WHAT PEOPLE ARE SAYING

“

“Enigma, wunderkind, control
freak, visionary, raconteur, artist
advocate, shameless hustler and, in the
end, kind heart, Gernhard spent four-anda-half decades chasing recording art and
blatant novelty with the same dogged
determination. Gernhard’s achievements in
the music business rival those of Rick Hall,
Mike Curb, Phil Walden, and perhaps even
Sam Phillips.”
—Rodney Crowell, singer-songwriter

“DeYoung hooks Phil Gernhard’s genius, discipline,
and love of music right up to the side of his self-indulgent, carny, smarmy business practices. I had
no idea what a huge swath of great work he’d cut,
starting right in his own backyard.”
—Stan Lynch, songwriter and producer

“A great rock ’n’ roll story that’s been hiding in
plain sight. It’s the last half century of American
music wrapped up in the story of one man.”
—William McKeen, author of Everybody Had an Ocean: Music and Mayhem in
1960s Los Angeles

“Captures one of the most unheard of, intriguing
stories to come from the colorful world of American pop music—the life of Phil Gernhard, a driven
hit-maker who never let anyone get in his way.”
—Steve Huntington, DJ, Radio Margaritaville
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What drew you to Phil Gernhard’s story?
I grew up in the Tampa Bay area, and my interest in the music business began
while I was kid. Even then, I knew Phil Gernhard’s name—he was the brains
behind Lobo, Jim Stafford and the Bellamy Brothers. And he was local! It was
much later that I found out all the other things he was responsible for,
especially the “Snoopy” songs. As a Florida success story, Phil’s was a natural
to write about.

What were some unique challenges you faced while
writing this book?
First and foremost, Phil being deceased was a challenge. As an intensely
private man, he didn’t leave behind a paper trail to follow. He had no close
friends and no confidantes. This story had to be reconstructed from the
ground up.

What was the most surprising thing you learned about
Gernhard’s life while researching this book?
That he was such a canny—well, unsavory—businessman. He wrote contracts
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that ensured he made more money than the songwriters, the artists, or
anyone else. Phil learned early that owning publishing rights to the song was
key. Unfortunately, that meant his artists often got cheated.

What do you think motivated Gernhard to leave
everything behind and become a record producer with
only one hit—Maurice Williams’s “Stay”—under his belt?
I don’t think Phil ever forgot what it felt like when “Stay” went to No. 1. He
returned to Florida, and college, when the money ran out. But he always
thought of himself as a producer—even as a law student, he was bringing
garage bands into the studio, looking for the next hit. All it took was “Snoopy”
and the Royal Guardsmen to get him out of school once and for all.

Once Gernhard moved from Florida to California in the
’70s, how did the way he conducted business change?
Throwing in his lot with Mike Curb and with Mike’s brother-in-law, Tony Scotti,
were very savvy moves. He wanted to become a player, and those guys had
the connections. Unfortunately, his drinking and drug use also went through
the roof in his L.A. period, and he never fully recovered. I think it’s very telling,
too, that he all but abandoned Lobo once he went west, putting all his efforts
into breaking Jim Stafford as a TV star. Turns out, he was cheating them both.

Of the songs Gernhard produced, which are your favorite
and why?
Oh, that’s easy. I love “T Town,” his second Maurice Williams song. It’s pure
doo-wop, but magical and weird, like so much of Maurice’s stuff. It has a great,
slinky vibe, and you can dance to it. From the Tampa/St. Pete period, I think
the Raven’s “Calamity Jane” is a spectacular pop single, as good as any from
any American band in 1968. I’m also partial to Jim Stafford’s first one, “Swamp
Witch,” and the Bellamy Brothers’ “Let Your Love Flow.”

You touch on a lot of different people who entered and
exited Gernhard’s life. Who among them do you believe
influenced him most?
Certainly he learned belligerence and stubbornness from his father! Musically,
though, he got a lot from Dick Holler, the boogie-woogie piano player and
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songwriter from Louisiana. Dick was as grounded as Phil was dreamy, and as
business partners (and co-writers) I think they complemented one another.
They worked together for 10 years, which was a pretty long haul by Gernhard’s
standards.

