


 



Praise for Ghost Rider by Neil Peart

"Peart's writin g i s lyrical an d hi s tal e poignant , full y
capturing a n extraordinar y journey, both a s a  travel
adventure and as memoir."

— Library Journal

"From Toront o t o Alask a to Belize , this i s a  heart -
wrenching piece of work that ends with Peart healthy,
living, loving and rocking again."

— Chart

"This crisply written book is part travelogue and par t
therapeutic catharsis . I t resonate s wit h humou r an d
grief and ultimately personal triumph."

— Exclaim!

"A powerful, graceful book. "
— The  Buffalo News

"This i s a  triumphan t book . Sometime s sad , ofte n
funny, never dull, and always engrossing. "

— Green  Man Review
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Without music,  life would  be a mistake
— Friedrich Nietzsche

The music  I have written is

nothing compared to the music I have heard
— Ludwig van Beethove n

"Ooh, look at me, I'm Dave,  I'm writing  a book!
With all  my thoughts  in it!  La la la!"

— Dave Eggers
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For this music lover, the concept of "traveling music" evokes sev-
eral responses. Listenin g to music while traveling, by one means
or another , is the obviou s association, and m y life ha s provided
plenty of that, in cars, airplanes, boats, bullet trains, subways, and
tour buses .

Then there's the "inner radio," when every song I know seems
to play in my head, as I perch on the saddle of a bicycle or motor-
cycle for long, long hours.

"Traveling music" ca n als o b e a  job description . For thirt y
years I have made my living as a touring musician, playing drums
with Rush in North America, South America, Europe, and Asia,
and that has made for a lot of traveling, and a lot of music.

In my other job description wit h Rush, writing lyrics, I have
used man y references t o mode s o f travel , from bicycl e to boat ,
sports car to spaceship, airplane to astral projection. My lyrics for
our song "The Spirit of Radio" celebrate the simple pleasure of lis-
tening to the radio while driving, and inspirations have also come
from journeys, and places both exotic and everyday: East Africa in
"Scars," West Africa i n "Han d Ove r Fist, " China i n "Ta i Shan, "
London an d Manhatta n i n "Th e Camer a Eye, " small-tow n
Canada and America in "Middletown Dreams."

Most of all, though, I think of "traveling music" as the essence
of the music itself— where it takes me, in memory, imagination,
and th e real m o f pur e abstrac t sensation , washing over me i n
waves of emotion.

Since childhood, musi c has had the power to carry me away,
and this is a song about some of the places it has carried me.
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Intro i
Play through the changes /pick up  the  tempo

Verse One s
"Driving away to the east, and into  the past"

Chorus One 49
"Drumming at  the heart of a factory town"

Verse Two 89
"Diving into the wreck, searching for treasure"

Chorus Two 129
"Drumming at  the heart of a moving picture"

Verse Three 155
"Workin' them  angels  overtime"

Chorus Three 201
"Drumming at  the heart of an English winter"

Middle Eight 227
"Filling my spirit with the wildest wish to fly"



Verse Four 253
"Driving down the  razor's edge  between  past and future"

Chorus Four 295
"Drumming at the heart of an African village"

Verse Five 339
"Riding through the Range of Light to the wounded city"

Rideout 36?
Repeat to  fade...



leveling fte

Driving away to the east, and into the past
History recedes  in my  rear-view  mirror
Carried on  a wave of music down a desert road
Memory drummin g at the heart o f a factory town

Diving down into the wreck, searching for treasure
Skeletons and ghosts among the scattered diamonds
Buried with the  songs and stories  of a restless  life
Memory drumming a t the heart of a moving pictur e

All my  life
I've been workin them  angels overtime
Riding and driving and working
So close  to the  edge
Workin' them  angels  —
Workin' them  angels —
Workin them  angels —
Overtime

Memory drumming a t the heart of an English winte r
Memory drumming a t the heart o f an English winte r



Filling my spirit with the wildest wish to fly
Taking the high road, into the Range of Light

Driving down the razor's edge  between  past and future
I turn up  the  music and smile,  eyes on  the road ahead
Carried on  the songs and stories  of vanished times
Memory drumming at the heart of an African village

All this time
I've been living like there's no tomorrow
Running and  jumping and  flying
With my imaginary net
Workin' them  angels  —
Workin' them  angels  —
Workiri* them angels  —
Overtime

Riding through the Range of Light to the wounded city
Taking the high road —
Into the Range of Light
Taking the high road —
Into the Range of Light

Repeat to fade.. .
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Intro

Play through  the  changes,
Pick up the  tempo

"Now what?"
All my life , thos e tw o littl e words hav e sparked m e wit h curiosity ,

restlessness, and desire — an irresistible drive to do things, learn things,
go places, seek more and always more, of everything there is to do and see
and try . My need fo r action , exertion , challenge , fo r somethin g t o ge t
excited about , in turn inspired my ambition t o try to capture those expe-
riences, in songs and stories, and share them.

When I  was a teenager, sittin g aroun d th e famil y dinner tabl e wit h
Mom, Dad, younger brother Danny and sister s Judy and Nancy, I would
chafe insid e m y skin , wishing I  jus t ha d somethin g exciting  t o sa y —
something I had done, or was going to do.

I guess I spent the rest of my life making sure I always had something to
talk about at the family dinner table... only I wouldn't be at the family din-
ner table. I'd be on tour with the band, or away making a record, or bicycling
in China, or motorcycling in Tunisia. Then writing a book about it.

My daughter Selen a seemed to hav e inherited som e o f tha t itch , for
right up to her last summer, at age nineteen, she would climb out o f the
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TRAVELING MUSIC

lake all sleek like a seal, flop on the dock beside me, splash some cold water
over my sun-warmed back , look me in the eyes and say,

"Now what?"
I coul d onl y laugh, recognizing her ow n nee d fo r diversion , action ,

something to get excited about — something t o talk about a t the dinner
table. However, in that summer of 1997, those little words came to bear an
ominous weight, the menace of imminent tragedy . Selena would not live
to find out "now what?"

For a  while there, in 1997 and 1998 , when everything was being taken
away from m e — my daughter, m y wife, my dog, my best friend, every-
thing I loved and believed in — my own "now what?" became less of an
itch and more of a hemorrhage, more like Dorothy Parker's, "What fres h
hell is this?"

But on I went, down that healing road, thinking, "something will come
up," and as life would have it, something did. In fact, a lot of things came
up: a  journey t o ne w love wit h Carrie , ne w home i n California , an d
because of those unexpected miracles, a new lease on life and work. Back
on the high road.

By 20011 was writing lyrics and playing drums on a new record, Vapor
Trails, with Rush, writing a book about that terrible part of my life, Ghost
Rider, and spending most of 2002 traveling and performing in Rush's 66-
show tour of North America, Mexico, and Brazil, culminating with a final
concert in Rio de Janeiro, in front of 40,000 people, that was filmed for a
DVD called Rush in Rio.

Early in 2003, all that was behind me, and I was relieved to be taking a
break a t home , enjoyin g time wit h Carrie , relaxed an d conten t i n th e
rhythms o f domestic life . I had no ambition to tackle anything more cre-
ative or demanding than cooking dinner.

That tranquilit y laste d fo r a  seren e coupl e o f months , unti l earl y
March, whe n Carri e starte d makin g plan s t o atten d a n all-femal e sur f
camp in Mexico (a Christmas present from her thoughtful husband). She
was going to be away for five or six days, and wheels started turning in my
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Introduction

brain about how I might use that solitary time. Before I  knew it (literally,
as so often happens , before I  realized my creative unconscious had started
spinning its daydreams), every aspect of my life was orbiting into a clock-
work vortex around that eternal question :

"Now what?"

3
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hr&e One

"Driving away  to  the east, and into  the past"

The Santa Ana winds came hissing back into the Los Angeles Basin tha t
week, breathing their hot, dry rasp through what had once been the fish -
ing villag e o f Santa-Monica-by-the-Sea . Th e street s aroun d u s wer e
littered with dr y pal m frond s an d eucalyptu s leaves , and the vie w fro m
our upstair s terrace reached the distan t blu e Pacifi c throug h th e line of
California fa n palms down along Ocean Boulevard. The incoming waves
battled th e contrary wind, as dotted whitecap s receded clear back to the
long dar k shado w o f Sant a Catalin a Island , bisecte d horizontall y b y a
brownish haze of smog.

More than three hundred years ago, the Yang-Na natives called the Los
Angeles Basin "the valle y of the smokes, " referrin g to the fog trapped by
those thermal inversions. And even then, wildfires sometimes raged across
the savanna grasses in the dry season, creating prehistoric smog. Then and
now, the air was usually clearer by the ocean, ruled and cooled by the pre-
vailing sea breeze, but th e Santa Anas invaded fro m inland , carryin g hot
desert ai r ove r th e Sa n Gabrie l Mountains , throug h th e Sa n Fernand o
Valley, all the while gathering airborne irritants from the whole metropo-
lis and driving them right through Santa Monica, and on out to Catalina.

The Cahuilla Indians believed the Santa Anas originated in a giant cave
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TRAVELING MUSIC

in the Mojave Desert that led directly to the lair of the Devil himself, and
early Spanish arrivals picked up on that stor y and named those hot, dr y
winds th e Vientos  d e Sanatanas,  o r Satan' s winds . Late r arrival s t o
Southern Californi a were more concerned with Christia n propriety an d
boosting real estat e value s in this earthly paradise , an d the Chambe r o f
Commerce issue d a  press release in th e earl y 19005: "In th e interes t o f
community, please refer to the winds as 'The Santa Ana Winds' in any and
all subsequent publications. "

Still, the devi l winds were blamed by longtime Angelenos fo r effect s
both physica l and psychological : Raymond Chandler wrote in Red Wind
that when th e Sant a Anas blow, "meek littl e wives feel the edg e of their
carving knife and study their husbands' necks." Modern-day urban myths
associate the Santa Anas with rising crime rates, freeway gun battles, wild-
fires, actors entering rehab, Hollywood couples divorcing, bands breaking
up, irritated sinuses , and bad tempers all around.

