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Solid Gold 

 

By CG Blake 

 

It was one thing to hear that hip, smooth voice on the radio, ushering in the latest 

hit single by the Beatles, the Stones or Dylan. It was another to meet the man himself. His 

name was “Smokin’” Joe Wilson and he was the king of my world. He graced the seven 

to midnight show on one of the two rival rock’n’roll radio stations in Hartford. He was a 

pioneer in the 1960s – always the first DJ to play the new Beatles 45, the first to swear on 

the air, and the first to play whole album sides, but only after ten o’clock at night. Rumor 

was he drove a shiny red Corvette and cruised the bars on the Berlin Turnpike with a hot 

blonde in a mini skirt. That’s what my older brother said, anyway. 

 

I was a freshman in high school. It was the fall of 1971. “Smokin’” Joe Wilson 

was the high point of each day. I listened to his show every night while I did my 

homework. When my parents turned out the lights at ten, I lowered the volume on my 

portable radio and held it close to me ear, often falling asleep to “Are You Experienced” 

or “Abbey Road.”  

 

I don’t know how Father McBride was able to get “Smokin’” Joe Wilson to spin 

records at our annual Fall Harvest Dance at St. Augustine High School. The famed DJ 

was supposedly a parishioner at St. Augustine Church. My cousins lived down the street 

from the church and they said they never saw him at Sunday Mass. Wilson commanded 

$50 for public appearances, which was big money in the early ‘70s. Perhaps Father 

McBride had arranged the appearance by meting out penance in the confessional booth. 



 

2 

 

 

 

I showed up at the dance armed with an eight by ten picture of “Smokin’” Joe 

Wilson I got at a record store in Manchester. It was a nice glossy photograph, and, if I 

could do so without being spotted, I was going to ask him to autograph it. I couldn’t be 

seen because it was definitely not cool for a 13-year-old boy to ask for an autograph from 

a DJ, even if it was “Smokin’” Joe Wilson. 

I got to the gym early and waited outside, hoping to catch him before most of the 

students had arrived at the dance. But there was no sign of him or his red Corvette. 

Maybe he was the type to arrive late. That would be just like a star of his magnitude – 

make the fans wait. I stood about 20 yards from the entrance to the gym, leaning against 

the brick wall. An autumn chill was in the air and a large, orange moon stood in sharp 

relief against the black sky.  

I waited twenty minutes, but there was no sign of him. Students were starting to 

show up, the underclassmen dropped off by their parents and some of the upperclassmen 

driving their parents’ cars. Seven-thirty rolled around. The dance was starting, but no 

“Smokin’” Joe Wilson. 

I went inside the gym, which was decorated with black and orange streamers and 

black disks painted to look like records – a nice touch. 

There was a rented sound system on risers under the basketball hoop at the far end 

of the gym. Father McBride took to the microphone. “It seems our guest of honor is late,” 

he announced. “I am going to ask our Senior Class President, Steve Mulrooney, to pinch-

hit. Steve, come up to the stage.” There was a smattering of applause, and a couple of 

boos from the back of the gym.  
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Father McBride stood behind Mulrooney as he selected each record, presumably 

to make sure he would not pick Edwin Starr’s “War” or some other subversive song. He 

chose, “Our House,” by Crosby, Stills, Nash and Young, not exactly one that would rock 

the joint.  

Steve Mulrooney was up there for nearly an hour before “Smokin’” Joe Wilson 

showed up. He had arrived in a cab, according to Greg Fanucci, who had ducked outside 

to sneak a cigarette. Greg said “Smokin’” Joe Wilson was staggering around and 

someone had to point him in the direction of the gym. 

 

When Steve Mulrooney introduced the DJ, the crowd erupted. There were shrieks 

from the girls. He wore a black Nehru jacket, black turtleneck and tan bell-bottoms. 

“Heeeey. Whaaat’s happenin?” his voice boomed. 

