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encouraged him to arrange and compose
popular songs. “Eva was amazing”, says Roddy.
‘She taught eighty students and still found time
to cook and be the best at it."

In his spare time Roddy tinkered around with
two reel-to-reel tape recorders and took a firm
interest in the study of sound engineering, which
has remained a major interest of his to this day.

As a child, Rod Sr. moved from Mississippi to
California with his family during the Depression
and Roddy's mother, Lucille, moved from
Oregon to the same area with her family at
about the same time. Western swing fiddle and
cello player Spade Cooley was a cousin on
Lucille’s side of the family, and, as Roddy was
told, her grandfather on her mother's side was a
famous musician, composer and orchestra
conductor in Russia until the Bolshevik
Revolution, when he and his family were forced
to flee for their lives to America.

Roddy has three siblings, two sisters and a
younger brother, Rick. Rick became a compe-
tent guitarist / keyboardist / vocalist and song-
writer and leader of A Tear And A Smile, a band
which became extremely popular in the Central
Valley during the 1960s.

Currently, Roddy’s youngest sister, Roseanne
Ackerley, is a professional opera singer in New
York City. She also plays and teaches the piano

Opal Louis I'{atinns talks to the one=
time Specialty Records rockerwho

‘

When Trevor Cajiao said his pal had tracked
down Roddy Jackson on the Internet and asked
if | could call to see if | could get a story (being
an age-old fan), | jumped at the opportunity.
After thinking about it for a while, it dawned on
me that Roddy Jackson might be this crazy, red-
haired lunatic who had spent his life on and off
methadone treatments. Imagine my surprise
when he turned out to be a warm, friendly,
hospitable, intelligent being, full of positive
energy. Wow! | thought with all this going why
hasn't anyone written at length on Roddy before
this time? This is a guestion that continues to
puzzle me.

“I've had newspaper pieces, but nobody’s
called to get my story,” says Roddy. We set a
date and Roddy, together with his wife, Kate,
drove over from Merced for a |
day-long interview at my house.
We sat and methodically trans-
cribed Roddy’s life in music
from start to finish. Here is the
story.

EARLY DAYS

George Rodrick Jackson was
born in Fresno, in the California
Central Valley, on April 9th,
1942. He moved north up High-
way 99 to Merced with his family
when he was one year old. His
father, George Sr., better known
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the Rhythm Riot!
(All photos courtesy of Roddy Jackson)

strumming duo. Al played lead and Rod rhythm.
Sometimes they switched parts, but overall Al
was a better lead guitarist than Rod and vice-
versa. During the War, Al and Rod cut V-Discs
for the servicemen overseas.

Upon his discharge from the Marine Corps,
Rod went to work for the Merced County Road
Department. He started as a day labourer and
worked his way up in stages to head foreman.
During those years he continued to play music
gigs on weekends and taught guitar to local
students. When famed western group The Sons
Of The Pioneers toured Central California, they
hired him to join them on their tour. Late one
night, in 1950, Rod Sr. received a telephone call
from New York City. It was Harry James, who
invited him to play in his new band but Rod Sr.

as 'Rod’, was a highly accom-
plished, professional guitarist and singer.
Although classically trained, he could play jazz,
blues, country and even flamenco with great
skill. While he was a capable lead guitarist, he
was principally a rhythm guitarist because he
possessed the ability to play complex chords
and, having the most accurate timing, he was
surpassed by none. He served in the Marines
during World War 1l and in Special Services
played rhythm guitar with trumpet maestro
Harry James and his band. Rod Sr. went on to
play and record with Al Caiola, the New Jersey-
born studio musician famed for his recording of
‘The Magnificent Seven’ movie theme and
music for TV's ‘Bonanza' series.

Back before his studio work at United Artists,
Al Caiola teamed up with Rod Sr. as a guitar-

———— decided to turn the offer down
_ :ﬂgﬁﬁﬁ because it would have taken him
hi"'ar.l:'ncm'l} away from his family. Latar_ he
L ucila received a call from Al Caiola,
"~ |who had just signed a huge
| recording contract and wanted
- | Rod to join him. Once again, for
o+ |the same reason, Rod Sr. said
| no.
» | With both the family piano and
. .| his dad's guitar lying around the
house, Roddy quite naturally
gravitated towards the perfor-
mance of music and taught
himself to play guitar on his

father's instrument. Roddy began classical

piano lessons at age six under Bob Frances, the
accomplished concert pianist. “Frances was
very skilled and very knowledgeable”, says
Roddy, “but was adamant to the point of being
dictatorial when it came to playing anything
other than serious music.” All other music was
“junk” as far as Bob Frances was concerned.
The classical training lasted two-and-a-half
years. Roddy yearned to play other types of
music, and his parents were supportive of this.
Rod Sr. was a much in-demand freelance
musician who played regularly with ‘pick-up’
musicians. One of these was pianist Eva
Ronson who played jazz and pop skillfully. Eva
became Roddy's second piano teacher. Not
only did Roddy learn technique but also his tutor
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and viola.

