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Jeff Cohen and The Rocksteady Explosion

Extra, extra -- read all about it!  Ithaca has some new kings and queens of the ska scene and their band is probably the largest you’ll see anywhere in town.

Since mid January, Jeff Cohen and The Rocksteady Explosion, currently with 12 members, has played a string of high-energy shows on IC’s campus and at Castaways, the club that has become their second home.  


But before we get to the live shows, let’s meet the band.


Today, the line up includes Jeff Cohen, the band’s premier singer and songwriter, on rhythm guitar and vocals; the lively CJ Knowles on second guitar and kazoo; multi-instrumentalist John Napolillo on electric guitar and keyboards; falsetto extraordinaire Mike Carol on bass; bluegrass aficionado Stacey Kilton on banjo and trumpet; the ever enthusiastic Bri O’Riely and Adam Lang on trombones; hard working Josh Scollins, Sari Berkoff and Maggie Brockmann on backup vocals and percussion; the athletic Chris Wilson on electronic-drums, and backyard barbeque rapper Sergio Suarez on bongos,


The band, with such a massive sound and appearance, started kind of as a happy accident.


In November, IC promoter Adam Trapka asked Cohen if his New Jersey punk band, The Lovelife Fiasco, could make the trip up to Ithaca to open a show he was hosting. When the band couldn’t make it, Trapka asked Cohen if he would play the show solo. 


“I told him, ‘I really want to play,” says Cohen. “’But I don’t want to play by myself. I get nervous and it’s not as much fun.’”

Instead of going along with the one-man show, Cohen began to ask friends, many he knew from Ithaca College’s radio station WICB, if they would jam with him. The first person he contacted was Sari Berkoff to sing back up. Soon after, John Napolillo joined on electric guitar. Then came Mike Carroll with his fender bass, Stacey Kilton on trumpet, Sergio Suarez on bongos…     

By the time The Rocksteady Explosion mounted the stage at IC Square for their first show, they were 10 members strong.  


 “I thought they were like the Partridge family on crack,” says Holly Pietromonaco, a fan since the band’s first gig. 


“That show was great,” says Berkoff, Rocksteady’s tamborine player and backup vocalist. “We were nervous and so excited.  When we played the pub again [in April], I realized how much our band’s grown since we were on that stage.  Now we’ve got drums and two saxophones!”


The Rocksteady Explosion grew steadily, some musicians joining, a few dropping out, until its currently mighty presence on stage.


The show that brought the band closer to their brand of local fame was their opening spot for Washington D.C. skasters, The Pietasters, at Castaways on February 28th.

“The crowd was amazing,” says Carroll, Rocksteady’s bassist. “They were so into the show--it was great.”

Ska, says Kilton, Rocksteady’s Banjo player, tends to bring younger crowds, mostly made up of high school and college kids, out to the clubs. And the younger the crowd, the more exuberantly they tend to dance.  

“There’s nothing like being on stage and feeling the floor shake,” says Kilton about the enthusiastic fans at The Pietaster’s show.  

Adoration for the band went beyond just the audience that night. 

“The Pietasters absolutely loved us for some un-godly reason,” says Scollins. “They were like, ‘you have to come up and sing with us on a song.’ So we went up and we sang. But before we went on stage, the trumpet player for The Pietasters asked if we’d like to tour with them.”  

Scollins roles his eyes to the ceiling and sighs. “When one of your favorite bands asks you to sing a song with them and then go on tour with them, you say yes!”

Unfortunately, because of the daily grind of classes and jobs, the band couldn’t legitimately squeeze in the time for an indefinite vacation from college.


“There was a little bit of conversation about whether we’d take a month over the summer and do it,” adds Scollins. “But we decided it was not fitting in with any of our life plans.”

Though five of the band’s songs come from The Lovelife Fiasco, Cohen says the songs have been reworked or expanded to fit the added size and tastes of the group. Only one tune, “Volkswagen,” is a close match to the Fiasco version. 


“The other four songs were pretty much completely changed around by the members of The Explosion,” says Cohen. “They put their own spin on them and they sound completely different from the originals. There was some stuff that I wanted to try and between me wanting to freshen them up a little bit and the input [from the band], they became whole new songs.”


The band’s song writing, though at times more chaotic than some rock acts, is pretty straightforward.

“I write the lyrics and the basic skeleton of the music and the vocal melody and then I bring it to the table and let everybody go to town with it,” says Cohen. “I ‘write’ the songs, quote un-quote, but it’s absolutely a collaborative effort.”


With the dozen or so instruments in the band, usually the one that draws the most attention gyrates inconspicuously in the back row. It’s small and red and fits in the palm of the musician’s hand.

“In Jeff Cohen and the Rocksteady Explosion, I am auxiliary percussion, also known as… the apple shaker,” says Scollins, laughing.


For those unfamiliar with The Explosion’s percussion section, also containing Sari Berkoff on tambourine and Sergio Suarez on bongos, the apple shaker does just what its title suggests. It’s shaped like an apple and it’s shaken.


“It’s such an absurd situation. Just to have me, a large human being, standing up there with just a tiny apple shaker and that’s it!” says Scollins. “The image is just great.”


The tiny instrument, and its lovably husky player, has earned nearly rock star praise from some fans. At the Zox show at Castaways on April 20th, lead singer Eli Miller pointed directly at Scollins from the stage and bawled “YOU ROCK!”


It’s clear that, while Scollins takes his position in the band as seriously as the rest of the members, he also has a light-hearted sense of humor about his role.  

“We have a behind-the-music episode planned out, where I’ll be the only member of the band left,” he said. “Everyone else will have moved on with their lives but I’ll still be up there, shakin’.”

Sadly, the band’s chance at an IC-TV version of a behind-the-music special, might be coming sooner than its members would hope. With graduation approaching in May, five of the band’s members, including Jeff Cohen, will be leaving Ithaca, and The Rocksteady Explosion, for new horizons.  

“When the semester’s done, we’re done,” says Cohen. “It’s sad, and I don’t like to think about it but it’s the only realistic thing to do. Half of us are graduating -- I’m going to LA, Stacy will be in Minnesota… the band as it is now will be over when the semester’s over.”

Cohen has graciously expressed his wishes for the band to find a way to go on without him, and though the prospect is tempting to the mixed-bag of remaining undergrads, the members seem more realistic.


“Jeff’s given us permission to do this and while we might a little bit, it’s Jeff Cohen and the Rocksteady Explosion,” says Scollins. “I can’t really see us without Jeff Cohen in it. It’s his band. It’s his baby.”

Any group of this size, much like a family when a member leaves for college or an out-of-state job, must have an appropriately large send-off party. And that party will, appropriately, be at Castaways.

The send off show is scheduled for May 10th but, insists Cohen, it won’t be the band’s last unless every member is on stage. Because of conflicting post-graduation and summer plans, if the rock outfit doesn’t have 12 members in attendance, they’ll look to a future date for a proper send off.  

With a semi-concrete end drawing near, members of the band have had time to think about the lasting impression they’d like The Rocksteady Explosion to leave behind -- their message, transmitted from stage to another in a long line of rocked crowds.

Suarez says the band’s message can be summed up in a fraction of Cohen’s lyrics.

“So many things try to bring me down today,” he quotes. “I wanna’ rocksteady tonight!” 

The bands final show is scheduled for May 10th at Castaways.  Doors open at 8:00 p.m.