“Are you ready to rock!” His first record was “Gimme Some Lovin’,” by the 

Spencer Davis Group. Then he played “I Want You Back,” by the Jackson Five. Then 

“Venus” by the Shocking Blue. The crowd, which had been so dead when Steve 

Mulrooney was playing DJ, was energized. Everybody was dancing. It was shaping up to 

be a great night. 

 

At nine thirty, “Smokin’” Joe Wilson played “Stairway to Heaven” and then he 

left the stage. Everybody assumed he would come back when the song was over. I knew 

better. I sprinted for the door. If I was lucky, I could catch him coming around the back 

of the gym, where I wouldn’t be seen by my classmates asking for his autograph. 

I ran around to the side of the gym. I could make out two shadows coming toward 
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me. When the shadows got close enough to identify, I regretted rushing to see “Smokin’” 

Joe Wilson. One of the shadows was Steve Mulrooney. He was holding up a very drunk 

“Smokin’” Joe Wilson. I was facing them, no further than 10 feet away. I was trapped. 

“What do you want, kid?” “Smokin’” Joe Wilson said. 

I took out the photograph and a pen and held it up to him. 

“Sir, could I have your autograph?” 

“Smokin’” Joe Wilson gazed somewhere over my head.  

“Whaa?” he said. 

“Can I have your autograph?” I said. 

“Go fuck yourself, kid,” he said. I wanted to cry, but I couldn’t very well do that 

right in front of the Senior Class President. They walked right past me with “Smokin’” 

Joe Wilson not so much as glancing in my direction. They headed to a waiting taxi and 

Steve guided the DJ into the back seat. 

 

I held my composure until I was safely in my bed with the lights out. Then I 

started balling like a little baby. Up until then, I had wanted to be a DJ myself. I had this 

half-baked plan mapped out. I would save enough from summer jobs to enroll in the 

Connecticut School of Broadcasting. My brother said it was a dopey idea. He said being a 

DJ was a dead end job and I would end up going from town to town and job to job, until I 

was middle aged with no skills or prospects for gainful employment. I told him he was 

crazy but, of course, he was right. 

A year later, I devised a new plan. I would study hard, go to college and then get a 

nice job at one of the big insurance companies in Hartford. And that’s exactly what I did. 
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It would be 16 years before I would think about “Smokin’” Joe Wilson. My wife 

and I were moving from an apartment to a house. My wife put her foot down and insisted 

I throw away the desk that had been a fixture in my room since childhood. I had to clean 

it out first. I found the glossy photograph of “Smokin’” Joe Wilson in the bottom right 

hand drawer, under a stack of Sports Illustrated magazines from the 1970s. I had thrown 

the picture on the floor that night in 1971, but my mother must have picked it up and put 

it in the top drawer of my desk. I didn’t even realize I had it until that day. 

 

I must admit, I had not spent even a minute thinking about what happened to 

Smokin’ Joe Wilson, but the photograph piqued my curiosity. I was well over the hurt 

from that night. My life had turned out okay to this point, but I wondered how fate had 

treated Smokin’ Joe Wilson. Radio was the center of my universe during the Golden Age 

of the 1960s and Smokin’ Joe Wilson was the Supreme Being, or as close to it as I could 

find. I took the photograph and put it in a manila envelope, marked “Personal (Do Not 

Throw Away.” I put the envelope on the back seat of my car and promised I would track 

down Smokin’ Joe Wilson after we moved into our new house. 

 

Two weeks later, we were all moved in and I began my quest to find the 

legendary DJ. I started by visiting his old radio station. When I was a boy, I had this 

mental image of the studio being some sort of Taj Mahal of records. I pictured this 

grandiose console, with turntables and a high-back chair where the exalted DJ sat and 

spun his magic. There would be a microphone hanging down from the ceiling and shelves 
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of records in the background. When I got to the radio station, I was disappointed, to say 

the least. It was a low, one-story building in a hardscrabble neighborhood of broken down 

homes and strip malls on the outskirts of the North End of Hartford. The tar in the 

parking lot showed cracks. 