As a recent immigrant fro m Canada , I had thought al l that was local
folklore (o r jus t a  regula r da y in L.A.) , bu t I  ha d onl y live d i n Sant a
Monica for three years, and spent much of that time working with Rush
in Toronto or touring in other cities. Now, though, in late March of 2003,
I was feeling the effects  o f those abrasive winds o n m y sinuses, an d m y
mood. Along with the brownish haze over the sea and my itchy nose, ten-
sion was in the air.

For one thing, there was a war on. The United States and Britain were
just into the second week of the attac k on Iraq , and no on e knew what
might happen. The smoke and mirrors o f propaganda and the phanto m
menace of "weapons of mass destruction" had been paraded before us so
much that a kind of contagious anxiety had been sown. Dire possibilities
seemed to be on everyone's mind, and in every conversation. The chance
of a chemical attack on Los Angeles seemed . .. at least worth worrying
about. When th e wa r began, I had sai d to m y wife, Carrie , "Let's g o to
Canada," where I still owned the house on the lake in Quebec, and still had
friends an d famil y i n Toronto . However , now som e mysteriou s disease
called SAR S was spreading from Asi a to Canada , and peopl e were dying,
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Verse One

hospitals were closing, there was a travel advisory against Toronto; it was
a bad scene there too.

Then there were the interior battles, and internal "travel advisories" —
the "don't go there" areas. I had som e serious personal and professional
issues weighing on my mind — big questions and big choices to make.

Work, fo r on e thing . Afte r onl y a  coupl e o f month s a t home , an d
spending most of 2002 on the Vapor  Trails  tour, and all of 2001 writing an d
recording tha t album, I  felt I  was just catching my breath. But plans had
to be made so far in advance. Recently the band's manager , Ray, had been
entertaining (o r torturing ) m e with variou s scenario s of recording an d
touring possibilitie s fo r th e upcomin g years , and I  would hav e to giv e
some answer s soon . I n 2004 , th e ban d woul d celebrat e ou r thirtiet h
anniversary together , s o we'd probabl y wan t t o d o somethin g t o com -
memorate that. A party, a cake, a fifty-city tour?

What abou t pros e writing? With a  stretch o f free time ahead of me in
2003,1 felt I wanted to get started o n a writing project of some kind again ,
and friends were encouraging m e to write more . Bu t what did I want t o
write? (Now what?) Maybe try something differen t fro m the travel-writin g
style of my firs t two published books , Th e Masked Rider:  Cycling  i n West
Africa (1996 ) and Ghost  Rider: Travels  o n th e Healing Road  (2002) . Some
fiction? History?

I didn't know, but I  was thinking about it.
There were a few half-finished traveling books in my files, narratives of

journeys I'd taken through the early '908 and never had the time or drive
to complete : th e third of my African bicycl e tours, o f Mali, Senegal, and
the Gambia ; severa l motorcycl e exploration s aroun d Newfoundland ,
Mexico, and North Africa ; perhaps I  should loo k at them again . Or, back
in the fateful summe r o f '97,1 had abandoned a  narrative recountin g th e
Rush Test  for Echo  tour, called American Echoes: Landscape with  Drums,
when my life was suddenly pulled out from under me by tragedy and loss.
But I  wasn't sur e I wanted to take up tha t stor y again, or any of the old
ones. Something new would be good, it seemed to me.

In another area of my mind ( I picture little, self-contained clockwork
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TRAVELING MUSIC

mechanisms, slowl y grinding through thei r particula r subjec t of cogita -
tion until they produce the answer, the "right thing to do"), I was thinking
about the house on the lake, up in Quebec. Having lived in California for
over three years now, I didn't ge t there much anymore, and yet when I did
visit, it remained ineffably haunted to me, after the tragedies. (Selena and
I would stand right there in the kitchen, arms over each other's shoulders .
That terrible night Jackie and I got the news in this hallway, and Jackie fell
to the floo r righ t there.  These were not happ y memories to continuall y
relive.) Th e Quebe c property was large and th e upkee p was high, an d
maybe I didn't need it anymore. Maybe it was time to say goodbye to that
place, and to that time.

Another little clockwork mechanism i n my head was working on the
problem of our California home, which was feeling increasingly too small,
especially in its lack of a writing space for me. A two-bedroom townhouse,
with Carrie taking one of the bedrooms as an office t o run her photogra-
phy busines s a s wel l a s mos t o f ou r lives , lef t onl y th e lof t abov e th e
kitchen, open to the rest of the house. I would find myself trying to write
against the clatter and chatter of our Guatemalan housekeeper, Rosa, and
one or another o f her cousin-assistants, vacuu m cleane r and dishwasher ,
ringing telephones , an d ou r cheerfully-ma d assistant , Jennifer , running
upstairs, al l apologetic, t o use the fax and copy machine .

It seemed that m y years of training at reading in a  crowded dressing
room had made me able to concentrate no matter what was going on, and
it had already served me well in writing — much of Ghost Rider had been
written and revised in a recording studio lounge, with Vapor  Trails  being
mixed on the other side of the window, the other guys coming and going,
talking, laughing , watching TV , and occasiona l breaks t o approv e fina l
mixes. The work could certainly be done, it just took longer.

There wer e othe r thing s o n m y mind , too . S o much percolatin g
around m y poor little brain; I needed some time to think.

It seemed like a good time to get out of town.
In early March, knowing Carrie was going to be away for those six days

later in the month, I started browsing through the road atlas (the Book of

8



Ver$e One

Dreams), thinking o f where I might go . My favorite destination s always
tended to be the national parks of the American West, where I could com-
bine th e journe y wit h som e hiking , birdwatching , an d genera l
communing with nature. While living in California (and not awa y work-
ing), I  ofte n mad e overnigh t motorcycl e trip s t o King s Canyo n an d
Sequoia National Parks in summer, or to Big Sur or Death Valley in win-
ter, explorin g th e myria d o f Souther n California' s backroads wit h m y
restless curiosity and love of motion (and giving Carrie some time to her-
self, too) . With a  little mor e tim e an d th e opportunit y t o cove r more
distance this time, my first inspiration had been to ride my motorcycle to
Utah, and wander around the wonderful national parks in the southern
part of that state, Zion, Bryce Canyon, Arches, and Canyonlands.

However, a look at the online weather reports tarnished that idea. The
overnight temperatures in Bryce Canyon and Moab were still in the twen-
ties, Fahrenheit , an d tha t mean t ic y roads. No goo d o n a  two-wheeler.
Even Yosemite was still in the grip of winter, and the only national park in
the American Southwest I could think o f that might no t be under snow
was Big Bend. So, I thought, "go there."

I ha d passe d throug h tha t are a o f Southwes t Texa s once before , by
motorcycle, during the Rush Test  for Echo  tour, in late 1996, with my best
friend an d frequent riding partner, Brutus . That tour was the firs t time I
attempted tha t novel metho d o f traveling fro m sho w to show , with m y
own bus and a trailer ful l o f motorcycles. During the previous tw o years,
my friendship wit h Brutu s had grow n stron g a s we both became inter -
ested i n long-distanc e motorcycling . Explorin g th e pleasure s an d
excitements o f motorcycl e touring , an d learnin g tha t w e traveled wel l
together, Brutu s an d I  ha d ridde n ten s o f thousand s o f mile s aroun d
Eastern Canada , Western Canada , Mexico , and acros s Souther n Europe ,
from Munic h dow n throug h Austria , Italy , and b y ferr y t o Sicily , an d
across the Mediterranean t o Tunisia and the Sahara.

We developed a  comfortable rhythm betwee n us , of tight formation ,
lane position, relative speed, and overall pace. Apart from being an enter-
taining dinner companion, Brutus always wanted to get the most  out o f a
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10 TRAVELING MUSIC

day — he could carpe  tha t diem  like few people I ever met. On a n early
ride together, we were motorcycling from Quebe c to Toronto, normally a
six-hour journe y on the four-lane highway. Brutus convinced m e to tr y
one o f hi s "adventurous " route s acros s Centra l Ontario , alon g count y
roads an d countr y lane s tha t constantl y change d numbe r o r direction .
When w e finally arrive d in Toronto , I  mentioned t o Brutu s that i t ha d
taken u s nin e hour s instea d o f six , and h e said , "Yeah, but woul d yo u
rather have fun fo r nine hours, or be bored  for six?"

Elementary, my dear Brutus, and a lesson was learned that reinforced
my own tendency to seek out the back roads. From then on, if there was a
chance to make a journey I had to make into a journey I wanted to take, I
would see k out th e high road , the winding road, and mak e the mos t of
that traveling time.

So, when I was making plans to take my motorcycle on the Test  for Echo
tour, I convinced Brutus to come along too, as my official "riding compan -
ion" (h e didn' t tak e muc h convincing) . Credite d i n th e tou r boo k a s
"navigator," a big part of Brutus's job really did become the plotting of the
routes every day, as we moved around the country. He made it his mission
to seek out the most interesting road s and roadside attractions , and while
I was onstage, thrashing an d sweating under th e lights, Brutu s sat in the
front lounge of the bus surrounded by maps, magnifying glass, tour books,
and calculator. He worked out the most complicated , roundabout, scenic ,
untraveled routes possible — that would still get us to soundcheck on time.
(From the beginning, I  warned Brutu s that I tended t o get "anxious" on
show days, especially about th e time, an d that if we did not arriv e at the
venue at least an hour early, we were late. To his credit, we never were.)

As the bus roared down the interstates of America, Brutus would tell
Dave where to stop for the night, usually a rest area or truck stop near the
back road he had chosen for the morning. Sometimes I would go to sleep
as Dave sped throug h th e night , then wake to m y alarm cloc k an d th e
steady drone of the generator, in a wonderfully stationary bus. There was
never enough sleep, but we were determined to make the most of the day,
and sometimes I crawled into my riding gear, unloaded the bikes and rode
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away — without eve n knowing where we were. If it happened t o be m y
turn to lead (we alternated every fuel stop) , Brutus would point me in the
right direction , and giv e me a sheet of handwritten note s on road num -
bers, mileages, and town names. Riding off into the morning, I followed
Brutus's clear directions on the map case in front of me, and gradually dis-
covered my place in the world .

