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For Laura, Lucy, and Will, who put up with me while I was working on this book, during which there was no escape; we were all locked down together during the pandemic. Happy hour in my house became known as Leon hour, as after a few sips of a cocktail, I would launch into unsolicited Leon lessons.

This book is also dedicated to the late great Jimmy Karstein.
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Preface

SIR ELTON JOHN INDUCTED HIS most important influence, Leon Russell, into the Rock & Roll Hall of Fame in 2011. “He was my idol,” Elton said before bringing Leon up to the podium to give his acceptance speech. The once-lithe super-hippie rock star ambled to the stage with the help of a cane—heavyset, dark sunglasses contrasting with his pale face, all framed by his long snowy white hair and beard, looking even older than his sixty-nine years.

“About a year ago, Elton came and found me in a ditch by the side of the highway of life,” Leon said, haltingly, humbly, his voice breaking with emotion. “He took me up the high stages with big audiences and treated me like a king. And the only thing I can say is, ‘Bless your heart.’ Also, I want to say thank you very much, I appreciate it and, uh, hallelujah.”

The induction was a satisfying bookend to Leon Russell’s career, but it had been no easy task. It really came down to the intense lobbying efforts of Elton John.

There has been much angst about the Rock & Roll Hall of Fame since its inception. Admission and inclusion in the Hall of Fame are entirely subjective, and the nominating process is mired down in biases and politics. Nevertheless, it has become meaningful to many of the artists inducted and a bone of contention for fans of artists—and some artists themselves—who are excluded.

From the outset, the only criterion was that an artist had to have released a record at least twenty-five years ago. That’s it.

“The criteria were deliberately left open,” said Jon Landau, Bruce Springsteen’s manager and head of the nominating committee. Landau described the factors as “a mix of quality and influence.… We have artists with mass appeal, and artists with a very narrow audience.” Discussing the J. Geils Band, Landau—who started out as one of Rolling Stone’s earliest editors—noted, “I’m still trying to get them into the Hall of Fame, unsuccessfully. Peter [Wolf] is my oldest friend. We go back to 1967.”

I mean, who do you gotta know around here?

Elton John was among a third wave of slam-dunk Hall of Famers. He was inducted in 1994. Around 2008, he started to plead for Leon’s inclusion, which just based on Leon’s career from 1959 to 1975 would seem a pretty obvious case. But he kept going.

If it pleases the court: Leon started in 1959 with Jerry Lee Lewis; moved to LA and became the first-call piano player among the A-list of the so-called Wrecking Crew session musicians, backing the Beach Boys and Frank Sinatra and playing on almost all of Phil Spector’s hits. He was one of the most critical forces for bringing together one of America’s most underappreciated bands, Delaney & Bonnie and Friends—the band that directly changed the career trajectories of George Harrison and Eric Clapton, among others. Leon pulled together Mad Dogs & Englishmen for Joe Cocker; cofounded Shelter Records, a powerhouse independent label that discovered Tom Petty, the Dwight Twilley Band, and Phoebe Snow, signed J. J. Cale, and was crucial in introducing reggae to America; commenced his solo career with an almost flawless run of three solo albums, the first of which featured two Beatles, two Rolling Stones, Clapton, and Steve Winwood; was a top international concert draw during rock’s golden era; helped Harrison organize rock music’s first major all-star charity concert, also a Grammy-winning album; wrote no fewer than three evergreen standards, including a song that topped all of the major commercial charts; racked up six gold records; crossed over from rock to country before that was a popular career move, scoring a number one on the country chart; presented the funk/R&B Gap Band and renegade progressive bluegrass New Grass Revival; spearheaded innovation in recording, music video, and music gear such as the drum machine; helped launch countless music-biz careers; continued a dedicated career long after the spotlight had moved on; and then roared back in his late sixties with a Grammy-nominated hit collaboration with his most celebrated protégé. There really shouldn’t have been much to deliberate.

But he seemingly had vanished from the public eye. What happened? How did this genuine rock star end up in “a ditch by the side of the highway of life”?







Chapter 1

Killer Education

ONE NIGHT IN THE DEAD of winter in Cheyenne, Wyoming, 1960, Russell Bridges stood on the side of the stage watching a riot unfold.

Bridges had just warmed up the crowd of about four hundred with his band, the rest of whom were at that moment blazing onstage with Jerry Lee Lewis now at the piano. The truth is, this crowd had not needed any warming up. Despite the icy conditions outside, these cowboys and cowgirls were primed and pumped to see The Killer, no matter that Lewis was now at the nadir of a career that had taken off like a rocket, only to crash down to earth. Only three years earlier, the news of his marriage—already his third, at the age of twenty-two—to his thirteen-year-old cousin, Myra, daughter of his bandmate and cousin, J. W. Brown, had caused an uproar.

Old Jerry Lee was determined to get back on top, but for now, he would drive his Cadillac to wherever he could collect a few hundred bucks, performing solo or with a local pickup band. Or, as on this cold night in Cheyenne, with whatever musicians he could afford to take along.

Like Russell Bridges, who had been playing the clubs and bars of Tulsa since he was fourteen. Oklahoma was a dry state, with liquor sales prohibited. So, being an “underage” performer at nightclubs was not a pressing issue. In the postwar years, Tulsa was the “Oil Capital of the World,” even weathering the Great Depression pretty well (unlike the rest of the Dust Bowl state), with a flourishing Art Deco building boom through the 1930s. Bridges’s own Will Rogers High School is a prime example of the architectural style. Although ostensibly “dry,” the clubs were filled with beer and illegal hard booze, and young performers had no trouble getting a drink at these gigs.

“I worked a beer joint club from six till eleven and then a private club from midnight to five a.m. I barely had time to sober up for school,” Bridges recalled later. “One club I played at quite a lot paid ten dollars a night and all you could drink, and I drank all of it. By the time I finished high school, I was drinking at least a pint of hard liquor a day.”

It was at a gig at Tulsa’s legendary Cain’s Ballroom where Bridges and his band, the Starlighters, had first met and performed with Jerry Lee Lewis. The place had been put on the map by Bob Wills and His Texas Playboys, who broadcast their unique brand of western swing on KVOO from 1934 to 1942.

The Starlighters were a top band in Tulsa, too. “We were mostly an instrumental band,” sax player Johnny Williams said. And they would back national acts who came through. “Anybody that would come into town, whether it was Frogman Henry or really anybody, it didn’t matter.”

Bridges was already commonly regarded as the best pianist in Tulsa, and the first on the scene to mic his instrument and run it through an amplifier. At some of the clubs the Starlighters played, they would be lucky to show up and the piano was playable, never mind in tune. But Bridges could make an old box sound like a Steinway.

As fans, the band was understandably thrilled to back Jerry Lee Lewis for his Cain’s Ballroom show. By the time he’d reached Tulsa, Jerry Lee was exasperated, battling the bottle, and at his lowest ebb, having done a stretch of about ten shows with ten different bands. When he heard the Starlighters, his mood swung to exuberance.

Bridges had made sure the band knew all of Jerry Lee’s material in the correct keys by showtime. After their first warm-up set, Lewis came up onto the bandstand and, indicating Bridges, declared, “I’m not gonna set down at that piano. He plays a lot better piano than I do!”

The Starlighters had ripped through one song after another that first performance together; when they were done, a sweaty and spent Jerry Lee said, “Well, shit. You guys have got to come on the road with me.” Lewis was not sure how, economically, he’d be able to take the band out. The boys would have gone for nothing, and that’s not much less than what they ultimately got. Bridges had just completed three days of entrance exams for the University of Tulsa but quickly decided college and ROTC were not as compelling as a chance to hit the road with one of his heroes.

Bridges changed the oil in his ’51 Chrysler Imperial limousine, hitched a trailer to it, threw the instruments in, and the Starlighters hit the road. “We didn’t know about cases, drove about fifty miles, looked in back—all our instruments were in pieces,” he said later.

They toured on and off with Lewis over the last half of 1959 into 1960, going out for runs of twenty to thirty days, sometimes just opening the shows and sometimes backing Lewis, who occasionally had with him the rest of his three-piece combo, J. W. Brown and Russell Smith. “We were on the road with him when he was down and out and married the little cousin, you know,” said Williams. “Russell [Bridges], a lot of times, would stay on the bandstand and play.… Lewis was not bashful about having him play. They got along good. I’m not sure that Russell didn’t give him a pointer or two on the piano!” 