For someone who made a career out of propelling others
to fame, why do you think Gernhard remained such a
private person?
From what his ex-wives told me, he was deeply insecure, most likely because
of his father’s unrelenting verbal abuse. And for all his boasting about his
golden ears, I believe that deep down he knew he wasn’t Phil Spector or Brian
Wilson. Don’t forget, many of his biggest records were novelty songs—not the
kind of stuff producers like to brag about.

As you were researching, did you find any information that
might indicate why Gernhard would have taken his own
life?
I cannot answer that, and neither can anyone in the book. It’s the last great
mystery from a life that was, essentially, a series of mysteries.

What are you working on next?
Several projects, including another book about Florida music and hopefully
something in-depth about the relationship between John Lennon and Paul
McCartney.
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5
In the Nick of Time,
a Hero Arose
THE ROYAL GUARDSMEN—SNOOPY VS. THE RED BARON. Tongue-incheek rocker based on “Snoopy” of “Peanuts” fame could prove a giant novelty
seller. Well produced and performed featuring a solid rhythm dance beat. (Laurie
3366).
“Top 60 Spotlight,” Billboard, December 10, 1966

proof

In October of 1965, cartoonist Charles M. Schulz introduced a new storyline to his popular comic strip Peanuts, which appeared in pretty much
every newspaper in the country, seven days a week. Snoopy, the wisecracking, anthropomorphic black and white dog whose imaginary exploits had
turned him into the strip’s breakout star, began to fancy himself the pilot
of a World War I biplane doing battle with a German foe, the Red Baron.
Snoopy sat atop his white clapboard doghouse, which he referred to
as a Sopwith Camel (“Can you think of a funnier name for an airplane?”
Schulz said), his forearms stretched out straight in front like mounted
machine guns.
There had been actual Sopwith Camels, and a real Red Baron, in the
First World War. Manfred von Richthofen was a Luftstreitkrafte fighter
pilot with an impressive record of eighty Allied “kills.” Flying a bright
red Fokker triplane, von Richthofen was the scourge of the skies, a flying
devil awarded the Blue Max—Germany’s highest military honor—by Kaiser Wilhelm himself.
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None of this meant much to Americans in the mid-1960s, until Schulz,
inspired by a model Fokker in his young son’s room, made the (unseen)
baron his comic strip beagle’s archenemy. Sporting goggles and a jaunty
scarf, Snoopy—through thought balloons—created an adventurous fantasy storyline for himself: “Here’s the World War I flying ace walking out
onto the field . . .”
Snoopy engaged the Red Baron in tense plane-to-plane combat—and
always lost, crashing to the ground (in his mind) atop the smoking carcass
of his Sopwith Camel. Then he’d plot revenge.
Readers couldn’t get enough of Snoopy’s exploits, and by the spring of
’66, Schulz was in overdrive, cranking out new Red Baron storylines one
after another.
Schulz published a cash-in picture book for children, Snoopy and the
Red Baron, with the thrill-seeking canine on a multipage adventure. The
book was an enormous hit, and America found itself more or less in the
grip of Beaglemania. Everyone loved Snoopy and his ridiculous flights of
fancy.
“Peanuts was one of Mom and Dad Gernhard’s favorite comics,” Sandy
said. “We used to all discuss the cartoon when we went down there. And
his brain was just clickin.’”
This made Gernhard, sitting in one boring law seminar after another,
flash back to a Dick Holler session he’d produced in ’62, at Cosimo Matassa’s J&M Studio in New Orleans.
Holler had been a huge fan of singer/songwriter Johnny Horton’s
hit recordings of the story-songs “The Battle of New Orleans” and “Sink
the Bismarck,” which set the facts of real historical events to sing-along
choruses, sly humor, and march-time military drumming. Horton’s “The
Battle of New Orleans” won the 1960 Grammy as the year’s best country
and western record.
“I had always been something of an aviation freak,” Holler reflected. “I
thought, ‘Wow, if there are gonna be pop records here that are historical,
I’ll write a song about my favorite pilot, the Red Baron.’”
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After the turn of the century
In the clear blue skies over Germany
Came a roar and a thunder men had never heard
Like the scream and the sound of a big warbird.
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Up in the sky, a man in a plane
Baron von Richthofen was his name.
Eighty men tried, and eighty men died
Now they’re buried together on the countryside.
Ten, twenty, thirty, forty, fifty or more!
The bloody Red Baron was rolling up the score!
Eighty men died trying to end that spree
Of the bloody Red Baron of Germany!
Holler and his band spent an entire day at J&M recording “The Red
Baron,” with Gernhard helping out behind the board.
“We had the whole thing cut—the verses, the melody, the chorus, the
machine guns, the airplane sounds, all that stuff was totally finished,”
Holler said. “It was just like those Johnny Horton records, except we put
in really serious machine gun and airplane sounds. And taking off and
landing sounds. Cosmo did it all on spec; he wouldn’t have got involved if
he didn’t think it was a possibility.”
But Horton the historical hero was gone, killed in an auto accident, and
the public’s enthusiasm for his quirky, southern brand of high-stepping
patriotic sing-alongs apparently died along with him. “Cosmo had a lot of
muscle,” said Holler. “He took it to all his friends, man, and he couldn’t
get anybody to put it out.” Therefore, Dick Holler and the Holidays’ “The
Red Baron” never saw the light of day.
Phil and Sandy were married in Sarasota on August 6, 1966, with Carl
Troxell, a local DJ whose air name was Charlie Brown, serving as best
man. The bride was given away by Boyd Gernhard. After a honeymoon
trip to New Orleans, they settled into a modest home in St. Petersburg,
close to Stetson College of Law and not far from Sandy’s widowed mom.
Gernhard had abandoned Johnny McCullough, Briarwood Enterprises,
Maurice Williams, and South Carolina. He was, or so his father wanted
desperately to believe, a happily married, upwardly mobile law student.
Except he hated it.
One July morning Gernhard began making notes on his yellow legal
pad. Wouldn’t it be great if Snoopy—the most beloved cartoon character
on the planet—could be worked into Dick Holler’s old storyline? Wouldn’t
that be funny?
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Holler’s song had only two verses, followed by the “Ten, twenty, thirty”
chorus. In a Stetson University lecture hall, Gernhard started to create additional lyrics to the existing melody:
In the nick of time, a hero arose
A funny-looking dog with a big black nose
He flew to the sky to seek revenge
But the baron shot him down—curses, foiled again!
Then back to
Ten, twenty, thirty, forty, fifty or more!
The bloody Red Baron was rollin’ up the score!
Eighty men died trying to end that spree
Of the bloody Red Baron of Germany!
“I took the basic Red Baron idea—or as much of it as I could recall—and
wrote in Snoopy because I dug the strip, and I really dug the dog,” Gernhard would say. “Then I sang it to my wife. She looked at me like I was
crazy.”