 

I entered and asked to see the Program Manager. I sat on an orange plastic chair 

and thumbed through a copy of Billboard while I waited. Moments later, a middle-aged 

man with close cropped, curly gray hair emerged. 

“Hi. I’m Gary Mandelbaum. What can I do for you?” he said. The voice sounded 

vaguely familiar. 

“Brian Foley. Thanks for seeing me. I’m trying to track down a DJ who worked at 

your station many years ago. He went by the name of Smokin’ Joe Wilson.” 

“Smokin’ Joe Wilson,” Mandelbaum said, with a laugh. “Wow. I haven’t heard 

that name in years.” 

“But you know who he is?” 

“Know who he is? I used to work with him.” 

“You?” 

“Remember ‘Scary Larry Gary?’ The graveyard shift. Midnight to 5:30 in the 

morning?” 

“That was you?” Every night at midnight, that spooky music came on with  that 

creaking sound, like a coffin opening. It gave me chills. I thought I recognized the voice. 

But he had wild black hair and a bushy beard. 

“I went respectable when I got promoted to Program Manager. So what do you 
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want with Smokin’ Joe Wilson?” 

“I don’t know. I was a huge fan of his back in the 1960s. I was just wondering 

what happened to him. I’d like to meet him and thank him for, for…what—I don’t really 

know.” Why did I want to see him again?  

“That might not be such a good idea, but I can tell you what I know. After he left 

here, he kicked around at a couple of stations in Connecticut and Western Massachusetts. 

About five years ago, he tried to reinvent himself as a conservative talk show host at a 

small station in Eastern Connecticut, but they let him go after a year. The ratings were 

terrible. 

“If you want to find him, he has a sister named Barbara Wilenski. She lives over 

on Barker Street in the South End of Hartford. She can probably tell you where he is.” 

“So tell me. What was it like working with him?” I said. 

Mandelbaum shook his head. “You don’t want to know. You just don’t want to 

know.” 

 

I rang the doorbell seven times before Barbara Wilenski answered. She was a 

hard-bitten woman with peroxide blonde hair. 

“What do you want?” she said. 

“I’m looking for Joe Wilson,” I said. 

“Are you a lawyer for his ex-wife? If you are, you’re not getting any information 

from me,” she said. 

“I’m not a lawyer. I’m a fan.” 

“I didn’t think he had any fans. It’s been more than a few years since that 
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roustabout was a big cheese.” 

“He is your brother?” 

“I’m afraid so,” she said, with a sad look on her face. “Look, you seem like a nice 

young man. If you really want to meet him, you can find him in the Green Meadows 

Convalescent Home over on Park Avenue,” she said.  

As I was walking away, she said, “But I’m warning you. Be prepared for a 

shock.” 

 

I arrived at the Green Meadow Convalescent Home and asked for Joe Wilson.  

“We don’t have any patient by that name,” a woman said with an air of 

administrative indifference. 

Of course, I thought. DJs never used their real names on the air. “Do you have a 

patient named Wilenski?” 

“Yup. Room 204,” she said. “Sign in here. Take the elevator to the second floor 

and hang a left. It’s the second door on the right.” 

I knocked on the door before entering the room.  

“Jane, is that you? Didn’t I tell you to leave me alone? You’re a whore, that’s 

what you are,” said a voice from the room. 

I showed my face and said, “Are you Smokin’ Joe Wilson?” Barbara was right. 

He was ghostly. His face, once vital and full of color, was emaciated. By my estimate he 

couldn’t have weighed more than 100 pounds. 

But his voice was fine, although a little weaker than in his prime. “Who wants to 

know?” he said. 
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“I was one of your biggest fans back in the 1960s and 1970s. I listened to your 

show every night. I thought you were the greatest until…” I was not sure I wanted to 

revisit my brief encounter with him, especially with him in this condition. 

“Go on,” he said. 

“Well, I had a picture of you and you were the DJ at our high school dance at St. 

Augustine’s,” I said. 

“I don’t recall, but if you say so,” he said. 

“And I showed you the picture and asked for your autograph,” I said. 