After a show in El Paso, Brutus and I slept on the bus while Dave drove
us to a  truckstop nea r Marfa , Texas . We got up earl y the nex t morning ,
unloaded the bikes from th e trailer, rode south to Presidio, and followed
the Rio Grande to Lajitas for breakfast. (It's a measure of how Brutus and
I lived on that tour, making the most of every minute and every mile, that
so much coul d happe n befor e breakfast. Especially on a  day off, with n o
schedule, no soundcheck, an d no anxious drumme r t o worry about. )

Just after Lajita s and Study Butte ("Stoody Beaut"), we entered Big Bend
National Park, and crossed through a  tiny fraction of it, on the fly . We cut
north to Marathon, east to Langtry (made famous by Judge Roy Bean, "The
Law West of the Pecos") , Comstock , an d De l Rio , and nort h t o Sonora .
There we met up with Dave and the bus again, and wheeled the bikes back
into the traile r i n the gathering dark . (W e always tried to avoid riding a t
night — it was more dangerous , an d we couldn't see the point of ridin g
through scenery we couldn't see.)  I remember falling asleep almost imme-
diately on the couch in the front lounge, as Dave drove us on to the hotel in
Austin, for the next night's show. Music played quietly from th e Soul  Train
Hall o f Fame CD (introduced to me by Selena, as it happened, in her teenage
taste for "old school" R&B, echoing one of my own "first loves" in music) .

On that tour, Brutus and I were up early every morning an d rode a lot
of miles , often 50 0 or s o on a  day off , an d mayb e 300 on a  show day. In
40,000 mile s o f motorcyclin g o n tha t tou r alone , throug h forty-seven
states and several Canadian provinces, Brutus and I had many adventures
together, in every kind of weather, from blistering heat to bitter cold and
torrential rain, even snow and ice. A certain amount of pain and sufferin g
kept things interesting, and made for good stories, but one thing we were
constantly shor t o f was sleep.  O n sho w day s I  used t o squeez e i n nap s
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whenever I could, sometimes eve n setting my alarm clock for twenty min-
utes between dinner and pre-show warm-up.

So ofte n ou r brief , rapi d travel s betwee n show s wer e a  kin d o f
"research," checking out places that might be worth a later, more leisurely
visit. Even that small tast e o f the Bi g Bend area had been impressive , as
part of a continent-wide tour in which we had seen so much of America's
scenic beauty. I retained a vague memory of majestic rock formations and
wide desert spaces , canyons, bluffs, and mountains enclose d i n a wide arc
of the Rio Grande.

However, Bi g Bend Nationa l Par k wa s 1,20 0 mile s awa y fro m Lo s
Angeles, on a fairly tedious, familiar interstate all the way (no time to take
the high and winding road al l that way). There were some areas of dodgy
weather out that way too. Even by freeway, I'd have to ride two and a half
long days to ge t to Bi g Bend, spend a  day there, then tur n aroun d an d
make the same long slog home again. It didn't sound like a very appealing
motorcycle trip, but i t might be fan by car.

And not just any car. Early in 2003,1 had become the proud owner of
my longtime "dream car," a BMW Z-8, black with red interior (alway s my
favorite combination) . Drivin g tha t sleek , powerful two-seate r throug h
the Sant a Monica Mountains , u p Ol d Topang a Canyon t o Mulhollan d
Drive, and a longer trip up to Big Sur and back, revived the thrill I used to
feel driving an open sports ca r (usually with musi c playing). Taken seri-
ously, o n a  challengin g road , drivin g coul d reall y fee l lik e a  sport,
comparable to riding a motorcycle with adrenaline-fueled urgency.

Motorcycles had dominate d m y garage and travel s for the pas t seven
years, and bicycles before that, but I had loved cars since childhood. Mom
says my first word was "car," and there's a photograph o f me as a baby sit-
ting behind the wheel of our '48 Pontiac, my tiny hands reaching up to the
steering whee l an d a  beaming  smil e o n m y chubb y littl e face . I n m y
teenage years, drums and music had attracted all my attention (and all my
money), so it was not unti l m y early twenties that I  bothered t o ge t my
driver's licence — and onl y then afte r I' d already bought m y first car. It
was a 1969 MGB, an English roadster o f traditional characte r (meanin g i t
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leaked oil and had an unreliable electrical system).
I had i t painted purpl e (alway s celebrating m y individuality), an d I

loved that car, even as it drained its oil, its battery, its radiator, my patience,
and m y meager wallet. After tha t cam e a Lotus Europa (a tiny, very low
fiberglass "roller skate, " about which my dad once asked, "You really prefer
that to a real car?"), another MGB , and — once I became a little more suc-
cessful —  a  couple of Mercedes SLS, two differen t Ferraris , a 308 GTS and
a 365 GTB/4 Daytona, an MGA , and a  1947 MG-TC. At one point in the early
'8os I had four cars at once, and decided that having too many cars, espe-
cially ol d ones , wa s mor e troubl e tha n pleasure . I  trimme d dow n t o
running just two, more "practical" machines , including a  series of Audi
Quattro GT S (the first all-wheel-drive sports car, a real bonus in Canadian
winters), and a  trio of successive Porsche 9118 through the '905 .

I had always loved driving, and listening to music while I drove, espe-
cially on a long journey. In the unique zen-stat e of driving for hour afte r
hour, music didn't justpass the time, it filled th e time, with pleasure, stim-
ulation, discovery, and memories . So , all things considered, the decisio n
was made — I would drive to Big Bend. And listen to music all the way.

After dropping Carri e at the airport i n the Audi wagon, I drove hom e
and thre w a  smal l ba g an d m y albu m o f CD S in th e trun k o f th e Z-8 ,
checked th e oi l leve l an d th e tir e pressures , then drov e throug h Sant a
Monica t o the freeway . Merging with th e fou r lane s of eastbound traffi c
on Interstate 10 , dense as always, I headed toward the towers of downtow n
Los Angeles.

Eastward and upwind, the view tended to be clearer than usual during
the Santa Anas, and behind the city, the San Gabriels and the snowy peak of
Mount Sa n Antonio (commonl y calle d Ol d Bald y Peak) dominate d th e
background against the scoured blue sky. The "steel forest" of antennas high
on Mount Wilson, near the observatory, was finely etched and glittering.

Early one morning, a year or two before, I  had ridden m y motorcycle
up th e Angeles Cres t Highwa y from Pasaden a an d stoo d lookin g dow n
from Mount Wilson just after sunrise . The morning was clear all the way
out t o th e Pacific , an d th e landscap e o f th e Lo s Angeles Basin seeme d
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dominated b y green , even thoug h I  kne w thos e valley s wer e actuall y
floored i n wall-to-wall carpet s of suburbs an d freeways , broken onl y by
occasional cluster s of tall buildings. From my high vantage point, I looked
south and west and tried to identify the major crossroads of the city, from
San Bernardin o t o th e Sa n Fernand o Valley , fro m th e Downtow n t o
Century City . Overlooking i t all from that high vantage , I had the sense
that human history was thin and brief, and no matter what we tacked onto
the land, it was nature that still ruled. This Basin could endure another ten
thousand years , or it could shake to pieces in a few hours — that was an
omnipresent dread that seemed to bother immigrants more than natives,
for a t least once a week I imagined the coming of the Big One, "What i f it
happened now?  In this house? This offic e tower ? This elevator?"

Most resident s of Southern California seemed to be insulated by the
"geological denial " describe d b y geologis t Eldridg e Moor e i n Joh n
McPhee's Assembling California:

People look upon the natura l world as if all motions o f the pas t
had set the stage for us and were now frozen. They look out on a
scene like this and think, It was all made for us — even if the San
Andreas Fault is at their feet. To imagine that turmoil is in the past
and somehow we are now in a more stable time seems to be a psy-
chological need .

In Eln a Bakker' s natura l histor y o f th e state , A n Island  Called
California, sh e gave a wry twist t o describin g th e actio n alon g th e San
Andreas Fault (one of dozens that riddle California),

The land west of the fault is moving north at a generalized rate of
more tha n a n inc h a  year, and a t som e time i n th e futur e Lo s
Angeles will be where San Francisco is now, a thought not happily
received by most residents o f that city.

Standing b y th e observatorie s a t Moun t Wilso n tha t morning , I
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looked down a t the constellations of life below me, and tried to imagin e
the grea t megalopolis o f Los Angeles, what i t had been , and ho w it had
grown into today' s sprawling mass of humanity, and the place I was now
trying to call "home." In 1781, a Spanish suppl y station for Alta California
was establishe d dow n there , wit h almos t mor e word s i n it s name tha n
people: E l Puebl o d e Nuestr a Sefior a d e Lo s Angele s de l Ri o d e
Porciuncula —  The Town of Our Lad y the Quee n o f the Angels by the
River of a  Little Portion . Whatever i t was a little portion of , it was not
lotus-land, but an arid chaparral surrounded by mountains, with no har-
bor, an unreliable river, and a climate that ranged from Mediterranean to
monsoon. Accordin g t o historia n Mar c Reisne r i n A  Dangerous  Place,
during th e brie f rain y season , the nethe r reache s o f th e basi n —  no w
Long Beach, Culver City, Torrance, Carson, the Sout h Bay cities — were
vast marshland s covere d wit h duck s an d prowle d b y bears . (Th e las t
California brown bear , the state's symbol, was shot in 1922.)