But there were times when the young band struggled to get paid by Lewis’s booking agent; once, they had to file charges against his manager to get him to pay up. Several times they slept in the car outside a gas station, out of fuel, waiting for it to open so they could get back on the road. These were sobering lessons in the business of music.

Thus, the Starlighters found themselves in Cheyenne that wintry night in early 1960. After the band finished their set, Bridges watched from the side of the stage as The Killer brought the crowd to a boil. Jerry Lee might have fallen from his pinnacle, but he could still whip an audience into a frenzy, glaring at the crowd like a cornered and wounded wild beast, kicking back the bench and playing with his feet.

The atmosphere was combustible. Cheyenne “turned into a complete riot,” recalled drummer Chuck Blackwell. “It was unbelievable. People just fighting and crashing and breaking bottles across the bar. It looked like something out of the movies. Then they turned on the band and started throwing things at us.” The band kept cooking and Jerry Lee stood on the piano bench singing with a gun in his hand as the melee continued.

“When the fighting started to spill over onto the stage, we thought, ‘Oh shit, we’re not gonna make it out of here alive,’” Blackwell recalled. “Then all of a sudden [bassist] Lucky Clark recognized a guy he’d been in prison with.” Lucky had done time for “some kind of robbery,” Williams recalled. “He was a little wild and was apt to jump on to someone.” Lucky’s jailhouse friend “got us, and our instruments, through that mass riot and out the exit to the parking lot,” said Blackwell. But not before Jerry Lee himself escaped. Instructing his band of teenagers to keep vamping, he slipped off the stage with his gun in hand, snuck out the stage entrance, and split in his Caddy, leaving the kids to fend for themselves.

The tour with Lewis gave Bridges a glimpse of what it felt like to be the star of the show. Before they had left Tulsa, the Starlighters sometimes featured guest vocalists like local legends Jumpin’ Jack Dunham or Jimmy “Junior” Markham. Sometimes Lucky sang. Fellow Tulsa musicians always discouraged Bridges from singing, telling him his voice was “too nasal.” But at a packed Vets Memorial Hall in Kiowa, Kansas, on November 5, 1959, Russell Bridges had changed a few minds, perhaps even his own, about his ability to be a front man. 

The showbill portentously announced:


IN PERSON

The Jerry Lee Lewis Show & Dance

Star of Movies, TV, and Records

With Johnny Williams and the HOLLYWOOD STARLIGHTERS

Featuring Russell Bridges



The Killer had begged off this particular show, claiming appendicitis, though the musicians speculated that it was more likely related to rotgut moonshine and amphetamines. Rightfully fearing another riot, the promoter had a local doctor announce the bad news and offered to return patrons’ money if they decided to leave. “Well, the crowd did not like that,” Blackwell recalled. “So Russell got up and did the whole Jerry Lee show. He just rocked the house, even kicked the piano bench back a couple of times.”

In retrospect, that was the night Russell Bridges began transforming into Leon Russell. Nobody asked for their money back.







Chapter 2

Okies

CLAUDE RUSSELL BRIDGES WAS BORN on April 2, 1942, at Southwestern Hospital in Lawton, Oklahoma. But his family—his mother, Hester; father, John; and brother, Jerry—lived in Apache, about twenty miles away. Hester and John had married in 1935.

Apache, in southwestern Oklahoma, was the last town in the territories settled during the land runs that began in 1889, with white settlers arriving chaotically via wagons, often killing each other and Native Americans who legally owned the land. The discovery of oil under the Oklahoma red dirt fueled bamboozling and bloodbaths. The run on Apache occurred on August 6, 1901, and according to the Oklahoma Historical Society, “within hours there were five lumberyards and six saloons.”

Apache’s population in 1940 was only around 1,100, about a quarter of which was Native American. John Bridges had registered for the draft at age twenty-seven, listing “Farmer’s Union Coop” as his occupation. Two years later, John and Hester’s second son, Claude, was born. They called him by his middle name, Russell, after one of his mother’s brothers, Russell Claude Whaley. (For clarity, we will refer to him henceforth by his stage name, Leon.)

John Bridges’s father was Irish with some Cherokee blood. A DNA test on Leon’s brother’s family indicated that Leon and his brother, Jerry, were one-sixteenth Cherokee, and the balance of their lineage was primarily Irish.

Hester said Leon didn’t speak for his first few years, starting later than most kids. Years later, she told Leon’s wife, Jan Bridges, that the first thing he said was, “What’s the matter, little birdie, you cry?” Jan recalled the conversation with her mother-in-law: “He was watching the birds, and something was going on with the birds. And she [Hester] said she was just shocked because he never spoke.”

At around four years old, Leon started to show interest in the family piano. Both of his parents played. “My dad and mom had a duo,” Leon told filmmaker Denny Tedesco. “He played the bass on the piano, she played the top end, and so I saw that from an early age. All my aunts, actually I think on both sides of the family, played piano. One, in particular, Aunt Bertha, I stole a lot of stuff from her. She was great.” Hester was amazed to hear four-year-old Leon picking out the melody of “Trust and Obey,” a hymn he had heard in church. Hester, noting that neither she nor John pushed the piano on either of their sons, said she thought Leon was a prodigy. “He just sat down one day and started playing by ear,” Hester said. She drove him to nearby Anadarko, to the best piano teacher in the area, Dora Popejoy. “I don’t want many four-year-olds, but I want Leon,” Popejoy had said to Leon’s mother.

One of Leon’s first memories was a scarring and formative one. “I have always experienced severe stage fright, not only on stages, but in crowded rooms, lines for movies, and just about any place there’s a lot of people who can be, by any stretch of the imagination, considered an audience,” he recalled. “The psychologists call this ‘agoraphobia.’… I have to give credit for this paralyzing condition to one of my aunts on my father’s side. At the age of four, I had discovered my sexual organs, and shortly thereafter, discovered that my female cousin had a completely different set.”

At a family gathering in Duncan, just to the east of Lawton, Leon found the opportunity to explore this discovery in greater depth with his cousin in a secluded playhouse. His “rather severe Aries aunt” arrived just as Leon was taking off his cousin’s underwear. “She promptly paraded me in front of each individual adult family member and disclosed the nature of my research with scorching charges and descriptions.

“That incident has affected me for my entire life. It has had an immeasurable detrimental effect on my career in show business in that I tend to freeze up around any situation that involves people watching me, even in an audition or interview. I’ve always harbored the suspicion that my audiences come to watch me deal with my secret phobia onstage.”

When Leon was five, the family moved to Maysville for about a year, and he continued lessons with two more teachers. When they settled in Tulsa, he was around twelve, and Leon started lessons with Margaret Freeze.

Hester observed that he was favoring his left hand, as he would all his life. She had discovered when he was around eighteen months old what Leon would later describe as a birth injury that had damaged his second and third vertebrae, causing a slight paralysis on his right side. “I was born with spastic paralysis,” he said, “now called cerebral palsy.” He suspected the doctor delivered him with forceps, causing the injury. This paralysis to his right side resulted in “very limited neurological connections. I had to devise ways to play that I could sort of get around that limitation. I kind of play a little bit of a thing with my left hand… like Chet Atkins or Merle Travis, just an octave thing. But the way I use it is some sort of bass things on my left hand and more of a rhythmic horn-like parts [on the right]. I am a left-handed piano player for sure.” 

The condition made him “very aware of the duality involved in our plane of existence here.” He later explained, with his hallmark self-deprecation, “My chops have always been sort of weak, because the right side of my body was paralyzed a little bit. I have damaged nerve endings on the right side, so my piano style comes from designing stuff I can play with my right hand.” 

“I know that sounds like an excuse,” he said. “But you play the hand that you got. I know I sound like Mahatma Gandhi. I don’t mean to.” 

Leon had the drive to overcome any limitations, imagining himself strapped to the front of a train that would run straight into the face of a cliff if he made a mistake during practicing. Playing the piano “helped his three fingers on his right hand,” Hester said. Fairly early on, he developed the ability to identify the notes as he heard them—a skill that was at least relative pitch, but not perfect pitch. “They had this one tuner who meant to be doing something good,” he said. “It was an upright, an old upright piano, so he tuned the piano down one step because he said it would stay in tune better, and I suppose it would stay in tune better except it was one step flat. So my pitch has always been off plus or minus one step for my whole life. Otherwise, I would have had perfect pitch, but you can’t have everything, I guess.”