“And? Don’t keep me in suspense.” 

“You told me to go fuck myself.” 

“I did,” he said, and laughed so hard he started to wheeze and had to reach for his 

oxygen mask. 

Recovering a moment later, he said, “Well that sounds like something I would 

have said in those days.” He paused for a moment. 

“Look, I was probably blottoed. If you’re coming to me now looking for an 

apology, you got it. I’m not long for this earth so I might as well settle my accounts. 

“I’m very sorry I told you to go fuck yourself,” he said, shaking his head and 

chuckling. “My God, I wonder how many other kids I said that to?” 

“I didn’t come to ask for an apology or settle any accounts. I guess I just wanted 

to tell you that you brought a lot of joy into my life back then.” 

Smokin’ Joe Wilson didn’t respond right away. “Well I don’t know what to say. 

Tell you what. If you would be so kind as to wheel me up to the roof, we can have a nice 

chat about the good old days.” 
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“The roof?” 

“Yeah, it’s the only place I can get some fresh air. And the view of the skyline is 

terrific. But we can’t let the nurses see us going there. Now help me out of bed.” 

Smokin’ Joe Wilson did not have the strength to even raise his head from his 

pillow. I lifted the back of his head and swung his bony legs so his feet touched the floor. 

“My wheel chair is folded up in the closet. Get my bathrobe too. It can get cold up there.” 

“I’ll get it, Joe.” 

“Oh, by the way. You can call me Richard. My real name is Richard Wilenski.” 

He extended a hand. 

“Brian Foley,” I said.  

“Great radio name. Short, not a lot of syllables. Easy to pronounce.” 

 

Looking both ways to make sure there were no nosy nurses or aides on the floor, I 

wheeled the DJ to the elevator and pressed the top button. When we got off, he had me 

open a door that led to two stairs and a landing. “Back up the wheel chair and lift as hard 

as you can. Let’s take one step at a time,” he said. 

“Now open the door.” 

The next thing I knew, we were outside, looking at the Hartford skyline. 

“You have no idea what it feels like to breathe this air after being cooped up in 

that hell hole day after day,” he said. “Usually I pay one of the orderlies twenty bucks to 

bring me up here.” 

“There’s no charge today,” I said. 

Richard opened his palms to me. “So what do you want to know?" 
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I had a million questions, so I started from the beginning. 

“Back in’ 64 and ‘65 you guys were always the first to hit the air with whatever 

new single the Beatles were putting out. How did you do it?” 

Richard laughed. “Drove our competitors nuts. There was a guy who worked in 

the distribution center for Capitol Records down in Jersey. We used to pay him one 

hundred bucks. That was big money back then. He would give us a call when the new 

record arrived and we would send a runner down there to pick it up. We got so cocky that 

we would actually announce in the afternoon that we would be playing the new Beatles 

record that night on my show. God help us if our runner ever got a flat tire and didn’t 

make it back to Hartford.” 

“How about that time you locked yourself in the studio and played, “Let’s Spend 

the Night Together” for 24 hours straight? You were protesting radio censorship, as I 

recall.” 

Richard shook his head, “That’s what I told the audience. Actually I was involved 

in a contract dispute with station management. I was looking for a little bit of leverage.” 

“Why didn’t they send the cops in and have you arrested?” 

“Are you kidding? The ratings were off the charts. Everybody wanted to find out 

what was going to happen.” 

“Then why did you eventually leave?” 

“The truth? I was getting the shakes. I was dying for a drink.” 

“Why did you drink so much?” 

“Shit, if I knew, but I drank all the time. As Father McBride once said to me, ‘I 

never knew you drank until I saw you sober one day.’” 
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“Do you remember playing a whole side of the Beatles’ ‘White Album’ on your 

show? Nobody had ever played a whole album side on AM radio before.” 

“You’re wrong. I did it years before that. I played ‘Revolver’ one night in ‘66. 

The station manager had a fit until the phone lines lit up with listeners asking me to do it 

again.” 

