Dick Clark And The Scandal Of 'Clarkola’

The setting. It is the summer of 1959. Dick Clark is the
idol of millions of teenagers and the envy of the entire broad-
casting industry. As host and creative force behind the after-
noon television show, “american Bandstand", Clark has cleverly
capitalized on the growing phenomenon of rock 'n' roll music,
packaging it on a neat little daily show at ABC affiliate WFIL
TV in Philadelphia, throwing in a studio audience of rambunctious
teens and a varying array of performers. By summers end, Clark
is a millionaire, andg his tremendous success is estimated to
bring in revenues of 12 million dollars a year to ABC.

And then, by fall, it all threatens to come falling down.

On the heels of a higﬁly publicized expose' on rigged television
quiz shows, the subcommittee on legislative oversight, a Congres-
sional group in Washington, announces a investigation into al-
legations of well known disc-jockeys soliciting and accepting
bribes in return for favoring certain records and performers. Be-
ginning in mid November, the group promises to determine the ex-
tent of such fraud and the people behind it. From the moment the
word hits the press, Dick Clark finds himself a prime target of

a scandal known as payola.

"Leg me tell you, Dick Clark was guilty" says Mitch Miller,
one time \head of Columbia Records powerful artist and repertoire
department. "But he was smart, he took it in a corporate struc-
ture." Boyd Bennett, a performer from the fifties who claims toO
have had a encounter with Clark over payola adds, "I think it's

common knowledge that Dick Clark robbed every young entertainer
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biography, "Rock, Roll And Remember", Clark is openly bitter towards
the subcommittee, and in particular, its investigators. In recalling
a meeting with them, Clark claims that he could hear them through a
door after he had departed saying, "too bad we got to fuck him."

As chief investigator, Oliver Eastland admits he finds Clark's claim
interesting and recalls a time during the investigation when James
Kelly was hospitalized after suffering chest pains. Although a heart
attack was eventually ruled out, Kelly was required to spend a few
days in the hospital. "I went in to see him" remembers Eastland,
"and he showed me a card he got from Dick Clark." While proving
nothing improper, it does appear that Clark was attempting to promote
a more friendlier relationship with the investigators, and indeed,
in "Rock, Roll, And Remember", he admits to eventually becoming
friends with another member of the investigative team. James Kelly
later became a private investigator and passed away in the late
1970's.

Having concluded the investigation within days of Clark's final
appearance, the subcommittee claimed to have uncovered payola pay-
ments of $263,245, a tidy figure that only makes their efforts more
troubling. Just how this figure was calculated and how Clark might
have contributed was and remains a mystery, but one thing they were
able to prove, without actually emphasizing it, is that Clark con-
sistently play records in which he had an interest. One of the last
witnesses to testify was ABC President Leonard Goldenson, who was
never questioned as to whether he would dismiss Clark as promised in
light of this. Of all the people who were investigated, Alan Freed
was the only person ever fired by ABC.

In the end, Clark's saving grace may have been that investi-
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gators were never able to establish that Clark actually solicited
bribes, a fact that his detractors use to emphasize his guilt.
"He used othérs to do his bidding for him" claims one performer.
Insistent to this day of his innocence, Clark claimed in his
book that the scandal cost him nearly twelve million dollars. One
can only speculate at the mathematics he used to calculate such a
loss, since the scandal and forced disvestiture brought him millions
of dollars derived from companies in which he invested little or

no money.

Mitch Miller sits at a table of a popular Greek restaurant on
Manhattan's west side. Peering briefly out at the early morning rush
of the working class, Miller cracks a smile at the long held notion
of him as rock's greatest foe of the 1950's. As much distorted as it
is self serving to the hordes of so called rock historians, it also
conveys a false impression that hides the incredible genius of a
truly endearing man. As head of Columbia Records powerful artist and
repertoire department in the 1950's, Miller molded and produced some
of the most enduring talents qf popular music, among them Frank
Sinatra, Johnny Mathis , and Tony Bennett. Yes, he admits today, he
spoke out against rock 'n' roll, but it had nothing to do with the
music. "Anything that the public finds entertaining is fine with

mell

he says. His objection was the escalating use of payola, and how
these bribes kept more deserving recordings off the air in place of
others that came with a hundred dollar bill. "Records should be
played because of their content and not because I paid some disc-

jockey some money."