Rod Sr. collected blues records and had a
particular fondness for Big Bill Broonzy. But his
most influential heroes were Charlie Christian,
Django Reinhart and Segovia. Roddy was
drawn to Broonzy's blues and in particular his
self-taught pianist from Hattiesburg, Blind John
Davis, who played on many of Broonzy's
concerts in the early 1950s. Roddy tried to
master Davis' licks.

He attended John C. Fremont School in
Merced and in sixth grade took up drums and
percussion. He was soon playing in the All City
Band alongside sixth-through-eighth graders.
Roddy was praised for his skills on the tympani
(or kettle) drum and his natural-born talent for
perfect pitch. He also played in the marching
band out of the Herbert Hoover Junior High
School in Merced. Eva’s piano tutorials lasted
three years.

FIRST BAND

In 1954, at 12 years old, Roddy formed his first
band, The Dreamers, acting as both leader and
arranger for the group. Members included an
eleven-year-old trumpet player by the name of
Fred Gaebe, his brother, trombonist Jim Gaebe,
David Stoneham on tenor sax, Roddy on piano
and Chuck Repture who served as stand-up
bassist for a short while before being replaced
by drummer Don 'Geech’ Surdich, who was
seventeen or eighteen and the oldest member
of the outfit. The group played jazz and popular
music at picnics, lodge functions, parties and
assemblies. Although too young to play clubs,
they enjoyed a regular Saturday radio show

Roddy’s pop, George Roderick Jackson Snr.
(‘Rod’), with his country outfit backed by the
27th Marine Division Orchestra.




over Merced's KYOS. They were M.C.'d by a
staff announcer and sponsored by the local
Pepsi Cola plant manager, Ed Whittington.

Roddy moved on to Merced High where he
played in the school's concert, marching and
orchestral aggregations. He stayed with drums
and percussion and was often featured on
tympani solos for his skills. The band was taught
and directed by Fred Stein who told Roddy he
was good enough on tympani to play in any of
the top symphony orchestras of that day. But
Roddy, always on the lookout for something
else to master in music, wanted to play tenor
sax. Both Earl Bostic and Bill Doggett's tenor
sax player, Clifford Scott, were Roddy's par-
ticular favourites at the time (and later on Sam
Butera and Plas Johnson). Knowing that Roddy
intended to make music his life's work, Mr. Stein
strongly urged him to first take clarinet for a
year, then alto sax for the second year and then,
finally, the tenor sax, because being versatile
would make him more employable. Roddy took
his advice. He also learned how to play the
trumpet from Fred Gaebe and the trombone
from Jim Gaebe, his former band mates in The
Dreamers.

During most of his school days, Roddy had
cultivated an interest in the theatre. At Merced
High an English teacher who also taught drama,
Mrs. Osbourne, taught Roddy a great deal
about the craft. In his senior year, Roddy played
the title role in the hard-hitting play ‘Dino’ to rave
reviews. He also played principal roles in two
plays by William Shakespeare; Marc Antony in
‘Julius Caesar' and Lysander in ‘A Midsummer
Night's Dream’. Mrs. Osbourne saw in him the
possibility of becoming a fine actor and told him
that she could arrange for him to get a
scholarship to Pasadena Playhouse, which, at
that time, was one of the leading acting schools
in America. Roddy decided to stay focused on a
career in music, reasoning that when he
became successful enough he would be able to
get into the movie business. By this time Roddy
already was quite successful in music.

By age fourteen, when he was a freshman at
Merced High, Roddy was playing boogie-
woogie and r&b on the piano. Fats Domino was
dominating the jukeboxes and quite naturally
became Roddy's newfound hero. One day as he
was pounding boogie-woogie in the band room,
he attracted the attention of a black student
who, when he heard Roddy's frantic chording,
told him to wait up. Minutes later he returned
with a black electric guitar player named Kenny
Craig and a black alto player, James Burkes,
better known as J.B. The three started jamming
and were soon joined by a black drummer,
Buddy Wiggins, who played in the school band.