He admitted that his unique style “effectively mimicked classical stuff.” Leon said he “studied classical music, and thought some of those guys were incredible. I also thought Harpo Marx was pretty great—that comedy versus great harp playing going on.” And he was struck early by religious music. He recalled being at his grandmother’s house. “She was a very elegant lady, and she was doing her hair in the bathroom,” he said. “It came down and hit the floor and went over about six or seven feet, and she wore it in a bun. So while she was messing with her hair, I went into her bedroom, and she had a little phonograph record by her bed, and it had a little record on there called ‘Blood on Your Hands.’ I said, ‘Lord, Grandma’s listening to murder songs?’ I played that record… that was my first knowledge of what the family music background was.”

Don Copeland, a classmate, remembered young Leon as bright, quiet, introspective, and well liked. Leon found out that Don sang, and they bonded over music. Don recalled that the Bridges, like most in Maysville, lived in a small house, but he was struck by the presence of a piano on his first visit when he and Leon were both around nine or ten years old. Leon performed Debussy’s masterpiece, “Clair de Lune,” for his friend. Leon’s mother would hear the two boys singing together and showed them how to harmonize.

Leon also played the cornet in the elementary school band, then picked up the alto sax and became good enough to gain membership in the high school marching band when he was nine. The town’s music director, Joe Reed, a tremendous influence on Leon, promoted him.

But Leon had a chip on his shoulder, feeling more than challenged by his paralysis, which resulted in a lifelong limp, mistaken by most of his friends as an aftereffect of polio. “I felt like the world cheated me big time,” he said. “I took piano lessons for ten years and there’s girls taking piano lessons for three years and they were playing at Carnegie Hall. And I was still trying to figure out how to play.”

He added: “If I hadn’t had the problem, I probably wouldn’t have gotten into music at all and would have been an ex-football player today, selling insurance in Des Moines.”







Chapter 3

Tulsa Time

AFTER LEON’S SIXTH-GRADE YEAR, IN August 1953, the Russell family relocated to Tulsa, following his father John’s career move to the Texas Company, soon to be known as Texaco. But John Bridges had been having an affair, and four years later, when Leon was fifteen, his parents started a divorce that took several years to complete. “It went on, and apparently that house, I think, must have been just a powder keg,” said Leon’s first child, his daughter Baby Blueagle Bridges-Fox, who goes by Blue. “And, you know, those are pretty formative years. I don’t think my grandpa really had much to do with the boys at that time.” Hester would remarry in 1963 to Eugene Fulbright. By then, Leon was well established in California.

“I’ve never had a great deal of family involvement,” Leon said. “The deep involvements I’ve had with people have been through musical relationships rather than blood.” We see this in action later in his life when he formed musical “families” in communal situations at his home studio and on the road, with Mad Dogs & Englishmen and his own Shelter People band.

His widow, Jan Bridges, said that Leon always liked going to other people’s houses as a kid because his was too quiet. His parents were on the stern side. “When we got together,” Jan said, talking about 1979 or so, “first he took me to meet his mom, and then he took me to meet his dad, who had remarried. I only saw his father one more time before he passed, when I had taken our daughter, Sugaree, to meet him. But they weren’t close. He really wasn’t close to either of his parents.” 

Leon’s brother, Jerry, was seven years older. “They weren’t close at all,” Jan said. Later in life, when Leon was successful, “I think [Jerry] really wanted to be a part of Leon’s life. But I think it was the same as anybody who might be a fan. But Leon didn’t have fond memories of his brother. He really didn’t have any love for him because evidently, he did mean things to Leon when Leon was a kid… [Jerry] sort of picked on him.” Jerry joined the Air Force out of high school and went to work for a prosthetics company in Texas.

In Tulsa, the Bridges settled into a two-bedroom ranch home at 1598 North Marion Avenue, on the city’s northeast side, but soon it was Leon and Hester alone there after his father left and Jerry moved on. “The first night we moved to Tulsa, I laid in my lonely bed, and I heard all those sirens going by outside, and it just chilled me to the bone,” Leon said. “I thought, ‘I’m in the big city!’” And like most rock ’n’ rollers, he had lain in bed listening to the radio. Specifically, he recalled R&B disc jockey Frank Berry on KAKC, which later became Tulsa’s first full-time rock ’n’ roll radio station. “I was probably about twelve or thirteen, and his show was like from midnight till six,” he recalled. “He played blues all night. It was an unusual show. Of course, in the South, there were a lot of stations that had that blues format, but it was kind of a bonus in Tulsa.”

The music of Tulsa would have a profound impact on the trajectory of Leon Russell’s life. The city had been home to Bob Wills and His Texas Playboys, the leader of western swing, since the 1930s. Wills married jazz and blues with country music, adding dashes of the mariachi music that was filtering over the border and polka that was popular with Czech settlers in Texas. He was one of the first country artists to bring a drummer into his band. The resulting music was almost always ebullient, even when the lyric was melancholy.

“Bob Wills was on the radio… every day on KVOO,” recalled future star J. J. Cale, who was part of Leon’s scene of high school musicians. “And you know, I don’t think I liked it or disliked it. It was just what you heard. The only thing that raised my attention span was when rock ’n’ roll started coming in.”

Western swing was waning in popularity as rock ’n’ roll gained traction. Texas Playboy Leon McAuliffe went on to open his own club, the Cimarron Ballroom, and form his Cimarron Boys. The Cimarron would later play host to rock ’n’ roll acts, including Ronnie Hawkins and the Hawks, which included a teenaged Levon Helm.

“Tulsa has always had that energy for me that has come from the ground,” said Jim Halsey, who booked McAuliffe, his first promotion, in 1949, on his way to becoming the biggest agent in country music. Halsey started booking Leon Russell in the 1970s. “And a lot of that comes from native people who were here and are still here and the sacred earth we live on. Now, that produces a certain energy.” Tulsa sits geographically, psychologically, and spiritually at the crossroads of the South, the West, and the Midwest. Route 66, “America’s Highway,” ran through it.

When he entered Will Rogers High School, Leon was still intimidated by Tulsa’s “big city” aspects. “This was just about the time that Blackboard Jungle came out, and I used to slide along the lockers and keep ’em all shined up trying to get out of the way of all those boys with those motorcycles and chains and switchblades. It was really terrifying.” His fellow students at Will Rogers High included musician David Gates and singer Anita Bryant, Miss Oklahoma 1958—probably not quite the hoodlums Leon described. Leon and Gates, who was two years older, played together in the Accents, mostly playing high school hops. Gates had formed the Accents with drummer Don Kimmel, bassist Gerald Goodwin, and Leon. Their first publicity photo from 1957 (Leon at fifteen or sixteen) shows them dressed in white tuxes sporting crew cuts, except for Leon, whose proud pompadour soars above his horn-rim-bespectacled smiling face.

Leon played in a few different bands. Some played high school parties and dances, and some played clubs. “I got a little bit of an education playing those joints,” said Leon’s bandmate Starlighters drummer Chuck Blackwell. “I remember them being packed. People packed into a booth, and the women would be carrying on. Ah, smoke. Fights.”

“Even though we were not famous,” Johnny Williams, another bandmate in the Starlighters, said, “we were stars of the bars.”

Some of these clubs were in or near the Greenwood Avenue district, which historically had been an economic powerhouse in North Tulsa. Once known as Black Wall Street, so named by Booker T. Washington, the area is now remembered for one of the worst race massacres in the country’s history. Credible estimates range from fifty to three hundred Black people died in the massacre in 1921. 

Despite the massacre and subsequent efforts of white people to forcibly relocate the survivors, many of them remained and rebuilt. By the 1930s, the neighborhood was hopping again. Cain’s Ballroom was only a few blocks away from the border of Greenwood and remains today, though the neighborhood has long since been divided by the I-244 expressway. In his country standard “Take Me Back to Tulsa,” Wills gives a shout-out to Greenwood: “Would I like to go to Tulsa, boy I sure would / Let me off at Archer and I’ll walk down to Greenwood.” The Gap Band, whom Leon later signed to his Shelter Records label, named themselves in tribute to their hometown neighborhood, with “Gap” standing for Greenwood, Archer, and Pine Streets.

