did not sell, and Gotroe was released
from his contract. Turning his back on becoming a pop entity, Gotroe tried his luck at folk
singing. Folk music was becoming increasingly popular, and groups like the New Christy
Minstrels took center stage. Gotroe was taken by the songs of Bud & Travis on Liberty Records.
“Cloudy summer afternoon” and “Carmen Carmalla” were particular favorites.

Gotroe dabbled in the acting profession and through thespian appearances in The Little
Theater’s production of “Wild Cat” (later adapted to the silver screen, starring Lucille Ball), he
befriended Don Perini.

Pairing up with Don Perini (second vocal), Gotroe strummed and harmonized his way
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around the Bay Area coffee houses after dark. During the daylight hours, having gotten himself
enrolled at the Cal College of Arts and Crafts, he worked for his major in Commercial Art. The
folk singing duet period ended in 1964. By this time, he was taking care of copy art at his dad’s
print shop. Gotroe became a partner in the firm and stayed with it up until the business closed its
doors in 1990. Gotroe has written approximately sixty songs over the years and still gets royalty
checks from BMI from time to time.

Gotroe is retired from music now but at least one member of his family makes a living
from doing music. A sister is part of a Forties style vocal group called “Separate Checks.” They
do songs made popular by the McGuires, De John, and Andrews Sisters, from an age when good
songwriting meant a great deal. However, his son Jacques is an aspiring guitarist and hopes to
make something of his talent someday soon.

Jackie Gotroe never made much money out of his music. Like many, he cut some fine
recordings. He most certainly deserved wider recognition. Let us hope that soon some
enterprising record company finds a way to gather and reissue some of Gotroe’s finest moments
on wax.

-- Opal Louis Nations, March 1996

With thanks to Jackie and Jacques Gautreaux, Dave Antrell, Jim Dawson, and Dennis Leonis*
© 1996 by Opal Louis Nations
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