By 1791 the puebl o boasted 139 settlers living in 29 adobes, surrounded
by vast ranches, like the Rancho Malibu and Rancho San Vicente y Santa
Monica (owned by Francisco Sepulveda), that gave their names to modern
communities an d boulevard s (includin g m y adopte d hom e o f Sant a
Monica). Th e Ranch o Rode o d e la s Agua s becam e Beverl y Hills ; th e
Mission Sa n Fernand o becam e th e warre n o f communitie s i n th e Sa n
Fernando Valley ; the Ranch o Pas o d e Bartol o Viej o woul d becom e th e
Quaker settlement o f Whittier, Carrie's home town. (Richar d Nixon's too ,
and on e of Carrie's firs t jobs as a student was at his one-time law office. )

By the 18405 , El Pueblo d e Nuestra Sefior a d e Los Angeles del Rio de
Porciuncula ha d swollen into a rough cowtown , violent and deadly (aver-
aging a  killin g a  day) , a  plac e Reisne r describe d a s " a filthy , drowsy ,
suppurating dunghole , a  socia l meltdow n o f Mexicans , Indians ,
Americans, variou s Europeans , Hawaiians , an d a  respectable numbe r o f
freed or escaped slaves. Among its vernacular street names were ..." words
this sensitive soul blushes to write: the N-word Alley , and the female-C -
word Lane. In any case, when the gold rush struck Northern California in
1849, the population of Los Angeles declined fro m 6,00 0 to 1,600 in just
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one year, as everyone who fel t able went north in search of instant riches .
(Interesting t o note that by the end of the Civi l War, $785 million in

gold had been mined in California, making the crucial difference by deliv-
ering five or six million dollar s a month t o the money men o f New York
and keeping the Union solvent. )

By 1884 the population o f Los Angeles had rebounded to 12,000, and it
was then tha t th e grea t land rus h began , with boosterism , speculation ,
development, an d outrigh t frau d swellin g th e population t o 100,00 0 i n
less than three years, and multiplying land values beyond al l reason. The
banks eventually pulled the plug, and the boom collapsed ; suddenly the
trains were arriving empty, and leaving full.

The famed naturalis t John Muir visited in 1887, and wrote in his jour-
nal, "A n hour's rid e ove r stretche s o f bare , brow n plain , an d throug h
cornfields and orange groves, brought me to the handsome, conceited little
town of Los Angeles, where one finds Spanish adobes and Yankee shingles
overlapping i n very curious antagonism." (Plus  $a  change...)

The populatio n decline d (fo r the las t time ) t o 50,00 0 b y 1890 , bu t
rebounded to 100,000 by 1900, then took off again and never looked back.
Tripled by 1910, doubled agai n by 1920, and by the time I drove throug h
Greater Lo s Angele s i n March , 2003 , I  passe d throug h a  populatio n
approaching ten million .

Like history, geology came alive when i t was felt t o be true , and a s I
continued drivin g east on I-io, I took in the macro-view. In late March,
the rainy season was just tapering off , and the hills and mountains wer e
unusually lush an d verdant. To the nort h an d east , the Hollywoo d Hills
among the Sant a Monica Mountains, an d th e lower foothills of the San
Gabriels b y Pasadena an d Glendale , wer e al l folds an d peak s o f green ,
villa-studded clarity . Th e whit e letter s o f th e Hollywoo d sig n glowe d
against Mount Lee, and I thought of how a little knowledge deepened my
appreciation o f what I was seeing.

As a recent Junior Geologist, I had been doing some reading in a sub-
ject tha t ha d onc e bee n opaqu e t o me , an d startin g t o buil d a  few
elementary facts into some kind of mental picture of how the actual Earth
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grew and changed, globally, and in the Western United States particularly.
The curiosity seemed to have been inspire d by traveling so much i n th e
American Southwest , wit h all that naked geology , and as I so often did , I
found book s tha t educate d me , b y writer s wh o entertaine d me . Joh n
McPhee was especially adep t a t combinin g geologica l information tha t
hurt my brain with images and ideas that delighted it. Titles like Basin and
Range and Assembling California ha d originally been written as serial arti-
cles for The New Yorker,  and thus were perfectly targeted at the intelligen t
lay reader — or one who was willing to read the books two or three times
until h e could begi n t o apprehend , o r a t least approach , the concep t of
geological time, and to interpre t th e world aroun d hi m a s a whole new,
truly fundamental, paradigm.

How could anyone ever be bored in this world, when there was so much
to be interested in, to learn, to contemplate? It seemed to me that knowledge
was actually fun., in the sense of being entertaining, and I had loved learn-
ing tha t th e hill s an d peak s I  wa s driving by , the one s supportin g tha t
famous Hollywoo d sign , were al l part o f th e Coasta l Ranges , and I  ha d
begun to understand ho w they were created by plate tectonics. The Pacific
Plate crunche d slowl y against th e Nort h America n Plat e t o pus h u p th e
Sierra Nevada where they met, and, like a snow shovel, piled up the Coastal
Ranges behind. Somehow, understanding how the earth beneath my feet —
or wheels — was created, helped to make me feel more at home there.

Although, thos e wer e stil l difficul t word s fo r m e t o pu t together ,
"home" and "Los Angeles." When strangers asked me where I was from, I
was more likely to say , "Canada," which conveye d a  completely differen t
message, and — true or not — a "friendlier" stereotype.

It i s no secre t that man y people clai m to dislik e Los Angeles, and n o
doubt some o f them hav e actually been  there. Fo r myself , I imagine lif e
always depends on how big your city is — how big your world  is . My Los
Angeles ha d com e t o includ e favorit e restaurant s an d bookstores , th e
County Museu m o f Art , th e hikin g trail s i n Temesca l Canyo n an d
Topanga State Park, and the rock formations at El Matador beach. My Los
Angeles included the Mojave Desert, the Sierra Nevada, the Pacific Ocean,
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the Angeles Crest Highway, Highway 33 north out of Ojai, and Mulhollan d
Highway out past Topanga Canyon.

Within a day's motorcycle ride, my Los Angeles stretched north on the
coast highwa y to majesti c Bi g Sur, the Sierr a Nevad a nationa l parks o f
Yosemite, King s Canyon , an d Sequoia , acros s th e enchantin g Mojav e
Desert to Death Valley , or south t o the Anza-Borrego desert an d al l the
way into Baja . Indeed , I happened to know that a n early start an d a  fas t
ride coul d pu t yo u o n th e Sout h Ri m o f th e Gran d Canyo n fo r a  late
lunch. If Los Angeles was not exactl y a "moveable feast," it was certainly a
reachable feast. And now I was stretching my Los Angeles a little farther yet
— all the way to Texas.

Moving slowl y eastwar d i n th e usua l thic k traffi c o n Interstat e 10,
through the endless suburbs of East L.A., everything blended into a flow
of malls, car dealers, warehouse stores, insta-home subdivisions, and fast -
food outlet s (afte r readin g Fast  Food  Nation,  onl y "In 'n ' Ou t Burger "
would ever get my business again). It was difficult to imagine this land had
all once been cattle ranches, then irrigated citrus groves built around sep-
arate village s like Pasadena , Whittier, an d th e Mormo n outpos t a t San
Bernardino. During that late 19th-century rea l estate boom, the develop -
ers had soo n ru n ou t o f name s fo r thei r invente d projects , and on e of
them, Azusa (sai d t o be the smoggies t cit y i n the countr y these days) ,
whose name seemed to echo native names like Cucamonga, Cahuenga, or
Topanga, was actually named for "A to Z in the USA. "

All those real  place names ended i n the "nga" suffix, meanin g water,
which always seemed to be the most common derivation of place names.
(Every ancient place name in Canada, for example, seemed to mean either
"swift-moving water," or "gathering of huts near water") Topanga Canyon,
which led from th e San Fernando Valley to the Pacific , meant "place that
leads to . water" while Cahuenga , near a  natural spring , mean t "plac e o f
water." The people who gave these names were called the Yang-na, which
could well have meant "people o f the water. "

Some of the names on the exit signs resonated for me in different ways,
and at different stages of my life. Trawling back for my earliest impressions
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of Californi a while growin g up i n Ontario , Canada , the firs t mus t hav e
been seeing Disneyland on television, and T V shows like "77 Sunset Strip,"
"Highway Patrol, " and "Th e Beverl y Hillbillies." Then ther e woul d hav e
been the "beach movies," with Frankie and Annette, at the Saturday after-
noon matinee s —  Beach  Blanket  Bingo,  Bikini  Beach,  al l those ,
introducing me to the exotic world of surfing, sidewalk-surfing (I built my
own skateboard with a piece of plywood and old roller-skate wheels), and
inevitably, surf music: the Beach Boys, Jan and Dean, and the hot-rod an d
motorbike song s too. In later years I learned tha t some o f those, like "Go
Little Honda" an d "Littl e GTO, " were actually created an d pai d fo r by ad
agencies, the latter to promote a  Pontiac model (name d afte r a  legendary
Ferrari) markete d b y John DeLorean , who wasn't a  Californian, but per -
haps should have been. (His dream of building his own sports car ended
in 1979 when he was arrested at a Los Angeles airport hotel trying to sell a
suitcase ful l of cocaine t o save his failing company.)

As an adolescen t ca r nut , those song s resonated wit h m e mor e tha n
love songs did, reflectin g m y love for building car models an d paperin g
the wall s o f m y roo m wit h centerspread s fro m Ho t Ro d an d Ca r Craft
magazines. Californi a plac e name s lik e Pomona , Riverside , an d eve n
Bakersfield wer e legendary to me, the homes o f the Souther n California
drag strips . Ther e wer e als o dra g race s i n a  plac e calle d Ontario ,
California, whic h I  ha d alway s wondere d about , sinc e I  live d i n th e
Canadian provinc e o f Ontario . I  ha d learned , throug h readin g som e
California history , tha t the  Californi a Ontari o was  actually named afte r
the Canadia n one . A self-taught engineer name d George  Chaffey cam e
down fro m Canad a i n 188 0 to visit , an d ende d u p stayin g to becom e a
visionary developer. He installed innovative irrigation systems, telephone
lines, and a hydroelectric generator , lighting his home with the first incan-
descent lights west of the Rockies, and organized the Los Angeles Electric
Company to make L.A. the first electrically lit city in America. So impres-
sive was Chaffey's desig n fo r the community of Ontario that in 1903, U.S.
government engineer s erecte d a  scal e panoram a o f i t a t th e St . Louis
World's Fair.
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Just afte r Sa n Bernardino , I  passe d th e exi t fo r th e roa d u p t o Lak e
Arrowhead and Bi g Bear Lake, high in the Sa n Bernardino Mountains. In
September o f 2000 , just before Carri e an d I  were married, my younger
brother Danny (my best man) and I hiked a section of the Pacific Crest Trail
up there, camping overnight for my "bachelor party." Each of us carried at
least fifty pounds of gear in our backpacks, and as we set out on the trail we
met anothe r hiker coming from th e opposit e direction . Seeing our heavy
packs, she asked if we were hiking the entire trail from Mexico to Canada,
and we had to laugh. We were only starting a one-night hike, but include d
in our provisions were the ingredients for a fine dinner, including a flask of
The Macallan, a bottle of chardonnay, a coffeepot, and a decadent dessert .