All this attracted the attention of white stand-
up bass player Larry Snelling who fell in with the
groove. Soon, students began to rush for the
band room. The place was filled in a flash, and
the kids were going crazy. Those unable to get
in pressed against the walls outside. Girls got
hysterical and started screaming. Pande-
monium erupted when the combo broke into Bill
Doggett's ‘Honky Tonk'. The jam session
caused such a ruckus that Roddy and the
musicians decided to compete in the talent
assembly. For this the band added Clarence
Lewis to the group. Clarence played bongos
and second sax. After turning the talent
assembly into a near riot, and easily grabbing
first place honours, the band knew they were
going places.

THE BLUE NOTES

George Coolures, Merced's fire chief and
president of the Civitan Club, a fraternal
organization like the Masons, managed Roddy's
first group, The Dreamers. George now took up
management of this new student band that

opted to call themselves The Blue Notes. The
group was sponsored as a club project for the
Civitans, and George bought them their first
matching outfits - plaid jackets and bolos with
Civitan decals on the coat pockets. George took
The Blue Notes to play at the American Legion
Hall, Merced's top showcase. The band was
such a success they had to move on to a bigger
venue to accommodate the legions of new fans.
The Merced County Fairgrounds Pavilion was
chosen because it had twice as much dancing
floor space.

Before the group had taken the Legion Hall by
storm, J.B. and Larry Snelling left the group.
Snelling was replaced by Gil Fraire on electric
bass and J.B. by a string of sax players. They
ended up with a cat named Jim Fimbrez. They
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Kenny Cr'é'i:g, Art Valdez, BuddyIWIggin
late Gilbert Frame and Roddy Jackson
became The Blue Notes in 1957.

jokingly called themselves an integrated United
Nations band, having white, Latin and black
players in the group. In fact, they were one of
the earliest bands to have members of different
races at a time when that wasn't done and
made history as pioneers in that regard. The
Blue Notes played the California Ballroom in
Modesto to a packed house on the very first
night. Then they began touring outlying towns
like Gustine, Turlock, Patterson, and Ceres,
above Modesto in Riverbank and Oakdale, then
up to the Stockton Ballroom. The group played
to packed houses. By now the singing and piano
playing style of Little Richard had become
Roddy's primary passion. He mastered all of
Richard’s piano licks and sang his songs in a
way that equalled his wildness and camp

i

The fraternal organization, the Merced
Civitan Club, sponsored The Blue Notes.
From left: Art Valdez, Clarence Lewis and
Kenny Craig.

abandon. Roddy told George Coolures (who
they all called ‘Chief’) that it was his goal to
be a recording artist for Little Richard's
recording company, Specialty Records. The
‘Chief' thought the boys good enough to take a
crack at getting a recording contract, so they
drove down to Hollywood to audition. Specialty
Records had a small rehearsal studio with a
control booth at their office suite where The Blue
Notes were asked to audition. The band started
into one of Little Richard’s songs with Roddy
wailing away on vocals. They had played
midway through the number when a young guy
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leaped from the control room and ushered the
band to stop. The young man wanted his boss
Art Rupe, to hear them and ran off to find him.

With Rupe in the control room, The Blue Notes
started over. At the close of the audition, the
young man who had sprung from the contro:
booth introduced himself as Sonny Bono. Sonny,
was immediately taken by Roddy who he
thought played and sang “black”. He expressec
no interest in The Blue Notes and wanted only,
Roddy as a solo entity. However, Sonny dic
encourage Coolures to send demo tapes. 2
contract was drawn up, and Roddy's parents
signed on his behalf, as he was barely fifteer
years old at the time. Roddy later played demos
of songs he had written. Among them was 'Love
At First Sight” which Bono and Rupe wanted for
Roddy's first release. A second contract was
drawn up so that Roddy could register his songs
with Venice Music, Rupe's publishing company
It was Bono's plan to eventually use Roddy's
acting talent and to get him into movies.

A second trip down to Hollywood came soor
thereafter when Sonny Bono called to have
Roddy come to his house and run through a few
things around the piano before setting up the
studio session. Bono had come up with a tune
called 'I've Got My Sights On Someone New'
based on the melody to the Blue Danube Waltz
Pounding piano plus a rock n roll beat made i
sound attractive to Roddy who thought i
praiseworthy enough to put with ‘Love At Firs
Sight’ on the first session for which he did no
have to wait long.

FIRST SESSION

On December 12th, 1957, Roddy took a day,
off from school to make a third trip to Hollywood
This time he headed for Universal Recorders
where he found his backing group composed o
Rene Hall, guitar, Red Callender, bass, and Ear
Palmer on drums. Roddy sang lead anc
pumped piano. ‘Love At First Sight' took foun
takes, whereas ‘I've Got My Sights Or
Someone New' took only two. To this day.
Roddy regrets not doing one more take of 'Laove
At First Sight’. “Something was wrong with Take
4," says Roddy, “and we could have fixed it, bul
Sonny called it a wrap before it could be done.”