Growing up, Leon probably knew nothing of the Tulsa Massacre. That appalling chapter in history was erased for decades and not taught in the city’s segregated schools. But he was drawn to the Greenwood neighborhood by the music. “There was a club on Greenwood Avenue in Tulsa called the Flamingo,” Leon explained. “It was the local version of many Black music halls that proliferated throughout America before all the commotion about civil rights. In those days, the ghetto was invisible and nonexistent to the white power structure. The philosophy was, ‘If they stay on their side of town, they can do anything they want,’ and that’s exactly what ‘they’ did.”

As drummer Jim Karstein, a few years younger than Leon and who later played and recorded, and even lived with him in Los Angeles, recalled, “It was before liquor was illegal, and no closing hours. Places could just go around the clock, especially once you’d go over to the north side.”

But once the white musicians stepped out of the clubs after hanging out and jamming with Black musicians, bigotry was never far away. “I didn’t understand Southern Bible Belt Protestant racism, in terms of brotherhood, which they preached simultaneously,” Leon said in 1970. “That was perhaps the first indication I had that something was amiss.” As for his family’s reaction at the time, he described them as “the normal, average, Christian Midwestern bag… and racism as well.” Leon’s wife and daughters said his mother, Hester, was racist, as were her two husbands.

At about age sixteen, Leon and his more adventurous buddies stayed out at the Flamingo watching full-blown R&B revues that lasted until dawn. He recalled, “The place was a gold mine of influence for a young musician.” He saw shows like the Lloyd Price Show of Stars, with Price’s twenty-five-piece band, revues that featured other stars like Ruth Brown, Chuck Berry, and Fats Domino. He was also exposed to some of the titans of R&B at the Big Ten Ballroom, on the north side of the city, including Bobby “Blue” Bland with Junior Parker, Ray Charles, and Jackie Wilson. In 1971, Leon called Charles “one of the great innovators”: “He was so unique in his early days before everybody started being influenced by him, so I always went and saw him as often as I could. I suppose I listened to his early records and Elvis Presley’s more than anybody else’s.”

Elvis broke nationwide in 1956 with “Heartbreak Hotel,” his first single for RCA, and played the Tulsa Fairgrounds in April the same year. But a few guys in Tulsa were already hip to Elvis’s Sun Records sides before ’56. Leon first saw Cale, who lived in the same part of town, on local television playing with the Valentines, led by Bobby Taylor, an Elvis impersonator. “I thought he was quite spectacular,” Leon said. He and Cale did not play much together before they both ended up in LA years later. 

Elvis, as a white performer translating the blues and merging it with country to form rockabilly while mixing in gospel and Tin Pan Alley–type popular ballads, was a revelation for the young white musicians of Tulsa. But as a pianist, Leon had two foundational pillars: Jerry Lee Lewis and Little Richard. Not very well known was another influence, Esquerita, the stage name of Eskew Reeder, from whom Little Richard took a great deal of his sound and image, including the hair piled high in a pompadour. “He made Little Richard look like a choirboy,” Leon recalled. “Esquerita’s standard wardrobe consisted of toreador pants that looked as though they were painted on and a see-through blouse covered with sequins, along with high-heeled pumps, jewelry, mascara, and false eyelashes that would make even Tammy Faye Bakker blush.… He came up to me one night and said, ‘Honey, come up to my room at the Small Hotel, and if I can’t make you scream in thirty seconds, I’ll give you my TV.’”

Leon’s expanding record collection represented his broadening interests. And he had opinions. “Back when I was a kid, I got mad at Nat King Cole because he didn’t sound Black enough to me, you know what I mean? But then later on, when I matured and grew up somewhat, I heard the Nat King Cole Trio, which is some of the most astonishing piano playing on the face of the earth, which was piano, drums, and guitar. And you know, same thing with Lou Rawls. I played on a lot of his records. And I don’t know, I mean, I was racially prejudiced in sort of a backward way. I didn’t much care for Black singers that sang like white people.” 

Tulsa was a small city, but one with a thriving music scene. Around age fourteen, Leon was also playing with some of the wilder groups at clubs “where people could go and drink twenty-four hours a day,” Leon explained. “The police didn’t pay any attention, and there weren’t any kind of rules.… When something like that happens, when people don’t get caught up in that political morality, it creates kind of a hotbed of musical experience.”

Oklahoma was not a completely dry state. Some nightclubs were allowed to serve beer with 3.2 percent alcohol by volume, but nothing stronger. Enforcement was weak, leaving the doors open for bootleggers and patrons to sneak in their own bottles. Many bootleggers owned some of the nightspots, so the whole scene was sketchy. Gambling and territorial disputes led to shootings—even bombings.

“Another club I played all the time exploded one night, quite unexpectedly and completely,” Leon recalled. “One minute it was there, and the next minute it covered about three square blocks.… After that initial explosion, there were six bombings and five fires in a ten-week period. Each and every club owner was convinced that his club was destroyed by a neighbor down the street to eliminate competition.”

Another explosion took place at the Casa Del in the Glenhaven neighborhood along Route 66. Leon discussed it with a “famous Arkansas rocker” (Levon Helm of The Band) who’d once told him about one night while drumming for Ronnie Hawkins: “Yeah, I worked at that fucking joint,” Helm said. “They wouldn’t pay me, so I put thirty-five sticks of dynamite in there and blew up their fucking joint.” Helm described the same event with similar details in his memoir.

David Gates, who went to Leon’s high school, is described by many as the most business-minded and ambitious of the young Tulsa rock ’n’ rollers. Gates’s music was meticulous and polished. Leon learned a great amount from their collaboration, when they recorded a couple of locally released singles as the Accents, likely the earliest recordings that feature Leon, and they would continue their collaborative efforts in Los Angeles into the mid-1960s. In the meantime, Gates graduated in 1958 and went off to the University of Oklahoma, and Leon met drummer Chuck Blackwell. “One night while I was playing on a flatbed trailer in downtown Tulsa,” Blackwell said, “a young guy by the name of Russell Bridges came by and asked me if I’d be interested in joining a small group he was putting together.” They referred to this group as the second version of the Accents, which Gates would continue to use for gigs between classes and semesters at college. “We played jazz standards at the Momar Supper Club east of Peoria on 51st Street.”

Leon also recalled the Momar, which held jam sessions on the weekends that started about midnight and went well into the following mornings, with many of the jazz-loving musicians who played the earlier country music shows around town letting loose after hours. “Of course, they [the musicians] couldn’t get jobs playing jazz. So they played hillbilly music. And so they’d go out to the Momar club and played jazz for eight or ten hours. I learned a lot listening to those guys.” 

Leon also enlisted Blackwell in the newly formed Starlighters, the band that would go on tour with Jerry Lee Lewis. Lucky Clark was on bass and, though Leon seemed to have forgotten it, Johnny (later known as J. J.) Cale was on guitar. Later, Leo Feathers, a teenage Cherokee rodeo cowboy who happened to be a hotshot guitar picker, replaced Cale. And there was the man later billed on show posters as “Hollywood” Johnny Williams on sax. (“I don’t know where the ‘Hollywood’ came from,” Williams said with a laugh.)

By the time Leon was in ninth grade, the Starlighters and other combos of the same pool of musicians were playing every night. “We were playing the Birdcage, the Paradise, and we had the Club A-Go-Go, the Fondalite,” Johnny Williams said. There was an impressive number of evocative midcentury club names like the Peppermint Lounge, the Continental, the Orbit, the House of Blue Lights, the Morocco, and Club Sahara.

And then there was the Tropicana Club, where one of the most famous photos in Tulsa music history was taken. From left to right: Leo Feathers, jacket and tie, his Cherokee features in profile. On the drums, in shirt and tie, is Blackwell, dirty blond hair swept back. Behind him is Ron Ryles on bass, sitting in that night for Lucky Clark. Johnny Williams stands at the ready, holding his sax, in a dark plaid jacket and tie. And there, on a folding wooden chair—with an upside-down crate as a booster—sits Russell Bridges, soon to be known as Leon Russell, looking kind of like Dave Brubeck: horn-rimmed glasses, French cuffs peeking from his jacket sleeves, hunched over the upright piano opened to the soundboard.