That Rim of the World Highway was also one of my favorite summer
motorcycle routes, climbing up and winding around the mountain lakes
to the west , linking with th e legendar y Angeles Crest Highway through
miles of looping road and high pine forests, coming out abov e Pasadena
in La Canada, wher e my friend Mark Riebling ha d grow n up . So many
connections in the grid of greater Los Angeles.

That Angeles Crest Highway was another memory, for in November of
1996, on the Test  for Echo  tour, Brutus and I rode our motorcycles west on
that road over the San Gabriels on our way to the Los Angeles Forum for
a pair of concerts. I came around a corner behind Brutus to experience the
novel sight of my friend sliding down the road on his back at 50 miles-per-
hour. Besid e him, hi s falle n motorcycl e was spinning slowl y on it s side ,
trailing sparks , the bright headligh t rotatin g towar d m e and the n away .
The bik e cam e t o res t o n on e sid e o f th e road , Brutu s o n th e other .
Fortunately h e had been wearin g a n armored leathe r suit , as we always
did, and his only injury resulted from th e bike's luggage case landing on
his foot on the way down.

Seeing that probably saved me from a  similar tumble, as I backed off
the throttle and, heart pounding, held the bike straight up and down over
that icy patch. I coasted to a stop beside Brutus, relieved to see him strug-
gling to his hands and knees, shaking his helmeted head. He seemed to be
all right, though wel l shaken up, and we picked up hi s bike, which als o
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seemed t o b e al l right, scrape d bu t undamaged , an d carrie d on . Later ,
backstage a t the Forum , Brutu s wa s limping around an d tellin g peopl e
how he'd "sacrificed" himself to sav e me, all for the sak e of the sho w —
addressing a crew member with a slowly wagging finger, "To save your job,
my friend! "

Brutus' foot wa s sore for the nex t coupl e of days, but h e was able to
stay and rest at the Newport Beach hotel while the band played two nights
at the Lo s Angeles Forum. After th e secon d show, I saw that h e was still
limping an d feelin g tender , so I suggested an alternativ e to u s riding to
Phoenix th e nex t day : we could spen d tha t da y off resting in Newpor t
Beach, then ride the bus overnight to Phoenix, arriving in the early morn-
ing. As part of the research I wanted to do for that book I  was planning,
American Echoes:  Landscape with  Drums,  I thought i t would be good t o
watch the whole process of assembling the show, hang around al l day and
take notes, and Brutus decided to video the highlights.

The crew members and truck drivers were very surprised to see Brutus
and m e walking in a t 7:00 in the morning , and spendin g the whole day
watching them a t work. I  sat out i n the arena' s spectator seat s with m y
journal, writing dow n th e progres s o f erectin g the show , while Brutus
limped around with the video camera.

Back in 2003, driving east on Interstate 10, the skyline ahead gradually
came t o b e dominate d b y th e hig h snow y dom e o f Sa n Gorgoni o
Mountain (11,490' ) to the north, and to the south, its twin, snow-covered
sentinel, San Jacinto Peak (10,804') . Between them, in the Sa n Gorgonio
Pass, hundred s of  gian t propeller s on  the  win d farm s churne d in  the
strong Sant a Anas , accelerate d throug h th e narrowin g pas s b y th e
Bernoulli effect .

I sped past a solid wall of green tamarisk trees waving in the gusts, then
the view opened wide to the Coachella Valley. To the south, Palm Springs
lay tucked under the San Jacintos, and to the north, the furrowed, naked
brown slope s o f th e Littl e Sa n Bernardino Mountains . Cuttin g wes t t o
east, Interstate 10 made an unnatural, but fairl y accurate division between
the lowe r Colorad o Deser t to th e sout h an d th e firs t fe w Joshua trees,
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emblematic o f the highe r Mojav e Deser t to the north: 29 Palms, Joshua
Tree Nationa l Park , an d awa y over th e creosot e se a and jagge d brown
islands to Baker, Barstow, Death Valley, and Las Vegas.

When people asked how I liked living in Los Angeles, I usually answered
that while it had its negatives — traffic, smog, crime, racial tensions, earth-
quakes, wildfires, mudslides, the genera l disregard for pedestrians, cyclists,
or turn indicators ( a recent favorite bumper sticker : "World Peace Begins
with Tur n Signals") , th e shallo w fixatio n o n appearance  amon g man y
Angelenos, the botox-collagen-silicone-facelift, chrome-rimmed-suv-and -
spa culture — it certainly had it s compensations. Chie f among those was
Carrie, of course, who wanted to live near her friends and family, and keep
up he r blossomin g photographi c career , especially whe n I  wa s awa y s o
much, bu t ther e wa s also th e grea t variet y o f natur e tha t abounde d i n
Southern California — the ocean, the mountains, the desert.

I came to appreciate , and glor y in, the fabulou s variety of trees and
plants, native and introduced, and the birds and animals: Joshua tree and
creosote, redwood an d sequoia , eucalyptus and live-oak , manzanita an d
bristlecone pine , brigh t orang e poppie s an d yello w deser t senna , blac k
bear, white-tailed deer , golden eagle , Steller's jay, and the emble m o f the
Southwest, coyote, the Trickster . In the holy trinity for travelers, as I had
defined i t i n Ghost  Rider,  Souther n Californi a was prodigal with land -
scapes, highways, and wildlife.

Carrie's father , Don, a  recently-retire d histor y professor , ha d intro -
duced me to many books of Californian history, from the 1840 account by
William Henry Dana Jr., Two Years Before  th e Mast, to Carey McWilliams's
pioneering examination , a  century later, California:  Th e Great  Exception,
from 1949 . Most comprehensiv e o f al l was Kevin Starr's six-volum e (s o
far) series documenting the "California dream" through the 20th Century.
(One telling quote described Souther n Californi a by the 1950 5 as a place
"where men who had arrived did not fee l it, and those who had failed fel t
it too much")

Starr's fift h volume , Th e Dream Endures, was the book I  was carrying
with m e o n thi s Bi g Bend journey , t o b e m y restauran t companion .
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California history had com e alive for me as an endlessly amazing variety
of stories, of human drama, achievement, artistry, corruption, cruelty, and
nobility. Wha t Balza c calle d L a Comedie  Humaine  ha d playe d ou t i n
Southern California in hyperbolic fashion, then and now, and proved the
truth o f Wallace Stegner's remark, "California is like the res t of America
— only more so. "

As the freeway descended into the valley and the traffi c began to thin
out a t last, I relaxed a little and turned on the CD player. The first disc was
the soundtrack fro m the movie Frida, with its evocative use of traditiona l
Mexican instrument s an d melodies . Th e lush texture s an d exoti c moo d
were working for me, casting the right atmosphere fo r the desert crossing,
and fo r the journey. Not tha t I  was headed fo r Mexico , but literall y the
next thing to it, the Big Bend of the Rio Grande River also describing th e
Mexican-American border .

As I started acros s the Mojave Desert o n the long climb t o Chiriac o
Summit (home of the General George Patton Museum, near where he had
trained hi s troops i n th e deser t t o prepar e them fo r th e Nort h Africa n
campaign agains t Rommel in World War n), traffic bega n to bog dow n
again. Generally, I hate passing on the right , but drivin g habits in North
America are such that it is often the only way. Carefully watching my mir-
rors, and using my turn signals — no matter how unfamiliar that custom
had become — I  threaded between the gas-gulping suvs an d asthmati c
Japanese compact s clumpin g i n th e lef t lane , and th e roaring , straining
semis in the right.

Next up on the C D player was Sinatra at the Sands, with Count Basic's
band. As always, not only did the music I listened t o accompany my jour-
ney, but i t als o too k m e o n sidetrips , through memor y an d fractal s o f
associations, thread s reachin g back through m y whole lif e i n ways I had
forgotten, or had never suspected.

The American write r Ralp h Elliso n bega n a s a musician, an d wrot e
passionately on th e subjec t throughout hi s life . I n a  collection o f essays
called Living with Music, he wrote about the power of music as a part of
one's life, and even of one's culture.
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Perhaps i n th e swif t chang e o f American societ y i n whic h th e
meanings of one's origins are so quickly lost, one of the chief val-
ues of living with music lies in its power to give us an orientatio n
in time. In doing so, it gives significance to al l those indefinable
aspects of experience which nevertheless help to make us what we
are. In the swif t whir l of time, music is a constant, reminding u s
of what w e were and o f that toward whic h w e aspire. Art tho u
troubled? Music will not only calm, it will ennoble thee.

Sinatra at the Sands was released in 1966, when I was fourteen, and i t
was one o f the record s I  remembered m y father playin g on hi s consol e
stereo. It seemed there was always music playing in our house, and it had
to have an influence on me. Dad was the kind of music lover who turned
on the radio when he woke up in the morning, and listened to music every
waking moment, while he shaved, ate breakfast, in the car, at work, and at
home, inside or out. Always there was music.

I had bee n playing drums fo r a  year or s o back then, and a s a fan of
The Who, Jimi Hendrix and the like, I didn't have much use for "old peo-
ple's music, " bu t a t th e sam e time I  was so obsesse d wit h drum s an d
drummers that I  would even watch "The Lawrenc e Welk Show" with my
grandmother, hoping for an occasional glimpse of the drummer's cham -
pagne sparkle drums in the background.

Obviously I  didn't have much choic e about hearin g my dad's music ,
and even back then I couldn't help appreciating Sinatra at the Sands, espe-
cially th e fier y arrangement s (b y a  youn g Quinc y Jones) , an d th e
energetic, excitin g drummer , Sonn y Payne . (Sonn y was known fo r hi s
showmanship, twirling sticks , tossing them in the air and catching the m
between beats . There' s a  story abou t Budd y Rich, certainly the greates t
jazz drummer ever , but a n intense man who preferred to dazzle with his
playing rather than hi s juggling. Buddy appreciated Sonny' s drumming ,
but whe n stick s wer e twirling an d flying in the air , Buddy commented
dryly to a friend, "He'd bette r watch out — he might hit something.")