I've Got My Sights On Someone New' came
out in January 1958 and proceeded to climb tc
the top of the local charts in Central California.
For some reason, it hit number one in Salt Lakes
City and number three in Baltimore. Roddy was
publicized as a sixteen-year-old blond kid with
crew cut who looked like Ricky Nelson but sang
with a Presley punch. Handouts went on tos
announce that Roddy Jackson sang and played:
piano in a unique style of his own.

He was booked through Ted Kellem to play
‘American Bandstand' in Philadelphia on Feb-
ruary 14th, but his golden chance for national
acclaim never came about. Prior to this, through
Grahame Richards, Roddy and Bono had flown
to Salt Lake City to play on the Intermountain
Network KALL-KUTV Heart Fund Benefit, a big
revue at a large two-thousand seat auditorium.
The line-up included Eddie Cochran, Carl
Perkins, Helen Humes and Jimmy Boyd. Roddy
was given top billing because his record was the
hottest at the time. He appeared on Salt Lake
City's local ‘Bandstand’ television show, and
then it was on to appear on a radio promotion.
The big revue was a huge success. In fact,
Grahame Richards’ regional programme
director wanted Roddy to return and do a series
of sock hops for affiliates. Roddy ended out his
lightning visit with a nightclub engagement.
During this whirlwind activity a representative
from Decca Records approached Roddy and
offered to buy out his Specialty contract and
groom him as a second Elvis Presley. Roddy,
always loyal to his friends, turned the offer



down. This was a huge mistake, the biggest he
made during his career, he thinks. Had he
known that his Dick Clark gig on ‘American
Bandstand' was going to be cancelled because
of Art Rupe’s refusal to pay increased payola,
he might have signed on the dotted line with
Decca. But he did not know this at the time.
The ‘Bandstand’ gig would have broken
Roddy's record nationally and he would have
become a talent known across the country.
Instead, his debut single slid into obscurity and
he returned to The Blue Notes where he was
always able to find work. During this time, the
‘Chief’ (George Coolures) sent a demo of Roddy
and The Blue Notes to Art Rupe at Specialty.
The tape contained ten songs, some were
covers, some original material: 'l Love Her Just
The Same’, 'Jukebox Baby', 'Until The End Of
Time', ‘Cherry Pie’, ‘Lonesome Traveller’. ‘| Lost
My Love’, ‘Gloria’ (the embryonic version of the
song on his third release), ‘Where Has My
Loved One Gone', 'Boney Maronie’ and 'ltchy’.

1959. It was featured on The Rolling Stones’
‘December Children’ album of 1965. The
Animals and Flamin’ Groovies also recorded it.

In November 1958, Art Rupe issued ‘Moose
On The Loose’ backed with ‘Hiccups', Session
musicians on the record included René Hall,
Jewell Grant, William E. Green, Earl Palmer and
James C. Allen. The record, although highly
original with its wild and crazy extroversion and
urgent vocal delivery, did not do that well at all.
Like ''ve Got My Sights On Someone New',
‘Moose On The Loose' became a 'sleeper’ but
built gradually to cult favourite status much later
on. “That's Sonny Bono singing harmony and
doing all the slurping and animal sounds”, says
Roddy.

On March 25th 1959, Roddy returned to
Universal Recorders for his third session on
which ‘Gloria’, ‘Any Old Town', ‘Give A Little
Love’ and ‘| Found A New Girl' were set to tape.

Roddy returned to The Blue Notes. Sonny
Bono kept insisting on Roddy leaving the band

Clarence Lewis, the group's bongo and second
sax player, was inducted into the Army and was
never replaced. By 1962, The Merced Blue
Notes were the second-to-none rhythm and
blues band on the Northern California club
scene. The all-star line-up included Ken Craig,
guitar and vocals, Bobby Hunt, keyboards, Gil
Fraire, bass, Carl Mays, drums and vocals, and
Bill Robertson, sax. Sometimes Marietta Rab-
ertson, Bill's sister, sang in the group to add
colour. The Merced Blue Notes recorded for
Accent, Mammoth, Merced, Soul, Tri-Phi and
Galaxy throughout the 1960s. Most of their
recordings are strong and worth the buck,
should you find any.

Rumour has it that Sonny Bono, under the
guise of singing sensation Don Cristy, used The
Blue Notes to tour with him behind his release of
‘One Little Answer’ after Roddy left the band.
We also know that Rupe used Coolures as a
freelance Central Valley promotions rep, as he
mailed multiple copies of records by Wynona

Roddy's singing on the rocking charts was

_________

fierce and frantic, but somehow something did
not click. Bono had other ideas. Roddy's
relationship with Sonny Bono was a close one.
They both shared similar musical tastes and
were on the same wavelength with fresh ideas.
“THERE'S A DEER IN THE BEER..."