proof

Now Snoopy had sworn that he’d get than man
So he asked the Great Pumpkin for a new battle plan
He challenged the German to a real dogfight
While the baron was laughing, he got him in his sights
That bloody Red Baron was in a fix
He tried everything, but he’d run out of tricks.
Snoopy fired once and he fired twice
And that bloody Red Baron went spinning out of sight.
Ten, twenty, thirty, forty, fifty or more!
The bloody Red Baron was rollin’ up the score!
Eighty men died trying to end that spree
Of the bloody Red Baron of Germany!
His first order of business was to find the right band, or singer, to record
it. “Phil brought the song here for us,” said Ronny Elliott. “From the time
he started messin’ with us and everything, he was always saying, ‘I’ve got
this song that’ll be the one. This’ll be your hit.’”
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He said the same thing about “Snoopy vs. the Red Baron,” as it was
now titled. It couldn’t miss.
But the Outsiders-turned-Soul-Trippers, already stung by the failure of
“King Bee,” suffered a major setback when their rhythm guitarist got a
letter from the draft board directing him to report for a physical exam, the
first step of the induction process.
This caused him to quit the band in a panic, and in turn Laurie pulled
them off of the bill of an imminent European tour with the Chiffons and
other label artists. The Soul Trippers called it a day.
Anyway, Elliott said, “I don’t know if we would have done it with the
Snoopy thing written into it. We were sure that we were far too hip for any
such thing.”
Gernhard, undaunted, went back to the Surfer’s Club, where the Tropics were again rehearsing. He sat in a chair, holding his yellow paper, and
sang “Snoopy vs. the Red Baron” for them.
They rejected it outright. “Too bubblegum-ish,” said Souza. At that moment, the Tropics were the hottest thing in the Tampa–St. Pete area, and
they played all over Florida, opening concerts for top national and international acts. In those days before it was called rock, the Tropics were a serious rock ’n’ roll band. No way were they going to make a novelty record.
Gernhard then turned to the Royal Guardsmen, a band he’d just started
working with at Charles Fuller Hunt’s studio.
The Royal Guardsmen came from Ocala (about one hundred miles
north of Tampa), where four of the six musicians were still in high school.
The band included Chris Nunley on lead and harmony vocals, and occasional blues harmonica; lead singer and rhythm guitarist Barry Winslow; drummer John Burdett; bass player (and band founder) Bill Balogh;
guitarist Tom Richards, whose family only had only recently moved from
Tampa to Ocala; and baby-faced organist Billy Taylor, who’d joined the
band just a month or so before their Tampa debut in the spring of ’66.
Nunley (at twenty the oldest Guardsman) was studying business at the
University of Florida in nearby Gainesville; Balogh was a student at Central Florida Junior College.
The band’s name was taken from the brand of guitar amplifier they
used—Vox’s Royal Guardsman model. Every day after school, they practiced on the back patio of guitarist Tom Richards’s house. “We’d be wailing away into the pine trees until the police turned up to tell us to turn it
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down,” Taylor laughed, “because the bank president next door, Mr. Thrift,
was trying to get in his afternoon nap before he went back to the office.”
If it rained, they moved the gear into the Richardses’ garage, and sometimes into the family dining room. “Although it gets noisy at times,” Tom’s
mother told the Ocala Star-Banner, “I really enjoy it.”
The Royal Guardsmen had been introduced to Tampa audiences by
twenty-one-year-old John Veciana, an employee at Ron’s Record Shop in
Tampa. It was the only place in the city to stock every single in the Billboard Top 100; Ron’s was where the local musicians, who hoped to make
records, hung out.
Veciana got the Ocala sextet a booking at the Spot, Tampa’s top teen