Verse On e 2 5

A few years later, in the early '/os, when I lived in a London bed-sitte r
with my childhood frien d Brad , I rediscovered my father's music, the big
band stuf f like Duke Ellington, Count Basic , and Frank, and I  bought my
own LP versions of them. I  remember listening to Sinatra at the Sands o n
headphones man y times (becaus e our speaker s were so poor —  because
we were so poor), and after that kind of intimate listening, even more than
thirty years later I still knew every word and every note of that album. As
I drov e eastwar d acros s th e hig h deser t an d int o lat e afternoon , I  was
humming an d noddin g an d drummin g o n th e steerin g wheel a s Frank
and the band worke d through al l those grea t standards: "Come Fl y with
Me," "I've Go t You Under My Skin," "Fly Me to the Moon," "Angel Eyes."

A couple of times Frank paused to deliver a "monologue," and in one
of them he mentioned havin g recently turned 50.1 had passed that mile-
stone myself the previous September (behind my drums, fittingly, playing
a show in Calgary on the Vapor  Trails  tour), and my reactions had ranged
from a sense of the "impossible" (th e notion that I had survived half a cen-
tury, and als o thinking back to being 20, say, and what I  thought the n i t
would be like to be 50 — ancient and decrepit) , to a sense of the numbe r
being "meaningless." I n a n intervie w with Modern  Drummer  magazin e
before the tour, I was asked about that upcoming birthday, and said, "I've
read that everyone has an inner age that they think they are, regardless of
their actual age. I really think o f myself as being about thirty . In moder n
life it's a  matter o f keeping your prime going as long as you can. "

Recently a photographer frien d introduced m e to his young assistant ,
saying to him, "Tell him when you were born, Ben!" Ben told m e he was
born in 1976, and my immediate reactio n in thinking about that date, and
starting life then, was not envy , but a  kind o f sympathy. I  shook my head
and said , "You've missed so much. "

For me, to have grown up through the last half of the 20th century, to
have been a boy in the '505 and '6os, a young musician i n the '6os and '/os,
and into th e '8os , 'pos , and now the 2is t century , seemed more valuable
than bein g merel y young. Perhap s thi s reactio n onl y marke d a  kind o f
turning poin t o f true aging,  when the past seemed more important tha n
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the future — because a t a certain ag e you suddenly have  more past than
future — or maybe it was the vantage point of a half-century that allowed
me to fee l what Wallace Stegner called "the very richness of that past."

And listening to Sinatra  at the Sands, i t occurred t o me how Frank' s
singing had spanned my whole life , from childhoo d on, in a way that n o
other artist had, and how his music continued to reach  me on such a deep
level.

Many theories had been spun to explain the appeal of Frank's singing
through decade s and generation s (i n my own family , fro m m y father t o
me, the n lat e on e nigh t a  teenage d Selen a an d I  wer e drivin g bac k t o
Toronto fro m visitin g friend s i n wester n Ne w York , an d I  wa s playing
Sinatra and Company, and suddenly, half asleep, Selena got it — and soo n
actually bought tha t C D for herself) .

In Wh y Sinatra  Matters, Pete Hamill wrote , "As an artist , Sinatr a ha d
only one basic subject: loneliness. His ballads are all strategies for dealing
with loneliness ; hi s up-temp o performance s ar e expression s o f release
from that loneliness. "

Everybody can relate to loneliness . I n a  Canadian context , whe n th e
members of Rush were being presented with our Order of Canada medals
(a kin d o f "good citizenship " award) , the governor-genera l o f Canada ,
Romeo LeBlanc , mad e a n eloquen t bilingua l speec h abou t th e share d
experience of being Canadian, "We all know what it' s lik e to be alone in
the snow." (When I complimented him on that line later, he shrugged and
said, "I have a good speechwriter!")

I onc e rea d a  commen t tha t Frank' s singin g wa s fel t s o powerfully
because he seemed to be singing "to you alone," while others opine that ,
like Billie Holliday, he was able to convey all the passion and heartbreak of
his own life when he sang. It seemed to me that the key to Sinatra's magic
was that when Frank sang, he meant it. As he said himself, "Whatever else
has been said about me is unimportant. When I sing, I believe I'm honest. "

Perhaps the key to any great performance is just that quality: sincerity.
Of course, many singers become phenomenally successful without that

magic ingredient. A golden voice and goo d looks will often appeal , even
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when it's obvious to a caring listener that when that singer delivers a song,
he or she (read "diva") doesn't mean a  word o f it. You'd think that differ -
ence woul d b e apparen t t o th e listener , bu t I  gues s that i s the cleares t
difference betwee n ar t an d entertainment . I f peopl e onl y wan t t o b e
diverted and distracted, rather than moved or inspired, then fakery will do
just as well as the real thing. To the indiscriminate, o r uncaring, listener, it
just doesn't matter. Sometimes I have to face the reality that music can be
part of people's lives, like wallpaper, without being the white-hot center  of
their lives, as it always seemed to be for me.

All my earlies t memorie s wer e like pearl s grow n aroun d a  grai n o f
music o r traveling.  When I  was three years old, we lived in a  duplex o n
Violet Stree t in St . Catharines, and I  remember being pulled aroun d th e
block on a sled in winter. I also remember Dad proudly setting up his new
General Electri c hi-f i recor d playe r in th e livin g room, s o I  mus t hav e
picked up on his excitement about it .

A big old house, it had sunken basement windows framed i n concrete
below groun d level , and whil e ridin g m y tricycle alon g the driveway , I
somehow fel l int o on e o f those window cavitie s and brok e throug h th e
glass. I remember hanging upside down an d looking a t my mom, a s she
looked u p i n shoc k fro m th e wringer-typ e washin g machine . M y first
travel adventure.

Mom worke d i n a  restaurant calle d the Flaming o while I  was still a
toddler, an d I  remembe r it s shiny , lighted jukebox , an d i n a  corner , a
floodlit dioram a o f a pink flamingo , a plastic palm tree , and a  reflectiv e
chrome spher e o n a  pedestal . (Perhap s m y firs t trave l fantasy. ) I  als o
remember the beginning of another lifelong addiction: my first chocolate
bar. When the owners went away on vacation and we stayed there to look
after th e place , after dinne r I  was given my choice of chocolate bars fro m
the candy counter. What joy to be able to choose, but what sweet torment
having to choose. I wanted them all. (I still do.)

A friend o f Mom and Dad's worked for a company which serviced the
jukeboxes, and h e gav e them a  rack o f old 45 5 which hun g aroun d ou r
house fo r years . Among the m wa s "Wheels " b y Bill y Vaughn an d hi s
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orchestra (anothe r traveling song), on the flip side of "Sail Along Silvery
Moon" (and heaven knows why I remember that).

One Christmas, when I was about four , we traveled by car to Virginia,
where my grandparents were living, on the first "road trip " I remember.
Most of our vacations were car journeys, usually camping in a canvas tent
with it s evocative smells of baking i n the su n o r mildewin g i n the rain .
Once we stopped fo r the nigh t a t a  motel, an d I  can stil l remember th e
excitement of sleeping in a rollaway cot in an unfamiliar, temporary home.
My first motel stay — and fa r from the last. Fortunately, my reaction was
excitement rather than dread , for I would be spending a good portion o f
my life in temporary homes, like hotels, motels, and furnished apartments.
Whenever I checked into a  hotel room, I felt a  kind of eager anticipation .
Good o r bad , expensiv e or cheap , I locked myself into a  private, anony-
mous space, and it felt something like home, and something like freedom.

I first achieved musical freedom when I was about ten, and my mother
gave me a  small plastic transisto r radio . Sh e showed me where the "Hi t
Parade" station was on the dial, and I remember sittin g on the front ste p
of our split-leve l holding tha t radio in my hands like a holy relic, trans-
fixed b y the notion o f my own private music. (Funny that I  didn't kno w
records were played on the radio, just like on the jukebox at the Flamingo,
and I thought each song was being broadcast live from the studio, with the
performers moving from statio n to station. )

For me, that was really the beginning of loving music. I listened to that
little radio constantly, searching out al l the Top-Forty AM stations, WKBW
in Buffalo, New York, CHUM in Toronto, and CHO W in Welland, Ontario. I
would even fall asleep with that little transistor playing faintly in my ear.

Also, now that I had my own music, I had an alternative to my father's
music, an d th e divisio n began . I t woul d b e anothe r te n year s unti l I
learned to appreciate Dad's music on my own, but o f course once I did, it
would stay with me for the rest of my life.

Sinatra a t th e Sands  als o feature d a  coupl e o f slow-tempoe d Basi c
instrumentals, "Al l of Me" and "Makin' Whoopee!" whic h showcased the
tight disciplin e of that grea t band. No session musicians or generic horn
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section could have duplicated that dynamic swel l and punch and kick, the
synchronized breathing you hear when Basic's or Ellington's band played,
the sound o f musicians who played together nigh t afte r nigh t an d really
lived that music, didn't just read it .

From al l thos e year s ago , righ t bac k t o childhood , th e repeate d
snatches o f Basic' s them e song , "One O'cloc k Jump, " had s o ingraine d
themselves in my memory that when I was choosing material to play in a
Buddy Rich tribute concert and, later, recording, one of my choices had to
be Buddy's band's arrangement o f "One O'cloc k Jump," just so I would
have the chance to play that great "shout chorus," the one that appeared
repeatedly on the Sinatra record.

A little more traveling music.
Before Buddy's passing in 1987, one of his final requests to his daugh-

ter, Cathy, had been for her to try to keep his band working somehow, to
keep the musi c alive , and t o "give something back " to American music .
Cathy establishe d a  memoria l scholarshi p i n Buddy' s name , an d bega n
presenting concerts with well-known drummers "sitting in" with Buddy's
band, to raise money for the musical education of deserving young drum
students. In late 1990 Cathy approached m e about takin g part i n one of
those shows , an d m y repl y t o he r describe d m y thought s an d feeling s
about tha t challenge.