One day Bono called to say he had demos of
two novelty songs he thought it would be a blast
for Roddy to do. At his house Bono played
Roddy a home recording of a guy singing and
playing piano on a couple of madcap numbers
entitled ‘Moose On The Loose' and ‘Hiccups'.
Roddy thought that they were fun. Together,
they both enjoyed themselves setting down a
suitable arrangement. Besides these two songs,
Roddy and Bono spent time on working out
arrangements for 'Gloria’, ‘Any Old Town', ‘Give
A Little Love’ and 'l Found A New Girl".

On one of these home-studio sessions, Roddy
and Bono arranged and composed ‘She Said
"Yeah” which ended up being recorded by a
slew of big names. In fact, it is Roddy's half of
one-cent royalty that has brought in a steady
flow of needed cash over the years. Specialty
artist Larry Williams first recorded the song in

for good and becoming a full-time solo artist.
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Bono still had big plans for Roddy in Hollywood,
despite poor record sales. By now, Blue Notes
saxist Jim Fimbrez had gone and was replaced
by Art Valdez. In May 1959, Art Rupe released
the heartaching ‘Gloria’, a pretty ballad
supported by the usual sessions musicians plus
The Blossoms on vocal background. The
flipside touted the wild, rocking ‘Any Old Town'
dressed up with stinging guitar and Roddy's
relentless piano. The record sold poorly, and
Roddy found himself making more money with
The Blue Notes than from his own records. In
1960, Art Rupe made the decision to suspend
operations of Specialty Records. This meant
that Roddy's slated fourth release of ‘Give A
Little Love' backed by ‘| Found A New Girl'
found itself on the shelf. Specialty sprang back
to life momentarily in 1964 but by then popular
music had changed. The British Invasion was
about to hit American shores.

In the spring of 1960, Roddy left The Blue
Notes to go to college. Pianist Bobby Hunt took
Roddy's place, and the group changed its name
to The Merced Blue Notes to avoid confusion
with Hayward Lee & The Blue Notes of Fresno.
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Carr, Don & Dewey and Little Richard for him to

take to local radio stations.
MUSIC MAJOR
Meanwhile, Roddy moved to Modesto and
enrolled in Modesto Junior College as a music
major with a minor in radio and television
broadcasting. He also took drama and managed
o muster a supporting role as pianist Beverly
Carlton in the play ‘The Man Who Came To
Dinner’. Roddy co-hosted a progressive jazz
radio program with a black deejay over Radio
KMJC. The pair alternated one two-hour pro-
gramme each per week. He then joined Kent
Whitt & The Downbeats, a Modesto-based band
that had become quite popular in Central
California. He doubled on piano and tenor sax.
Besides Roddy, the band was made up of fellow
student Whitt, leader and drummer, Connie
Hightman, guitar, Bob De Leon, keyboards, best
buddy Bill Gross, bass, plus a second tenor sax
player, Danny Toledo.
Roddy quit after one year when he was offered
a job with Chester Smith’s band. Chester Smith
had been a country artist with Capitol Records
from 1853 - 1958. In 1955 he had a No.1 hit in
the gospel charts, ‘Wait A Little, Please, Jesus’,



which was the first gospel song in music history
to cross over into the country charts. In 1958,
Decca signed him as a rock n roll artist. During
this time Chester was the first artist in the waorld
to come out with a music video. He went on later
to pioneer Spanish television and has built the
most television stations in California. He has
won numerous awards including ‘California
Broadcaster of the Year' and has been inducted
into the Western Swing Hall of Fame. In 2003,
Chester collaborated with Merle Haggard to
produce another MNo.1 gospel hit, 'California
Blend’, which has crossed over into every
country chart in the English-speaking world. In
1960, Chester's saxophone player, Lee Green-
wood, who went on to become a big country
singer in the 1980s, left the band to be Del
Reeves' sax player and Roddy took his
place. The pay was good so the band
always attracted the best musicians.

But Roddy then decided to enlist in /g
the US Army because he felt that he [
needed the discipline and had a
hunch that if he were to get his
military obligation out of the way he
would miss the next war. This was

I'VE GoT My
. . af
between the conflicts in Korea and SOMEONE New: ON
Vietnam, so his hunch proved to be “\ ROPDY juckso,,
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accurate. Roddy says he spent three years
in the Service. After basic training at Ford Ord
they sent him to Fort Jackson in South Carolina
for advanced training in radio operations. He
joined the Army band and played in Fort Jack-
son's excellent little jazz combo.