In the photo, Leon appears to be listening intently to the two men who share a single microphone, Jumpin’ Jack Dunham and Jimmy “Junior” Markham, two of the early rock ’n’ roll singers in Tulsa, who sat in with the Starlighters that night. 

Drummer Jim Karstein recalled the first time he met Leon, at Griff’s Supper Club, where Leon was playing with the Starlighters. “They were such accomplished musicians. I was just completely flabbergasted. They were playing a few of the hits of the day, but they would also dip into the old standards. They weren’t playing what you would call hard rock ’n’ roll.”

Unless you stuck around until after dinner. “Russell was especially good at playing Erroll Garner–style jazz during dinner,” said Blackwell. “But then, after everybody got through eating, he’d break into Jerry Lee Lewis.”

Nineteen fifty-nine was the big year for Leon and the Starlighters. Leon graduated high school at seventeen, and that’s the summer they played the gig at Cain’s, opening for and backing Jerry Lee Lewis.

Hitting the road with Jerry Lee Lewis sure beat going to college for Leon. Leon “had about a 144 IQ,” Williams said. “I talked him out of going to college.”

The Starlighters returned to Tulsa after the tour. In an attempt to capitalize on the band’s momentum, their manager, Jack Shaw, tried to get the Starlighters traction nationally. A booking agent heard them perform and suggested the band should make a record.

The band booked Gene Sullivan’s Hi-Fi Studio in Oklahoma City, where they recorded Leon’s “Creepin’,” backed with “Hot Licks,” penned by Feathers. The bluesy “Creepin’” sounds like a striptease in a haunted house. Leon launches the track with a tongue-in-cheek ersatz classical two-chord intro. The band sounds taken by surprise at the way Leon ends the track. “Hot Licks” sounds like early Duane Eddy.

An even better recording was “All Right” backed with “Swanee River,” with Leon tearing it up very much like his mentor Jerry Lee, with a twist of Ray Charles. This was recorded for the WKY label. Leon wrote “All Right,” and the act was billed as “Russell Bridges and the Starlighters.” It was not released widely until many years later, after Leon was famous, on the Chess label. Leon sounds fully confident taking the vocals for the first time on record. Both tracks display a Jerry Lee Lewis influence, not only on the breathtaking piano work but also in the arrangement, production, and Leon’s vocals. “All Right” is a screamer, and Leon wails on the keys while howling like The Killer had on “Great Balls of Fire.”

Released in 1959, “Creepin’”/“Hot Licks” charted locally, got a notice in Billboard magazine, and resulted in a tour of Oklahoma and Louisiana. But after that, “We had broke up the band because I got married in March of 1960,” said Williams.







Chapter 4

Oklahoma’s Lonesome Cowboys Are Turned On in Tinseltown

BACK IN TULSA AFTER THE tour with Jerry Lee Lewis, Chuck Blackwell said, “We heard that there were some Tulsa musicians who had gone to California. Leon and I decided to also go out to California to find out what was going on.”

As the fifties flipped into the sixties, Hollywood was on the cusp of becoming a hotbed for rock ’n’ roll’s second wave. Leon went out to Los Angeles in June 1960. A singer and guitarist, Bill Pair, had gone out first, immediately after graduating from Will Rogers High. Jimmy “Junior” Markham, who went to LA in 1961, said there was enough work in nightclubs there and in Orange County to keep any capable musician booked every night of the week. Pair helped fellow migrant musicians get gigs and a place to stay. Musicians went back to Tulsa and spread the word. “Our style went over real good out there,” recalled Pair.

“I loaned him forty dollars,” Johnny Williams said, “him [Leon] and a guitar player, Lee Weir, to go to California, put them on a bus. He never did pay me back the forty dollars! He owes me a lot of interest.” Williams laughed.

“It’s amazing that I didn’t end up in jail, or dead, or both after I arrived in California for the first time,” Leon wrote in a memoir he started (but never completed). “Except for the Jerry Lee Lewis tour, I had never been away from home for any length of time and was completely inexperienced and naïve about the ways of the world.” His promised job at the Golden Arms in Torrance lasted only one night, and he did not find work again for months. He crashed on people’s floors, including Bill Pair’s.

Leon went out to LA and back three times over eighteen months before staying permanently. Chuck Blackwell and Johnny Williams joined him. They worked as the Starlighters at the Dollhouse in North Hollywood and other area nightclubs their first summer of 1960. Leon was drinking heavily by the time he reached California, up to a pint of whiskey a day. “I don’t know how many nights I took him home because he’d be drunk out of his little old mind,” Williams said. “He was the nastiest drunk.”

With his relocation came his transition into the Leon Russell name. “My ID card that I borrowed to play when I was underage was from a Cajun man, Lionel Debreaux,” he said. Debreaux was a friend who would cook for Russell and his friends and help them haul their gear to gigs. When Leon told the story in The Union—Cameron Crowe’s documentary about making the album of the same name—he pronounced it “Leon-el.” “But people called me Russell, cuz my real name is Russell Bridges, and I wanted to make it look like that was part of my name.”

Leon would make connections at various after-hours jam sessions on Friday and Saturday nights around LA. Top session guitarist James Burton was the most pivotal. Burton first met Leon in Louisiana, and then again at a club in the San Fernando Valley.

“He was working at Sun Valley Rancho out there in the Valley,” Burton said. “I went out one night to sit in, and Leon was playing piano.… We got to be the best of friends.… I’d go out and set in and play, and I’d drive him back to his apartment over there and in the Valley.… He didn’t even have a car at that time.”

Leon recalled it differently, that they met at jam sessions at the Palomino in North Hollywood, a legendary venue famous for country and western and, later, country rock. Tommy Allsup, another Okie, hooked Leon up with a weekly gig there. Allsup would also soon connect Leon with his earliest studio session work. “That’s where I met James,” Leon said. “James played for a month or two and then got a job with Bob Luman in Vegas.”

Burton knew rockabilly singer Luman from adolescence in Louisiana. Burton was fifteen when he wrote the classic riff to “Suzie Q,” a hit for Dale Hawkins. He was sixteen when he accompanied Luman out to Hollywood to appear in the 1957 movie Carnival Rock, directed by the king of low-budget teen films Roger Corman. While in town, they played a show that teen heartthrob Ricky Nelson, star of The Adventures of Ozzie and Harriet, attended. Nelson had already had a hit record and hired Burton to stay in Hollywood in Nelson’s band. Every week, Ozzie and Harriet signed off with Nelson performing a song. His appearances on national television made Burton an early guitar hero for kids across the country, and he would go on to become one of the most legendary sidemen and session players in rock ’n’ roll and country music.

Though still a very young man himself, Burton was three years older than Leon when he befriended the young Tulsan. Leon said, “James’d come pick me up the next day and take me down to see Ricky Nelson, take me out to eat, take care of me.” Burton got Leon on some of the Nelson sessions.

Leon also credited Burton with teaching him guitar, perhaps indirectly. When he’d first arrived in LA, Leon took up guitar, playing along endlessly to a Freddie King record. The paralysis on his right side meant it took a year to learn how to hold a pick properly. “He watched me a lot,” Burton acknowledged. “But he would always ask me, ‘How do you do this? How’d you do that?’ And I would sit down with him and show him stuff.… He just really locked into it, man.” Leon would sit in with Burton on club dates playing guitar.

The Palomino was fruitful ground for Leon. The house band was made up of guys who gigged at night while working sessions during the day, including Gene Davis (guitar, vocals), Red Rhodes (steel guitar), Delaney Bramlett (bass, vocals), Mel Taylor (drums), and Glen D. Hardin (piano). Bramlett and Hardin would soon be members of the Shindogs, the house band on Shindig!, the 1964 show that Leon was part of as well. And Hardin went on to play with the Crickets (years after Buddy Holly’s death) and in 1970 joined Burton in Elvis Presley’s TCB band. 