I am honored tha t you have asked me to be a part o f the Buddy
Rich Memoria l Scholarshi p Concert . I n th e pas t I  hav e always
shied away from participatin g in events of this nature, partly ou t
of shyness , partly ou t o f overwork , and partl y ou t o f a  sense of
inadequacy. As a rule, I do my work with Rush, and hide behin d
a low profile otherwise.

But even my own rules are made to be broken, and this seems
like a worthwhile occasion to come out o f my self-imposed shell.
Not only is it an opportunity to "give something back," but also an
opportunity t o fulfil l a  long-time ambition o f my own — to play
behind a  big band.
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Along with Basic' s "One O'clock Jump," I ended up choosing to per -
form Buddy' s band's arrangemen t o f Duk e Ellington' s "Cottontail," as a
tribute to that giant of American music, and another tune with some nice
drum breaks , called "Mexicali Nose." Through the earl y months o f 1991,1
practiced thos e thre e song s ove r an d ove r (playin g along with Buddy' s
recorded versions), and in April I drove from Toronto to New York City, and
appeared with the Budd y Rich Big Band at a  small theater (th e Ritz, for-
merly Studio 54) as part of a concert featuring five other guest drummers.

Unfortunately, i t turned out to be a difficult an d disappointing expe-
rience fo r me . Wit h minima l rehearsa l time , ther e ha d bee n n o
opportunity t o discover that the res t of the band was playing a differen t
arrangement of "Mexicali Nose" than the one I had learned, and durin g
the performance I was unable to hear the brass section at all. I struggled
through it , and managed to hold it together, but after , I  felt very let down
by the experience I had so anticipated, and down on myself about it.

The following day I drove home to Toronto, about a 6oo-mile journey,
and it turned out to be another occasion during which a long drive was a
good opportunity t o think. I  left Ne w York at dawn, feeling sad and dis -
heartened, but a s I drove, I found myself thinking about some lines fro m
a song called "Bravado," which I  had recentl y written fo r Rush's Roll the
Bones album, recorded earlie r in 1991 . The son g began, "If we burn ou r
wings, flying to o clos e to th e sun, " and resolve d with the repeatin g line
"We will pay the price, but we will not coun t the cost," which I borrowed
from novelist John Barth, with his permission and approval. At least, I sent
him a  copy of the song , and he wrote back "it seems to work very well,"
which I chose to take as permission. And approval.

So, if I had "burned my wings" a little, taking on a  challenge with all
the circumstances against me, I was paying the price, but not even think-
ing about the cost . I just wanted to make myself feel better, and the only
way to do that was to do it again, and get it right. (It also occurred to me
that this was the first time I had ever been inspired by my own words!)

By the time I got back to Toronto, ten hours later, I had figured i t all
out. Someone  was going to have to produce a  Buddy Rich tribute album ,
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so that I could play on it, and have a chance to play big-band music under
more controlle d conditions . Inevitably , o f course , tha t "someone " was
going to have to be me, though it took almost two more years to make that
happen, between Rush recording projects and concert tours, and my own
busy life of writing projects and bicycle tours to Africa .

In December, 1993,1 finally wrote to Cathy and formally proposed the
idea:

Recently I'v e bee n thinkin g abou t a  littl e drea m project , and I
wanted to run i t past you and see what you think. It seems to me
it's high time for a Buddy Rich tribute album, with a  number of
top contemporary drummers playing the band chart s — like the
Scholarship videos , bu t wit h studio-qualit y recording . I  woul d
like to play on a track or two myself, of course, but more than that
— I would like to produce the project.

Would yo u b e agreeabl e t o a n ide a lik e that ? Without you r
blessing (and help), I  will certainly not go ahead with it, but if , like
me, you think it would be a positive thing, I would like to proceed
with som e plans . W e coul d wor k togethe r i n choosin g whic h
drummers t o involve , which tunes to feature , th e cove r artwork
and so on. With a little good old-fashioned hard work, I think we
could turn out a  very nice package.

Cathy was equally excited about the idea , and together with her hus -
band, Steve , an d Rush' s tou r manager , Lia m (sharin g th e executiv e
producer credit with Cathy) , we started working on organizing the proj-
ect, co-ordinatin g a  lis t o f drummer s an d al l th e logistic s o f travel ,
equipment, accommodations, an d studio time .

During two weeks in May, 1994, we did the actual recording at a studio
in Ne w York City . Working with a  fourteen-piece band almos t entirel y
composed o f Buddy alumni, we averaged two "guest" drummers a  day,
each of them recordin g two or three songs , mostly fro m Buddy' s "song-
book." I t wa s a  monumenta l undertaking , bu t eventuall y resulted i n a
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two-volume CD  called  Burning for Buddy,  which  sold modestly (though I
still enjoy listening to it — reward enough!), and even a set of videos doc-
umenting the "making of" process.

Every day I walked the ten blocks from the hotel to the studio, through
midtown Manhatta n an d Broadway, taking different route s and enjoying
the unmatched vitality of those streets. My feet raced over the pavement ,
so excited about what the day would bring, which drummers we would be
recording with, and what ne w music we would be capturing. And apar t
from th e day-to-da y excitemen t o f thos e sessions , an d th e pleasur e of
becoming friend s wit h man y of the drummer s alon g the way, there was
another unexpected benefit.

A fe w years before tha t project , I ha d worke d wit h drumme r Stev e
Smith o n a  recording with virtuoso bassis t Jef f Berlin . Steve had always
been a  great drummer , but o n the Budd y sessions I suddenly notice d a
huge growth in his playing — in his technique, and , especially, his musi-
cality. When I asked Steve what had happened to him, he smiled and gave
me a one-word answer, "Freddie," referring to his teacher, Freddie Gruber.

Freddie was in his late 6os by then, and had been one of Buddy Rich's
closest friends since the late '405, when they'd met in the vibrant New York
City jaz z scen e o f thos e days . The y staye d friend s whe n th e pat h o f
Freddie's life took him fro m the streets of New York out through Chicago
and Las Vegas to Los Angeles, where he found his own natural calling as a
teacher.

During the Burning for Buddy  sessions , I met Freddie, a nonstop story -
teller with a  lively mind an d ageless hipness, rarely without a  cigarette in
his hand, lit or not. I sat at dinner with him and some of the other drum -
mers a  coupl e o f times , an d i n th e followin g weeks, I became curiou s
about what a teacher like Freddie might do for me. By that time I had been
playing drums fo r thirty years, and wa s feeling a s though I  was playing
"myself" abou t a s well a s I  coul d —  mayb e i t wa s time to , a s Freddie
would put it , "take this thing a little further."

The timing was certainly right, as Rush was on hiatus that year while
Geddy and his wife Nancy awaited the birth of their daughter, Kyla, so in
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October of 1994,1 arranged to spend a week working with Freddie in New
York City. The firs t day , he watched me play for about on e minute , then
started talking  — telling stories about Buddy and other drummers , anec-
dotes from his "misspent youth," encounters with Allen Ginsberg, Marlon
Brando, Miles Davis, Malcolm X, Stanley Kubrick, abstract-expressionist
painter Larry Rivers, and assorted hookers, junkies, and geniuses. Amid all
that — look out , her e comes the lesson ! — he moved aroun d th e littl e
rehearsal room, acting out the motions of soft-shoe dancers, pianists, vio-
linists, and so on, showing me how those activities , like drumming, too k
place largely in the air,  and ought to be more like a dance.

Also, he said , holding u p a  magisteria l finger , "ther e ar e n o straigh t
lines in nature." Thus our movements should be circular, orbital, smoot h
and flowing . And, on the drums , we should pa y more attentio n t o what
happens in the air,  between the beats. Another o f his finger-raised direc -
tives, delivered emphatically, with tall eyes, was, "Get out o f the way. Let it
happen! Or worse, don't prevent it from happening. "

Freddie coul d bes t b e compare d t o a  tenni s player' s coach , alway s
watching and correcting movement and physical technique. Freddie didn't
try to teach you how to play the game — you were supposed to know that
already — but he watched your "serve," or your cross-court backhand, and
tried to get you moving  better. So Freddie was not the kind of teacher you
learned from and moved on; you could always use that kind o f guidance,
and Freddi e had buil t a  tight circl e o f faithfu l student s fo r life,  studi o
legends like Jim Keltner, recently drumming on the Simon and Garfunke l
tour, an d Britis h journeyma n Ia n Wallace , an d jazzy , rocky , so-called
"fusion" (Freddie calls it "con-fusion") masters, like Steve Smith and Dave
Weckl.

It was a dizzying week, full o f more storie s than lessons , it seemed t o
me, but a t the en d o f it Freddie left m e with a  written lis t of exercises for
my hands an d feet , al l designed to affec t th e motio n o f m y entire body,
eventually — thoug h tha t "eventually " woul d requir e a  lot o f time an d
effort o n my part. It was already clear to me that i f I was going to surren-
der to Freddie's "vision," I would basically have to start all over again on the
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drums — changing the way I sat, held the drumsticks , se t up the drums ,
and moved my hands and feet . Perhaps most daunting of all, I would have
to fin d tim e to practic e those exercise s every day, in a  busy life o f work,
home, and family Practicing every day was easy and natural enough when
I was thirteen an d fourteen, but 30 years later, life had grown considerably
more complicated.

However, I did find myself inspired and dedicated to the task, and every
day I made time to go down to the basement o f our Toront o house an d
practice on my little yellow set of Gretsch drums (seen in a drum shop win-
dow in the mid-'8os, I thought how I would have dreamed of those drums
when I was sixteen — so I bought them, for the part o f me that was still
sixteen). As an old dog learning new tricks, I was even sitting in front of the
television at night with sticks and practice pad, working on those exercises.

Over the passing weeks, I began to feel the benefits in the fluidity of my
playing, an d afte r si x months, Freddi e cam e to visi t m e i n Toront o fo r
another week , to "take this thing a  little further," "start to put th e pieces
together."