Roddy was transferred to Fulda north of
Frankfurt, Germany. He was assigned to the
84th Army Band attached to the 14th Armored
Cavalry unit. He became the outfit's arranger
and sound engineer, eventually serving as
assistant conductor. He made himself musically
adaptable by serving both as percussionist and
member of the saxophone section in the concert
band and played piano, saxophone and string
bass, as needed, in the big band. He became a
good, all-round utility man when he added vibes
and string bass to his accomplishments. He also
served as instructor of the big band workshop
and formed an excellent progressive |azz
combo. Branching out into his second most
preferred occupation, he directed variety stage
shows. This lead to the opportunity of directing
the theatre troupe. He toured abroad giving
lectures on how to care for your musical
instrument. He travelled throughout Germany
and also to Denmark to perform public relations
concerts. He even played at ballpark stadiums
at half time.

DISC JOCKEY

In 1964, upon being honourably discharged
fram the Army, he returned to Merced where he
became a radio deejay on KLBS in Los Banos.
KLBS was considered a middle of the road
station that broadcast easy listening, jazz and
pop, the type of music you hear in your dentist's
waiting room. On weekends he played in a
country band just to stay in practice. During a
visit to Santa Cruz a year later he found his old
buddy, Ernie Smith, working in a club. Ernie had
Roddy sit in on the organ (which he had never
played before) and that lead to an invitation to
play in the band. The B3 Hammond organ was
the popular instrument among small combos at
the time, and Roddy picked up on it. After
relocating to Santa Cruz, Roddy auditioned for
house bandleader at Big Al's topless nightery in
San Francisco's red light district. At least it was
regular work, he reasoned. Billed as Rod
Jackson & The Hoods, the band played exotic
music behind Baby Jane's snake-dance
stripping. Between acts the band played covers
of Motown hits and Beatles songs.

One of the vocal soloists featured at the club
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was Bobby Taylor. Taylor was later associated
with a group called The Vancouvers who
recorded for Motown. Legend has it that during
a 1968 performance at Chicago’s Regal Theater
with his band, Bobby discovered The Jackson
Five.

Amazingly, Roddy stuck it out as bandleader
and M.C. at Big Al's for a year. At this time Sly
Stone, who freguented Big Al's and became a
big fan of Roddy's, called to have him play
keyboards for a Chubby Checker return Twist
party concert at the Cow Palace in San Mateo
County. KYA deejay presenters Bob Mitchell
and Tom Donahue had put Sly in charge of
musical direction. With a little persuasion,
Roddy was able to enjoy himself twisting the

night away.

Roddy says he and his band left San
Francisco some time in 1965 to tour
with the Tommy Butler Revue.
Tommy had been featured lead
vocalist in the easy style of Lou

Puby 1w,
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Rawls at Big Al's Club. He was
also fortunate enough to have
financial backers as friends. The
backers bankrolled the revue that
included Tommy, a dancer named
Repete, a female soloist and a three-
piece band with Roddy on keyboards. This
was a high energy show modelled on the
dynamics of the Ike & Tina Turner Revue. The
show opened at Basin Street West, then moved
on to Harvey's in Lake Tahoe where they
enjoyed rave reviews. They played a month's
engagement in Honolulu, and then returned to
gigs in Las Vegas, after which the revue split up.
At this time, Ted Grouya, who was one of the
backers of the revue, made Roddy an offer. Ted
had written many hits in the ‘40s, including the
perennial favourite, '‘Flamingo', and had written
the music and lyrics for several hit Broadway
musicals as well as movies. In 1966, Ted had
finished writing his latest musical stage
production and when the Tommy Butler Revue
split up, he asked Roddy to be the musical
director. Roddy did not feel qualified to take on
the project and turned the job down, even after
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Ted assured him that he was capable of doing it.
Grouya went on to become a successful movie
director and Roddy admits that he turned down
what would have been a career opportunity of a
lifetime. After that Roddy and his band played a
gig in Santa Maria (Southern California) and
then the band broke up.

Roddy returned once more to Merced and
joined a jazz quartet as pianist and vocalist.
Fellow musicians included Rudy Merino, drums,
John Haliburton, bass and vocals, and Bill Willie
on trumpet, sax and vibes. The band played
together at the Tropicana Hotel in Fresno for a
year and then Roddy got a call from San
Francisco inviting him to play organ with Russell
Lee's Variety Show Band of San Francisco at
the Peppermint Tree and then at Goman's Gay
60s.

Roddy remembers a fellow named Sam on
sax, Terry someone on guitar, Russell Lee on
drums and himself on keyboards. Just to make
life a little more interesting, Roddy formed a jazz
trio on the side. With Roddy on organ, Terry on
guitar plus a drummer called Alex, the three-
some played gigs in San Leandro.