It was in his position at Columbia that brought Miller to his
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one and only dealing with Dick Clark. Having produced a record with
the Four lads that he felt might have a crossover appeal, Miller
went to see Clark in hopes of getting the record played on his

show. Clark, he says, requested the publishing rights in return for
a spot on his show, but Columbia didn't have the rights, and, says
Miller, "even if we did I wouldn't have given them to him." Shortly
thereafter, Miller sent word to the press of his encounter. Since
Miller apparently did not identify who the culprit was, many within
the music business, even to this day, believed that he was referring
to Alan Freed, who then hosted a show on New York's WNEW-TV. "1 never
had any dealings with Alan like that" disputes Miller, "but you see,
it all comes down to the fact that Dick Clark was smart. He took it
in a corporate structure. He didn't take it in the toilet."

And says Edward Jones, "With all fairness to Dick Clark, he
probably didn't know alot of what was going on. But then again ,
there were some things that I can't see how he didn't know about."

For all his detractors, there remains the solemn few like Red
Schwartz who are consistent in their defense of Clark. Recalling his
days as a Philadelphia radio personality, Schwartz recalls the time
when Clark opened the door for him to record a novelty record, even
lending him the money fo go to New York and close the deal. Schwartz
came back with a healthy advance check and he was so grateful to
Clark for his help that he wanted him to take the check as thanks.
Clark hedged, but Scwartz persisted. "Finally he says, 'Look, no.
Really. I appreciate it, but if you keep asking me to take this check‘

we're not going to be friends any longer.' So okay. I finally got him

to at least take the money he lent me to go up there."
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For Schwartz, its his intimate friendship with Clark and the
memories and that one incident that keep him convinced that the
popular disc-jockey was innocent. "There is no way Dick would
jepoardize everything for what, a small fraction of what he was
earning?" Schwartz stands by the long held contention from the
Dick Clark camp that he was the unwitting victim of a trusted bus-
iness partner, namely Tony Mammarella, who negotiated deals in
Clarks name. It was only by his intervention years later, when Mam-
mamrella was on his death bed with a terminal blood disease, that
Clark was finally able to set aside the grudge and make a move to
wards reconciliation. "Tony's wife called and I talked to her" says
Schwartz, "and I got Dick to talk to him. But he stayed mad all those
years because of what Tony did."

And on it goes. Alan Freed, Clark's adversary at ABC, was de-
stroyed by the scandal and less than five years after he was fired
by ABC, he died in a Palm Springs hospital, a mere shell of the tall
figure he once was. Clark, claims Freed's former manager Jack Hooke,
never forgave Alan for publicly calling for a investigation of the
'Bandstand' host. "For the longest time, he wouldn't even talk to

me because of what Alan said."

But persistence won out, and Hooke was

eventually hired to promote live shows for Clark, but his hatred of

Alan is said to remain. Incredibly, Clark later told the Los Angeles

Times, "In the end, Bobby Darin and I were his only remaining friends."
Lance Freed, Alan's eldest son and currently a executive with

A&M Records in Los Angeles, disputed the claim, telling the Times,

"I'm sure in Dick's mind it's true, but he was never there." Recalling
the statement by Clark some time later in a interview at his greater

Los Angeles home, Freed grins. "I don't know what made him say that,
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but if you read the story, you'll see that I say that I'm sure in

his own mind he thinks it's true, but of course it's not.”" As he's
talking, a somber look appears on his face, as if to say his response
to Clark was not what it could have been.

In the end the question remains. Was Dick Clark guilty? All
things considered, it appears that yes, he was. The accumulation
of over 140 songs without paying a dime in return, the playing of
records in which he had a interest in more than just occasionally,
and the claims by Mitch Miller, who was not questioned by the sub-
committee, are matters that cannot be easily explained away. Just how
culpable he was in every instance is still unknown, as it does ap-
pear that Mammarella branched into deals of his own without consulting
his boss. But as long as there is rock 'n' roll, the debate will likely
continue.

Today, the industry which made him seems to have cast the final
verdict. Performers no longer go to him for that big break, and his
influence in the music business is practically nil. At the annual
Rock 'N' Roll Hall Of Fame dinner in New York, Clark is inconspic-
uously absent. He is rock 'nm' roll's white elephant.

All of which appears to matter little to Clark. He currently sits
atop his Dick Clark Productions office on West Olive Avenue in Bur-
bank, California, packaging mega dollar deals from game shows to
home video releases and syndicated music programs, including 'Band-
stand', which he no longer hosts. There is no arguing his success. It
has made him a very wealthy man, and in the final analysis, this may
be his swéetest revenge.
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