In these early days in LA, Leon also became close friends with Sonny Curtis of the Crickets, who had collaborated with and played alongside Holly. “There was a kind of a movement from Tulsa out to California and Leon sort of headed that movement,” Curtis said. “And we of course—J. I. [Allison] and Glen Hardin, another piano player, and I—lived in California to pursue our record career. And Leon and those guys like J. J. Cale and Jimmy Karstein, and Chuck Blackwell, they all lived around there, so it was kind of inevitable that we ran into each other because we’re from roughly the same part of the country, us being from West Texas.”

Via the Valley connections, Leon appeared on a local television show during this period. “He was on Cal’s Corral,” said composer/singer-songwriter Randy Newman, who got to know Leon in his early days in LA. “He was on television. That was of some significance.” Leon played on the show with permutations of the ever-evolving Palomino house bands.

Like most of the Tulsans, Leon was back and forth between LA and Tulsa as the little drips of money came and went, as they chased gigs and popped Benzedrine to keep themselves alert.

Eventually, Leon and Chuck settled in LA together and had steady work in the Downey and Norwalk area. David Gates and Jim Karstein soon followed, having hatched the plan to motor west over the summer of 1961. Karstein recalled, “Gates was really an instigator. Gates was a man with a plan. He knew exactly what he was going to do.” After a period when Chuck and Leon rented a room next to a laundromat at a trailer park, the two and Tulsa bassist Carl Radle eventually moved to the downstairs rooms in a house that Gates leased when he’d arrived in Hollywood with his wife and child.

The Tulsa guys were networking at jam sessions. Over the autumn of 1961, Leon and David Gates fell in with a crew of musicians at the Crossbow out in the Valley, including Glen Campbell, Tommy Allsup, and Jim Seals and Dash Crofts, who later became a soft rock duo. During these early days in California, Leon met a guitarist with whom he would collaborate through his peak as a rock star, Don Preston, who sat in for J. J. Cale one night. One of Leon’s first (and relatively few) road gigs took him on the road with Paul Revere and the Raiders. In late 1960, the Boise, Idaho, band had recorded an instrumental called “Like, Long Hair,” a boogie-woogie sendup of Rachmaninoff’s “Prelude in C-sharp minor.” By early ’61, the record was a Top 40 hit, leading to the Raiders’ first appearance on American Bandstand. But just as they were getting this early taste of success, their leader Paul Revere Dick was drafted, which took him out of the group for about two years while his partner Mark Lindsay held the band together. On one tour, Lindsay had Leon filling in for Paul Revere.

But they were still relatively inexperienced, and Lindsay was a nervous wreck. He got a big lesson from Leon, whose experience sitting in for Jerry Lee Lewis was still fresh. “I’m dying up there,” Lindsay recalled. “At intermission, I said, ‘Man, this is a tough crowd.’ Leon says, ‘Look, when we get back out there, if you get in trouble, just kick it to me. I’ll show you.’ So I sang a couple of songs, and it was just dead. So I went, ‘Okay, Leon.’ So he jumps up and shouts, ‘Hey! What the fuck’s goin’ on? Didn’t you come here to have a good time?’ The audience answers, ‘Yeah!’ So he goes, ‘Yeeoww!’ kicks over the stool, throws up the lid to the piano, and goes into ‘Great Balls of Fire.’ I said, ‘I get it.’”

Leon and crew were back in Tulsa for the holidays at the end of 1961. Don Nix and his band the Mar-Keys—the Memphis group that included Donald “Duck” Dunn and Steve Cropper of the classic Stax Records house band Booker T. & the MG’s—first met Leon and the Tulsa guys when the Mar-Keys had a weeklong stint at the Fondalite Hotel for New Year’s week 1961–1962. Though the Mar-Keys had already enjoyed a hit single, “Last Night,” Nix felt a kinship with the Oklahomans, “playing the same music at local clubs and dances in Tulsa, a town not all that different from Memphis.” It was the beginning of some meaningful friendships; Nix and Leon would become especially close by the late sixties.

Leon soon returned to LA, and word of his talent got around the studio scene there. He began getting hired for recording sessions. Between gigs, he and Gates were also starting to make inroads recording demos for songwriters, thanks partly to connections like James Burton and session bassist and producer Joe Osborn.

Another key figure from the Palomino was Tommy Allsup, about ten years older than Leon, who had played with Bob Wills and His Texas Playboys. Allsup played guitar on “It’s So Easy” for Buddy Holly and was on the tour that ended Holly’s life in the plane crash on February 3, 1959. Allsup and Waylon Jennings played in the band, backing Holly and the others, and had gotten bus seats instead of a coveted spot on the plane. Legend has it that Allsup lost a coin toss to Ritchie Valens for the last seat on the plane. Allsup had gone out to LA in 1960 to become an A&R rep for Liberty Records, which had a publishing company called Metric Music. Liberty was founded by violinist Simon “Si” Waronker and became one of the most successful independent record labels of the fifties and sixties.

Leon started doing demos for Metric’s songwriters at the company’s modest studio in Hollywood, above a Carolina Pines restaurant, a late-night hangout on the corner of Sunset and LaBrea. By 1962–1963, as he worked his way into big-time recording sessions with the group of musicians later nicknamed (by top drummer Hal Blaine) the Wrecking Crew, Leon brought Jim Karstein and other Tulsa buddies into the Metric demo sessions. Karstein explained, “We probably averaged five or six songs a week that he would demo. I would give anything to hear some of those tapes again because Carl [Radle] and I were on bass and drums. Leon a lot of the time on piano, but by the time Leon Russell was in Wrecking Crew, he couldn’t always make it, so sometimes it was Gates on piano. If Gates couldn’t make it, it was Randy Newman. Glen Campbell or James Burton on guitar, and Jackie DeShannon, who sang a lot of them.” Newman recalled, “I was down there and Leon was there. Jimmy Smith, who was P. J. Proby, changed his name and became a star in England. Glen Campbell played on those demos. Fanita [Jones] and those girls [the Blossoms] who became the Crystals, Darlene Love.”

Starting out in Chicago, DeShannon had a hit record and was promoting it when she met Eddie Cochran. Cochran was signed to Liberty and gave that label some of its biggest hits. “Jackie’s best girlfriend was Sharon Sheeley, who, just as a sidenote, was Eddie Cochran’s girlfriend,” Karstein said. “In fact, I think she was in the cab when he got killed.” Sheeley was a songwriter, penning Ricky Nelson’s “Poor Little Fool,” the first ever Billboard Hot 100 number one song in 1958. She was eighteen at the time, which made her the youngest woman to write a number one hit in America, but it was a long time coming; she had written the song around age fifteen, encouraged by none other than The King. She’d met Elvis Presley as a fan, and he said she should write her own songs.

DeShannon, following Cochran’s advice, went to LA and signed with Liberty Records. But they were more interested in her songwriting: Metric Music needed writers to build up their catalog as a prime revenue source. Aside from a memorable tour supporting the Beatles on their first trip through America, DeShannon mostly stayed in LA to churn out songs.

In 1962, Leon, Karstein, Gates, and bassist Carl Radle got a steady gig for about a month as DeShannon’s band at Pandora’s Box on the Sunset Strip. “Jackie was dating Leon, and Sharon Sheeley was dating Jimmy O’Neill,” Karstein explained. “Jimmy O’Neill was the number one disc jockey in LA on the number one station, KRLA. They decided to commandeer Pandora’s Box and have a big promo deal.… It was a big success. I mean, there were lines down Sunset to get in that place.” Around the same time, O’Neill hosted Leon, Radle, and Blackwell on a local television show, Stepping Out. The tracks they performed were prerecorded at Liberty’s studios. In a couple of years, O’Neill would host Shindig!, which would also feature Leon and members of his circle.

Tommy LiPuma, who became a hugely successful record producer—he would work with Leon on his final album Life Journey in 2014—recalled being taken to the club on his first night in LA by Liberty Records promo man Bud Dain to see DeShannon. But, LiPuma wrote, “I was immediately taken by the band, especially the acoustic piano player who was razor thin and was wearing a blue seersucker suit with a burgundy tie and a pompadour hairdo, with a very serious expression on his face. It was Leon.”