club. This led to further bookings—only on weekends, of course, and only
when the impossibly young musicians could get rides to the big city to the
south—and a minor buzz developed around the Royal Guardsmen.
Gernhard, who had a handshake arrangement with shop owner John
Centinaro to book local dances, was a regular at Ron’s. And he had a builtin buzz detector.
At their first Charles Fuller session, Gernhard had recorded the band
playing an emotionally raw, soul-tinged Young Rascals ballad called “Baby
Let’s Wait,” which was part of their live act.
He chose this one, with an almost tearful lead vocal from Barry Winslow, as the Guardsmen’s first single. “Leaving Me,” a percolating rocker
with close-harmony vocals, became the flip side of the group’s Laurie Records debut.
“Baby Let’s Wait” was number one in Ocala, the boys’ hometown.
Tampa radio played it, too, but it wasn’t a hit. Nor did it get within spitting
distance of the national charts.
As the single was beginning its slow rise to nowhere, the Guardsmen
had been added to the bill of a Sunday afternoon rock ’n’ roll show at
Curtis Hixon Convention Hall in Tampa. Coproduced by Centinaro and
Gernhard, the dance—with the flamboyant Monti Rock, from California,
as the national headliner—was held in the Gasparilla Room, a large banquet facility in the Curtis Hixon complex.
“We were setting up our equipment when Phil comes up holding his
legal pad with these lyrics on it,” recalled Chris Nunley. “He said he’d
been shopping this song around to a bunch of different area groups. He
wanted us to come up with some kind of treatment—there was a note in
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the corner that said, ‘Simple, three or four chords, military feel on the
snare drum.’ He said, ‘We want to get different treatments and see which
one turns out the best.’” Nunley, not all that interested, nodded and went
back to what he’d been doing.
Next, Gernhard began talking quietly with Barry Winslow. He’d put out
“Baby Let’s Wait” as a single because he liked Barry’s voice and thought it
had “commercial potential,” and he wanted Barry to take the lead on this
new one.
Billy Taylor: “I remember Barry had a Baldwin guitar. There were seats
around the edge of the Gasparilla Room, and Phil took him aside. They sat
over there knee to knee while we set up. Phil tried to sing it; tried to give
him the feel for the song.”
Winslow put the sheet of paper into his guitar case. “I’ll be up to see
you in about ten days,” Gernhard told the band. “To hear what you come
up with.”
The after-school rehearsals continued on the patio outside Tom Richards’s parents’ house. Gernhard’s deadline was fast approaching—and the
Royal Guardsmen had all but forgotten about “Snoopy vs. the Red Baron.”
“One day he called and said, ‘I’m getting in my car. I’m coming up to
hear your version,’” recalled Taylor. “And that’s when we all got inspired. It
was like, thank God the Interstate isn’t done yet—it was a three-hour trip
from St. Pete to Ocala.”
At first, Nunley said, “we didn’t much like the song. We said, ‘Let’s just
do it real corny and real hokey, and he won’t like it.’”
They played it with a straight march cadence, hup two three four, with
Winslow singing lead. They considered it a joke and laughed all the way
through it. Recalled Winslow: “We were a bunch of pie-eyed kids. We’re a
rock band, man, we don’t do that candy stuff.”
“Gernhard came to town and we played the song for him,” Nunley continued. “He was over by the PA speaker, listening. A&R guys will get right
in the speaker to hear everything. And he said, ‘Hmm! Play that again.’ So
we played it again and he said, ‘You know, I think we can do something
with this. Maybe a couple of little changes.”
“When he turned around after we played it again, he was flushed,” said
Taylor.
“We were surprised,” said Burdett. “And within ten minutes Phil had
contracts, literally on the dining room table at Tom’s house.”
With the underage Guardsmen’s parents looking on, a deal was struck,