TURNING DOWN FLEETWOOD MAC

One day Roddy got a call from Fleetwood Mac
in Los Angeles. They were scheduled to appear
on ‘The Ed Sullivan Show', followed by two
tours; one to crisscross the United States, the
other to play in Europe. Their keyboardist at the
time was Bobby Hunt, who had left the Merced
Blue Notes and joined their band. For some
reason, Bobby had to leave the group and
recommended Roddy to take his place. They
were scheduled to begin their appearances in
two weeks and wanted Roddy to come to Los
Angeles immediately. Roddy had promised
Russell Lee that he would give him a month's
notice should he up and quit, and told the caller
that he couldn't break his word. Two of the band
members flew to San Francisco to try to
persuade him to change his mind, but Roddy
refused to break his promise. As always, Roddy
would not let his friends down, a fact Russell
Lee duly noted.

Other offers came Roddy's way, in particular
from George Shearing's gquitarist. In 1967,
Shearing's unit split up and the guitarist formed
his own group. The original keyboardist was
leaving the group, and Roddy was asked to fill
his place. At this time Roddy harboured
the mistaken notion that playing jazz
would make him far less money
and fame than working as a rock n
roll entertainer. He thought rock n
roll would make him a star.
Roddy admits that he was naive
and that he should have gone
where steady work was to be
had.

Around this time Roddy had begun
to tire of the fast life - easy booze,

babes and drugs were beginning to take
their toll. Visions of bad times down the road
lead him to quit showbiz altogether. A year into
retiring from music, he got a call from Russell
Lee. Russell was brimming with excitement; the
band had just signed a touring engagement with
Lou Rawls. Would he join the band? Roddy had
to turn him down. Even today he feels he made
the right decision: “I turned down many big
opportunities”, he said to me, “but | don’t regret
it because if | had stayed in the entertainment
business at that time, especially if | had made it
big, it would have killed me. Like Janis Joplin
and Jimi Hendrix, | would have wound up in the
obituaries at a young age. | was just too wild in
those days."

Roddy got married and settled down in Lodi,
California. He went to work as a forklift operator
for a cannery. The job lasted two-and-a-half
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years, after which he worked as a postal clerk at
the Stockton Post Office. He stayed with the
Post Office for eleven years, but when his
marriage broke up, Roddy decided that it was
time to get back into the music business.

He moved back to Merced and hired himself
out as a solo pianist / vocalist and freelanced
with various bands in the area. In
1982 he became music director for §
The Hospital Assistance League,
an organization that put on stage
revues, led by a series of travelling
professional directors and choreo-
graphers from New York City.
From that time on, Roddy became
more and more in demand as a
Music Director for musical plays
and stage productions. He married
Diana, the daughter of Eva
Ronson, his old piano tutor. The
pair settled down to married life.
They eventually formed a duo
called Jackson & Ronson. Roddy
played keyboards, drum machine
and vocals, and Diana played
guitar and and sang. This was
Roddy's third marriage. He began
giving tutorials in just about every
band instrument except the flute.
Jackson & Ronson recorded
‘Michael, Michael, | Wanna Ride
Your Motoreycle’ for Rogue
Records, a wvanity label. Diana §
wrote and sang the song while
accompanying herself on guitar, |
and Roddy arranged it and &
performed all of the rest of the &
music. Debbie Woltman, a local
choreographer and  dancer,
choreographed a dance routine for
it to be performed on video. The
piece was filmed and shown
around Central California. The duo §
held together for seven years, |
after which, wedlock-and music- =
wise, they parted company.

Well and truly caught by the music bug once
again, Roddy went out as a single, playing piano
at restaurants and bars. His repertoire included
a mix of jazz standards, classical and light rock
plus a scatter of movie themes. The play list
depended on the venue. He was offered a job at
Ballico School teaching band and theatre.
Because he had to instruct students on all band
instruments, Roddy tocok a couple of flute
lessons from a fellow music teacher and wound
up being quite proficient on it. He has taught at
Ballico these past thirteen years. In 1994 he
formed a duo with brother Rick. The two created
a big band sound by sequencing many of the
instruments in his studio at home. When the duo
came unstuck he went out as a solo.