Karstein said that the Pandora’s Box run of shows was supposed to be an ongoing showcase for DeShannon. “It was going swimmingly till Jackie remembered that she had set up a surgery to get her nose job and forgot to tell everyone about it.” But the show went on. Instead of DeShannon being featured every night, different singers rotated in, including Jan and Dean and Bobby Rydell. This run of shows became the place to be in LA and was lousy with movie stars, including Clint Eastwood (who would remain friendly with Leon for decades), Sal Mineo, and Shelley Fabares. On this unnamed house band’s nights off, a nascent act called the Beach Boys filled in. In fact, the venue has a place in Beach Boys lore. Brian Wilson said the song “All Summer Long” was inspired by his wife, Marilyn, after he spilled a Coke all over her at Pandora’s Box.

Karstein said the Beach Boys performed like such an amateurish garage band that Leon and Carl Radle would snicker to each other while watching them. “I came home for Christmas, ’62, and I was listening to the radio, in January or February,” Karstein recalled. “One day I call up Leon, I say, ‘Hey, Leon! You know that band that used to come in there [Pandora’s Box]? What’s the deal with those guys? They’ve had two number one hit records!’ He said, ‘Yeah, I know. But that piano player’s [Brian Wilson] a genius.’”

Leon and Jackie dated for several months after the run of shows, according to Karstein. “Jackie was wonderful, and I was excited with the knowledge that I was going to be working with her,” LiPuma said. “But I couldn’t get Leon out of my mind. He had a style that even then was very unique and I made it my business to find out his whereabouts.”

LiPuma got to know Leon better while the pair hung around the Liberty offices with producer Snuff Garrett, Leon playing piano on most of the song demos. Many of these recordings can be heard on a collection of Sheeley songs released later by RPM Records. Roughly half of them were cowritten by Sheeley and DeShannon. The band on most of the tracks consists of Leon, Gates on bass, Hal Blaine on drums, and Glen Campbell on guitar. And the vocalists include Mac Davis, Herb Alpert, P. J. Proby, Campbell, and Delaney Bramlett. Even Jeff Beck and Jimmy Page show up. LiPuma got to see Leon and these other future stars at work. “When I started to make demos with some of the staff songwriters myself, I hired Leon to help me as I didn’t know my ass from the sound console at the time,” LiPuma wrote.

Tommy “Snuff” Garrett would become Leon’s most valuable connection at Liberty. Starting in Dallas as a DJ, he’d struck up a friendship with Buddy Holly. After Holly died in 1959, Garrett needed a change and looked to get into the record business. Al Bennett, president of Liberty, gave him a job as an A&R rep and producer. Garrett quickly started producing hits. In 1960, “You’re Sixteen” and “Dreamin’” for Johnny Burnette and “Devil or Angel” for Bobby Vee, whom he styled after Holly. Garrett and Vee hit again the following year with “Rubber Ball.”

In Vee’s touring band was a young saxophonist named Bobby Keys, from the Lubbock, Texas, area, who grew up idolizing his neighbor, Holly. Keys hung out in Tulsa between Vee tour dates and became friends with the musicians in Leon’s orbit, eventually making his way to LA and a friendship and multiple collaborations with Leon before heading to England to work with George Harrison, John Lennon, and the Rolling Stones.

The first track Snuff Garrett hired Leon to play on was a 1961 demo of “Old Rivers,” pitched to Tommy Allsup by friend Cliff Crofford. “I’d sent it to everybody—Johnny Cash, [Tennessee] Ernie Ford—everybody turned the fucking song down,” Garrett said. “Finally I cut it myself in kind of a classy way.” Actor Walter Brennan did the vocal, a recitation. Allsup had Leon demo it. “That was Leon’s piano work,” Garrett noted of the final recording. “I fell in love with his playing.” It was released in 1962.

As with producers who followed, Garrett could just tell Leon a direction, and he would run with it. They didn’t have to give him charts (basic sheet music with arrangements). On “Old Rivers,” Leon shows a distinct Floyd Cramer, Nashville influence. Leon, though, was not credited on the track—he was nineteen and still too young to join the American Federation of Musicians (AFM) Union, Local No. 47, which required members to be twenty-one or older. Though Garrett implied Leon is playing piano, Leon had likely formulated the part and demoed it for Gene Garf to execute, per the AFM contract. Or it is possible they just wrote in Garf’s name. Union credits were commonly inaccurate, and musicians often swapped credits as favors.

“I had to borrow IDs to get in clubs, borrow union cards and all that stuff,” Leon said. “The union was real rough, they called that ‘homesteading.’ The guy who used to be president was Liberace’s bass player.… I kind of yelled at him pretty bad and called him a ‘Nazi.’”

The demo sessions kept Leon working most days of the week. “We would go in,” said Don Randi, “both of us, he and I would do two for twenty-five, or ‘twofers,’ to help out songwriters.” Randi was a fellow pianist who was already working sessions and who would sometimes have Leon sub in for him at live gigs on the Strip. “We would do that in the other studio, like Gold Star [Studio] B. Sometimes on Saturday, we would do—God, I don’t know how many writers and songwriters. We’d have to figure out the chord changes, and we were jumping all over it.”

Leon had the phony “Lionel Debreaux” ID to gig at nightclubs in the LA area. He soon obtained more convincing identification, with his actual name on it, which he took to the Tulsa local of the AFM on one of his trips back home. That allowed him to join the union via a back door, so when Leon returned to LA, he could receive credit on sessions under his actual name, Russell Bridges. With this, he graduated from the minor to the major league. His talent was too great to keep hacking out demos. By the autumn of 1962, he was working almost every day on AFM-contracted sessions, sometimes two or more a day, a pace that would only grow more intense and that he would maintain for about five years solid.

In addition to playing on others’ demos, Randy Newman was himself a young songwriter at Metric. He benefited from having Leon play on demos of his first copyrighted songs. “Leon would play on them, and Gates would arrange them,” Newman said. “Sometimes there would be a couple of horns or more. They were kind of elaborate demos.” He was impressed by Leon’s ability. “I was meek and mild, a kid at the time, and deferred to him on my own songs because he was just great. The octaves he could play was something that was beyond me and still are.”

When pianists talk about the ability to play octaves, they mean playing the same notes in two octaves with one hand, and maybe two more with the other, and playing chords or melodic runs in parallel. “And he had a good left hand, as I recall,” Newman said. “But it was the gospel sort of right hand that I had not heard a great deal of—some. I don’t remember the first time I heard Ray Charles; it was ’59, I think. But this was seven years from when rock ’n’ roll started for white America. I mean, it had just started in a lot of ways, but it was all there pretty quick. And his gospel playing was kind of a revelation to me. And octaves are hard. You’ve got to practice and do a lot of playing to do it, and I don’t know how he did it.”

In 1998, Leon told Musician magazine that the octaves playing was influenced by composer Edvard Grieg. “I worked real hard on certain things because I didn’t have other things, and that’s one example. I felt that they could work as a melodic tool. I used to practice lines and octaves on both hands,” simultaneously as well as alternately. He also explained that he would approach the piano beyond the perspective of a typical pianist. “I tried harmonica-like solos in my right hand on the piano because the harmonica has certain built-in limitations. You really have to have an overview of some kind to make that work because not all the notes are there, so there’s just a few acceptable licks you can do.… Floyd Cramer was playing pedal steel licks. Blues is different; that’s what I was doing.”

“You see those hands, which are enormous,” said Leon’s most famous protégé, Elton John, calling Leon’s “the biggest hands I’ve seen apart from [Bruce] Hornsby and Keith Jarrett. They’re the largest fingers I’ve ever seen. You know he’s got a pretty big span. I, of course, have little sausage fingers. I’m happy if I’ve got an octave.”

Randy Newman noted that rock ’n’ roll “hit the public like a square white-sounding kind of thing” after the movie Blackboard Jungle. Plus, it was turning into big business and Los Angeles was emerging as serious competition to New York City as a powerhouse in music and television, adding to the thriving Hollywood movie industry. And though Liberty/Metric’s first hit was Julie London’s torch ballad “Cry Me a River,” the label had 1958 rock ’n’ roll hits with Eddie Cochran’s “Summertime Blues” and “C’mon Everybody,” making it as good a place as any to be in the early-sixties rock ’n’ roll biz.