proof

42 | Phil Gernhard, Record Man

making Gernhard the band’s manager, publisher, and record producer for
a three-year period.
From that moment on, it was all about Snoopy and the German guy.

J
“At first, they couldn’t believe I was serious,” Gernhard reflected. “But
when I finally convinced them I was serious, they got serious. It took me
two weeks to loosen them up enough to have fun with it the way they did
at the audition.”
The song was cut quickly at Fuller, with Charles Fuller Hunt’s righthand man, John Brumage, engineering. Hunt gave Gernhard the studio
time and tape on spec—believing, as Phil did, that this record could be
the one to take off. It was a fun session, because they were all thinking the
same thing: What if?
“Our little studio did not have any high end audio stuff, so we sent
everything ‘dry’ to the label,” Brumage said. “The music track was created
first, overdubbed a few times, then the vocals were layered on the second
track. I seem to recall there are eight layers of overdubbing on ‘Snoopy vs.
the Red Baron.’”
Thinking back to the Holidays’ original, from New Orleans, Gernhard
overdubbed the sounds of a roaring plane engine, machine guns, and
explosions.
Still, it needed something—a memorable kickoff! It was Chris Nunley
who suggested a loud burst of shouted “propaganda” in German; he just
happened to be studying the language up at the University of Florida in
Gainesville. He came up with,
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Achtung! Jetzt wir singen zusammen die Geschichte über den Schweinköpfigen Hund und den lieben Red Baron!
Which translates as,
Attention! We will now sing together the story of that pig-headed dog
and the beloved Red Baron!
In the middle section of the recording, Gernhard had the Guardsmen
abruptly change the time signature and insert several bars of “Hang On
Sloopy,” which had been a chart-topper in 1965 by the McCoys, a garage
band from Indiana. But the Guardsmen instead sang “Hang on Snoopy,
Snoopy hang on.”
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The Royal Guardsmen, taken at Ocala’s Six Gun territory in the fall of 1966. Clockwise from left: Chris Nunley, Billy Taylor, Bill Balogh, Tom Richards, John Burdett,
and Barry Winslow. Taylor, Burdett, and Winslow are wearing wigs, because they
were still in high school, where long hair was strictly forbidden. Laurie Records
publicity photo.