That same year he met Kate, his fourth wife.
Roddy was looking for some extra income and
received a call from the Unity Church to be their
Music Director. He answered the call and met
Kate, who was the choir director for the church,
They soon became best friends, then found that
their feelings for each other went beyond
friendship and were married in 1995.
ORDAINED MINISTER

Both Kate and Roddy have been ordained as
ministers by the New Order of Glastonbury and
have stayed members of the Unity Church.
They are a singing duo for various churches in
the area and have produced an album of music
that, for the most part, was written by them and
some of their friends, called 'Outer Journey,
Inner Joy’, on their own label, Move-Me Music.
For several years before moving to Merced in
1989, Kate was a member of the Inner Light
Gospel Choir in Santa Barbara, which is the

Gold Coast chapter of the Gospel Music
Association of America. With Roddys
assistance as arranger and accompanist, she
teaches Gospel Choir for various churches. In
1999, Roddy became the director of the
Summer Youth Theatre Program at Merced
Community College.

He entertains all over Central California and
the Bay Area as Roddy Jackson The Music
Man. With hi-tech equipment, Roddy exhibits
his prowess as a composer and arranger as well
as his skills on keyboard, saxophone, flute and
clarinet. Because of the quality of equipment

y When The Jaguars see the Eddie Cochran and
B O o K R EV l EW Gene Vincent show at the Liverpool Empire, the

CRADLE OF ROCK
Neil Foster (Top F Books)

Some years before 'Now Dig This’ started, the
Merseysider Neil Foster edited the rock n roll
magazine ‘Not Fade Away', and | have known
him on and off for 30 years. He is a colourful
character, full of opinions and given to
presenting those opinions as fact. His oft-voiced
theory is that The Beatles put paid to a thriving
rock n roll scene on Merseyside and that they
were among the least talented groups around.

For some time, Neil Foster has been
considering a memoir of his days of playing
tenor sax in The Delacaradoes, and although |
expected this book, | hadn't expected it to be a
novel. ‘Cradle Of Rock’ tells the story of The
Jaguars and their days of playing small-time
coffee-bars and social clubs around Liverpool.
The characters in the novel mouth many of
Foster's own views - for example, they see The
Beatles and loathe them - and this is a
handicap. There is not sufficient plot to make
this a decent novel and it would have been far
better if he had written a memoir. As it is, you
don't know what's true and what's false.

For all that, there is much to like in the book.

and his skill with it he is able to sound like
everything from a combo to a big band to an
orchestra. Frequently, people tell him that if they
closed their eyes they would swear that
everything that they were hearing was being
played by a group of live musicians. In all,
Roddy plays a total of eighteen musical
_instruments, which he teaches
both in school and as a private
music tutor. He also serves as a
freelance director of children’s
musical plays.

In addition to everything else,
Roddy is a freelance studio
musician. One of his studio gigs
was with a well known singer of
spiritual music, Linda Gallagher. In
1996 he and Kate collaborated
with Linda on her album, ‘Oh Holy
Presence’, with Roddy producing
all of the music accompaniment
and Kate helping out with
background wocals. In 2000,
Roddy worked with Linda again on
her next album, ‘Now and For-
ever',

In 2001, Roddy was delighted to
find out that Paul McCartney had
recorded ‘She Said "Yeah" for his'
‘Run, Devil, Run" album. He also
found out from a friend surfing the
Internet that he was inducted into
the Rockabilly Hall Of Fame.

Now Roddy has set his sights on
forming a rock n roll band and
wants to tour the festival circuit in
Western Europe, singing and
playing the old songs that made
Roddy Jackson a hot item. He'll
make his UK debut at the Rhythm
Riot! in November,

Rockin' Roddy Jackson is all
wound up and ready to go.

From conversations with Roddy
Jackson. With assistance from
Alec Palao, Kate Jackson, Kirk Roberts, Steve
Murudo and Trevor Cajiao.

plot goes by the board as Foster writes down all
he can remember. For example: "Gene Vincent,
his sweat-soaked curls flopping onto his
forehead, knelt down on one knee at the edge of
the stage and, staring fixedly into space with his
huge, hypnotic eyes, sang ‘What In The World's
Come Over You?'. The group was familiar with
the Jack Scott record but this version wrung the
maximum emotion from the song. The audience
sat silent and spellbound till the end.”

| enjoyed the sections on how the group
wanted to sound distinctive - in this case, with a
tenor sax (of coursel). They often sing parody
lyrics ("Get your knickers down, babe" to the
tune of ‘Pistol Packin' Mama') and as they have
never heard of Creole ladies, the vocalist sings
“Three old ladies” in ‘Way Down Yonder In New
Orleans’.

‘Cradle Of Rock’ is difficult to read because the
publisher (Foster himself) has chosen a heavy
black type that leaps out at you. Rather like Neil
Foster's conversation, in fact.

Spencer Leigh
(‘Cradle Of Rock' costs £7.95 plus postage and
can be obtained direct from Neil Foster at
neilfoster@onetel.com)
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