Musicians were flocking to Hollywood from places like Texas, Oklahoma, Chicago, and New Orleans. Newman, who grew up visiting his mother’s hometown of New Orleans, said he wasn’t sure how much music he consciously picked up there. “But I love Fats Domino. And I loved the way Leon played. I think the whole world did eventually.” Newman said Leon had it all, including the sense of time. “Leon had time like a rock.” The famously self-deprecating Newman contrasted himself with Leon in the matter of keeping steady time. When asked if he had played with drummer Jim Gordon during those days, he replied, “Yep. You bet—quite a bit. I’ve played with him or against him. I’m sorry to say it was my time. Ask [Jim] Keltner about it. Every step I’ve taken, I was pulled and dragged or pushed. I didn’t feel confident about playing on my own records until Leon said, ‘You know, you should play on your own, you’re fine.’”

Also pushing Newman early on was Lenny Waronker, son of Liberty/Metric’s owner Simon Waronker. Lenny and Randy had been hanging around music since they were children, first on Twentieth Century–Fox movie sets, where Newman’s uncle, Al, was a composer and conductor (he composed the famous Twentieth Century–Fox fanfare) and Si Waronker, an instrumentalist, and then later at Liberty and Metric. “Randy and I met Leon and Dave Gates, I guess, when they just got here,” Waronker said. “They were young.” They were young—Leon was about the same age as both Newman and Waronker—but Leon and Gates seemed much further developed to Newman, who said, “I was still living at home. [Leon] seemed like a grown-up, he and Gates both.… They were a different kind of people, it seems, even then. Gates was foursquare, and Leon was on the hip side.… Look at the both of them; radically different paths they took.”

Lenny Waronker started as a promo man at Liberty but quickly changed into A&R and publishing at Metric. He became a successful producer and eventual head of Warner Bros. Records through the label’s prolific growth period of the 1970s and 1980s. “I thought I needed to learn some stuff, so I tried promotion, which was awful,” he said. “Then the publishing thing opened up.”

One of if not the first session Leon got union credit for was a Snuff Garrett–produced Johnny Burnette recording of “Just Out of Reach,” on December 11, 1961, at Liberty’s Custom Recorders. Leon provides a relaxed sixteenth-note cadence in the higher register of the loping arrangement. Tommy Allsup and Dick Glasser are the guitarists; the great Earl Palmer is on drums. Palmer had already cemented his legacy with his early work on classics by Little Richard, Fats Domino, and Lloyd Price. His backbeat on Domino’s 1949 boogie “The Fat Man” is one of rock ’n’ roll’s foundational underpinnings.

There are also a couple of well-known jazz players on the Burnette recording. Bassist Red Callender had played with a couple of Leon’s influences, Erroll Garner and Nat King Cole. There’s also the jazz luminary Barney Kessel—who grew up in Muskogee, Oklahoma—on guitar. Among other highlights, Kessel had played the smooth accompaniment to Julie London’s hit “Cry Me a River,” a song Leon would later feature in the Mad Dogs & Englishmen set with a markedly different arrangement.

Leon was high on the experience of his first “real sessions” with the “main guys” at the studio where he had been working almost every day. “Many nights I had stood outside one studio or another and watched people like Earl Palmer, who would arrive in his new Cadillac,” Leon remembered. “Now here I was on the ‘inside,’ with Earl playing drums and Barney Kessel on guitar.”

Leon’s session work had just started, but his star rose quickly, and he became one of three or four top LA pianists always in demand. His calendar would have few openings until the 1970s. He was not only technically impressive but also brought an earthy personality to his playing. First-call Wrecking Crew guitarist Tommy Tedesco recalled an early session with Glen Campbell and Leon Russell. “They brought Leon in and, I’ll never forget, Leon panicked and was sitting there, and Glen said, ‘Leon, just play that shit you did in Oklahoma. They don’t know nothing here.’ So Leon played Leon Russell, and all of a sudden, they don’t know nothing, that was his style, that’s what they loved, and that’s what he did from there on in.”

Keith Allison—a young guitarist who migrated out from Texas and later joined Paul Revere & the Raiders—said Leon was hanging out over at producer Gary Paxton’s studio in Hollywood around the time Leon took that gig as a substitute Paul Revere. “It was an old Craftsman house that they turned into a studio. There was a bunch of hits coming out of that little funky studio on a side street in Hollywood.”

Paxton hired Leon for some sessions. “He was known for hiring the down-and-out and was a big supporter of musicians in general,” Leon said. “The first Paxton session I played on was for Bobby ‘Boris’ Pickett of ‘Monster Mash’ fame, for the album that followed Pickett’s hit single.” (Contrary to some reports, Leon is not on the “Monster Mash” single itself.) “Those days came well before [Paxton’s] resurgence as a religious recording artist, and he was drinking a lot of whiskey then, as well as taking the odd Benzedrine tablet,” Leon wrote.

Paxton was the first producer to give David Gates and Leon a shot as recording artists, releasing the Paxton-penned “Sad September” backed with (b/w) “Tryin’ to Be Someone” in October 1962, credited to “David and Lee” (Lee being Leon). “They had a house band,” Allison said. “It was guys crashing there. You came in with a song, and for a few bucks, [Paxton] would cut there. If it was good enough, he would release it.” “Sad September” is a moody number that sounds like a transition from the Everly Brothers’ tight-harmony sound into something new. David and Leon’s duet is surrounded by reverb-soaked strings, which ebb and flow while Leon teases out piano accents. It is a link to the chamber pop of the mid-1960s: the Walker Brothers, the Left Banke, and the Association, the latter group produced by Paxton.

The B-side “Tryin’ to Be Someone” features James Burton pulling twangy licks from his Telecaster, while Gates and Russell sound a little like the Everly Brothers fronting Buck Owens’s Buckaroos. The song was written by Gates, and he and Leon formed a music publishing company called Dragonwyck in 1962.

In October, instrumental surf masters the Ventures were in town and recorded The Ventures Play Telstar and the Lonely Bull, with Leon playing organ on the soaring Joe Meek–penned earworm “Telstar.” His melody jumps out on the recording. Gates played bass on the record, which became the biggest seller for the Ventures, selling over five million copies worldwide.

Leon’s work accelerated as 1962 rolled on. He wrote a letter to Jimmy Markham that November 19 on Dragonwyck Music Company letterhead, in part:

Carl probably told you about our new house. It really is kind of a gas but still mainly an experiment and how to live above your means.

David and I are in the process of signing a production deal with a Walt Disney subsidiary called Colosseum Records. We would have a pretty gassey position if we get the percentage we are trying for.

I played a gig Saturday night in Pismo Beach with perhaps the heaviest group I have ever played with. Glenn [sic] Campbell was on guitar, Steve Douglas was on saxophone (he is the West Coast representative for Leiber and Stoller Productions), David played bass and a fellow named Hal Blaine played drums. He works with Patty Page and Tammy Sands. It was a pretty wild group. All the guys are studio cats and hardly ever take regular gigs, but we all decided that it would be fun and Glenn had the gig as the “Champs” so we took it and had a ball.

The letter must have been enough of a siren song, for soon, Leon and Markham were renting a one-bedroom house off of La Cienega Boulevard together.

Other notable 1962 sessions included the Everly Brothers’ “Little Hollywood Girl” and Jackie DeShannon’s “Breakaway.” On November 5, Leon recorded “Everybody but Me” with Johnny Rivers, a songwriter who was soon a star in his own right.

Leon and David Gates finished off the year with a session for Liberty’s producer, Dick Glasser. They put together an instrumental band of the Tulsa fellows billed as the Fencemen, with Chuck Blackwell, Gates, and Leon. The first single was a Gates cowrite, “Swingin’ Gates,” backed with Leon’s “Bach n’ Roll,” which features overdubs of organ trading off with a tack piano (thumbtacks fastened to the hammers in an upright piano for a more percussive sound). Leon played both parts.

The Fencemen was one of dozens of studio-only “bands” made up of session musicians, with Leon, Tommy Tedesco, Billy Strange, and Glen Campbell often contributing. Other records made by different combinations of these musicians included the De-Fenders, the Routers, the Deuce Coups, and other surf/hot rod–inspired releases. There was even a “band” led by drummer Hal Blaine called Hal Blaine & the Young Cougars. Almost every track on the resulting album, Deuces, “T’s,” Roadsters & Drums, opens with the revving of engines and peeling of tires of drag strips. Leon recalled, “It was a lot of fun doing those stupid records.”
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