The questions kept coming. “I always loved the New Year’s Eve countdown. You 

used to say that it was coming live from the Grand Ballroom of the Statler Hotel.” 

“No such place. We did it right in the studio. I used to invite a few co-eds and ply 

them with liquor.” 

“You did that thing with the clinking glasses at midnight.” 

“That’s right. You have a good memory. I hated the countdown. We used to start 

the show at six and, as records got longer, we found that we couldn’t play all of the top 

100 songs. So we started skipping to catch up, because we had to have the number one 

song on the air at five minutes to midnight.” 

 “You guys used to take shots at the DJs on the other station. Did you really hate 

them that much?” I said. 

“That was all an act. We used to go out drinking together on the Berlin Turnpike 

after we got off the air. We would get stinking drunk and dream up insults we could hurl 

at each other on the air. We knew if we stoked the fires of these rivalries, it was good for 

all of us.” 

I had other questions, but these could wait. 

“Do you mind if I ask you something personal?” I said. 

“As long as it’s not about my ex-wives, fire away.” 
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“What are you in here for?” 

“Death sentence, that’s what it is. I’ve got a bad liver, cancer, and a variety of 

other lethal illnesses. Doctor says I’ll be gone in two months, tops.” 

“I’m very sorry to hear that. Is there anything I can do for you? I still have an old 

turntable. I could bring in some records.” 

“No, but thanks,” he said. “That part of my life is over.” 

“Too bad. You were the best.” 

Richard Wilenski lowered his head and I thought I saw his eyes welling up. 

“On the air, maybe. Off the air, I was an utter failure – a mean, miserable drunk 

who hurt a lot of people, evidently you, too. I don’t know how anybody could find any 

redeeming value in my life.” 

I put my hand on his bony shoulder. “See, that’s where you’re wrong. You did a 

lot of good. Think of all the kids who grew up listening to Smokin’ Joe Wilson. You took 

us to another place. That’s the power of radio. When you hear a great song on the radio, 

you lose yourself in the melody, the vocal harmonies. You think about good times, fun 

things you were doing when you heard that song,” I said. I was aware of how corny I 

sounded. 

“Radio can transport you in a different world, a better world,” I added. 

“But it’s all an elaborate illusion, isn’t it?” he said. 

“It certainly felt real to me.” 

“It may have felt real, but it wasn’t.” 

“Sure it was. I can still remember sitting around with my friends in ‘67 listening 

to Sgt. Pepper on my dad’s big stereo console. I can remember who I hung with, what we 
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did, what girl I had a crush on. The music brings it all back.” 

“But it’s not real. I dealt in fiction. I propagated dreams that were just out of 

reach, almost as real as the music, but in the end, it was all a show,” he said. “It’s kind of 

like the blind man who has this vision of what the world is like, of what his house looks 

like. And one day, he gains his sight and discovers that what he thought was wonderful 

was really all in his head.” 

“I have to disagree. It was very real to me.” 

“Okay you win. Now wheel me back downstairs. I’m freezing my ass off.” 

Once we were back in his room, Richard said to me, “You mentioned something 

about a picture that you wanted me to sign. Do you still have it?” he said. 

“It’s in my car,” I said. 

“Bring it in next time you visit. I’ll sign it for you,” he said. 

 

Work was busy for the next few weeks. I did not get a chance to visit Smokin’ Joe 

Wilson until a month after my first visit. I brought the picture with me. I asked to see 

Richard Wilenski. The woman at the visitor’s desk cast her eyes downward and said, 

“I’m afraid Mr. Wilenski passed away last week.” 

I turned to walk away and the woman said, “Sir, are you Brian Foley?” 

“Yes.” 

“Mr. Wilenski wanted me to give this to you.” It was a large manila envelope. I 

waited until I was in the privacy of my car before I opened the envelope. Inside was a 

copy of the same photograph I had forgotten to bring with me for him to autograph. 

It was signed: 
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Dear Brian, 

Thanks for the memories. Keep the faith! 

Smokin’ Joe Wilson 
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