"Get out o f the way, let it happen. "
He left me with more exercises to work on, and the practicing contin -

ued. Then again, six months later , in September of 1995, Freddie came to
Quebec for another week (as a New Yorker living in Los Angeles, he loved
it up there, smelling the air, floating around the lake together in my boat).
More exercises, more practicing, until finally , I felt ready to actually apply
those hard-won new techniques.

In early 1996,1 started working with Gedd y and Alex on what woul d
be our Test  for Echo  album, and I could fee l I had brought my playing to a
whole ne w level , bot h technicall y an d musically . Late r tha t year , I
expounded o n these new directions, an d on Freddie , in an instructiona l
video, A Work  i n Progress.

Throughout thi s time, Freddie and I became close friends, and durin g
the Test  for Echo  tour, h e als o me t an d becam e clos e to m y best friend ,
Brutus. During m y tragedies and subsequen t "exile " in England , Brutus
kept Freddi e update d o n m y "condition, " an d whe n I  wa s wanderin g
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around o n my motorcycle in the fal l of 1998 and learned that Brutus had
been arrested with a truckload of marijuana at the U.S. border in Buffalo ,
and wa s likely going "away" for awhile , Freddie understood bette r tha n
anyone the weight of this latest loss. He said to me, "I thought you' d hi t
the very bottom of life already , but no w you've hit lower  than bottom —
you've hit lead!"

Just after a  five-day stay at Freddie's house in the San Fernando Valley
in November o f 1999,1 started a  letter to Brutu s from m y accommoda -
tions i n Sho w Low, Arizona, to hi s a t the Federa l Detention Facilit y in
Batavia, New York. Coincidentally, I was on my way to Big Bend that time
too, though I  never made i t (fo r reasons that will be revealed), and tha t
letter also happened to contain some "traveling music," and tell of a jour-
ney eastward on Interstate 10, near where I was driving in March of 2003.

As I  close d i n o n Blythe , California , th e Colorad o Rive r an d th e
Arizona line, who should  be  up next  on the CD  changer  but Buddy  Rich,
in a  sweet coincidence, and a  sublime recordin g with Buddy' s band an d
Mel Torme, called Together  Again — For the First Time.

So many connections on this traveling roadshow.
From a letter to Brutus, dated November 15,1999, telling about my stay

with Freddie.

Anyway, every day there was sunny an d warm , and ever y night
was cool and clear. I would lay out in his backyard at night in the
one operabl e chaise longue, and look u p a t Orion, th e Pleiades,
the star I think is Arcturus, and al l the rest.

Airplanes hig h an d low , shootin g stars , a  fingernai l moon .
Eight cypres s trees in th e neighbor' s yard , a  shaggy , silhouette d
palm. Radio station KGIL , "America's Best Music," plays from th e
Silvertone radio i n the laundry closet , in the half-covere d patio,
and in the dark living room, coming on every afternoon at 4:00,
on a  timer. Thei r playlis t coul d b e sublim e — a n instrumenta l
version o f th e Ellington-Strayhor n classic , "Don't Ge t Aroun d
Much Anymore," then "He'll Have to Go" ("Put your sweet lips, a
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little closer, to the phone"), "Cherish,""! Love How You Love Me,"
and "Maria," from West  Side Story.

Or anothe r se t whic h include d "Tak e Five, " "Unchaine d
Melody," "Only You," by the Platters, Dusty Springfield's "Wishing
and Hoping, " an d E d Ame s doin g a  heartbreake r (fo r me )
"Sunrise, Sunset" — "Is that the little girl I used to carry"... Ach.
Other greats I hadn't known about: Errol Garner, Dick Haimes —
or hadn' t full y appreciate d —  Bobb y Darin , Eydi e Gorm e
(really!). Altogether, as before, Freddie's "pad" is a timeless oasis of
sanctuary, a hideaway, but wit h the two of us in various "states,"
and me already a little "beat up" after ten days in L.A.

A bit much, but — that's the way it went down, and if Freddie
needed me for a  few days to "see him through, " then o f course I
could do that for him. Late yesterday morning I finally got away
from ther e ("Escap e Fro m Encino") , feelin g prett y use d up ,
groggy, weak, and tired. So I kept it simple — just angled my way
over through Pasadena and Glendale to I-io, and across the desert
to Blythe, on the Colorado, which at that point was slow, muddy,
and about 50 feet wide (as the early settlers used to say, "too thick
to drink, too thin to plow").

It seemed I had a bit of sleep to catch up on, and today I didn't
get on th e roa d unti l abou t 10:00 , still feelin g grogg y and fuzz y
headed, though I "sharpened up" a little through the day. I needed
to —  thoug h i t starte d of f fla t an d straight , o n Highwa y 6 0
through creosote , cholla , pal o verde , saguaro , ocotillo , an d
mesquite, you'll remembe r our rid e up 8 9 to Prescott , and from
there to Jerome and on to Payson. Dynamic, right? (And again, we
were spoiled.} S o that helped me to "straighten u p an d fl y right,"
and also got me back into the riding  groove. Why, lately my bike
has been collecting more dust than road dirt. Shameful .

After Payson I stayed on 260, through the high pine forests and
mostly gentle curves. All in all , a nice day's ride, and I' m feelin g
much more "myself" again. (Or should it be "ourselves?")
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[A littl e later ] Can' t sleep , an d tire d o f readin g (halfwa y
through another Saul Bellow epic, Humboldfs Gift).  An d speakin g
of epics, what a treat it was to pick up your two letters just as I was
checking out of the Marquis. As soon as I got to Freddie's I started
reading avidly , despite hi s constan t interruption s an d demand s
for attention , with a pile of photographs of him and his jazz bud-
dies from a  thousand year s ago! You can imagin e that i t took a
while to get through even the first letter amid all that — but I per-
severed, and then , th e nex t day , when h e was absent fo r awhile
(like, out of it), I had the luxury of rereading them both, at leisure.
(Annoying pen trouble today — even tried changing the refill, but
it was still scratching and skipping. Maybe the Mendocino pape r
doesn't like Arizona? Hey man, I took it through Jerome [another
"hippieish" sort of town, likely to have "good energy"] ; it should
be cool!)

Anyway, just let me say that you done some fine letter-writing
there, boy. The world around you, and within. You do seem to be
making the most of this opportunity for reflection, and it was cer-
tainly a  pleasure (an d privilege) to b e the recipien t o f so muc h
soul searching, and to fee l the sincerity , clarity, and painfu l hon -
esty of your reflections. Of course you're too hard on yourself, but
the alternativ e is either blame-shifting , or the usua l exculpatory
rationalizing that you hear every day.

Reminds me o f one nigh t o n th e bus , when  I  was giving my
performance a  critical review, and you said, "You're too har d o n
yourself," and I  said, "Hey man — it's my job!"

Somehow it still is, and I'm constantly tormenting mysel f over
some dum b thin g I  sai d o r di d five , ten , o r fiftee n year s ago .
Actually flinching a t the memory , and cursin g myself. Like tha t
helps. But maybe it does, at least, let us see ourselves closer to how
we really are. Evil.

Or, as you put it , "special."
In answer to a couple of your on-the-fly questions :
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• "Ge t I t On (Ban g a Gong)" was Marc Bolan and T . Rex, sub-
titled lik e that onl y in America because a group calle d Chase
had a song called "Get It On."

• Keit h Moon did indeed play on Tommy,  and beautifully, a t his
absolute peak of inspired, sublime lunacy . And i t stil l sound s
great today.

• "Gaia " was the nam e o f th e earliest-know n deity , a  kin d o f
earth goddess in Mesopotamia, I think i t was.
Also, note the limitations o f your Spellchecker , amigo — tha t

which is "excepted" is not necessaril y "accepted," even if the "cen-
sors" have "sensors." (Colo r me pedantic, but suc h solecisms can
spoil a carefully drawn effect,  sayin'? )

That lette r continue d fro m Tucso n the followin g day, November 16,
1999, and it also happened that in March 2003,1 would be passing through
Tucson the following day, three and a  half eventful years later.

As I  drov e acros s th e Colorad o Rive r int o Arizona , th e win d
remained strong , sending waves of sand drifting across the freeway , an d
occasional tumbleweeds (despit e being emblems of the American West,
they wer e actuall y Russia n thistles , accidentall y importe d wit h Asia n
wheat seeds) . The su n was sinking behind me , filling m y mirrors, an d
the creosote, ocotillo, and palo verde trees began to cast long shadows to
the east. Up ahead was Quartzsite, Arizona, the neon of truck stops and
RV park s illuminatin g th e oncomin g night , the n passin g behin d m y
speeding car, to leave only the red dashlights and pale sweep of headlights
before me .

And the music played on. Buddy and Mel' s album, Together  Again —
For the First Time, was originally made as a direct-to-disc recording in the
late '/os , shortcutting th e analo g technolog y o f those days . It had bee n
considered a n "audiophile" product, fo r there was no tape involved, and
thus no tape noise, with the aim of producing the cleanest, most dynamic
sound possible. The mix went straight to the cutting lathe, and no edits or
overdubs were possible, so the band had to play an entire side of the LP in
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one take, as near perfect a s humanly possible .
I once talked with a recording engineer who worked on the Buddy and

Mel project, and he told me that when an error marred one of the tunes,
the produce r stoppe d th e band an d instructe d the m t o g o "back t o th e
top." Some of the musicians went back to the top o f the song, and some
remembered t o star t a t the top o f the side,  and thi s apparentl y caused a
hilarious "train wreck." (A musician's term for when the players get out of
sync with each other, especially terrifying when it happened onstage.)

Mel himself had written the intricate and accomplished arrangement s
for th e album , with th e exceptio n o f the tour-de-forc e o n "Blues in th e
Night," arranged by Marty Paich (fathe r o f David Paich , from th e ban d
Toto), which featured a brief solo from Budd y that was blistering, highly
technical, and yet sublimely musical — in short , a  summation o f Buddy
himself. Fo r anyon e who though t Budd y was only abou t pyrotechnica l
solos an d drivin g swing, they should liste n t o hi s sensitive performance
with wire brushes on a  lovely rendition o f "Here's Tha t Rain y Day," even
mimicking th e patte r o f raindrops i n a  kind o f musica l onomatopoeia ,
and showing yet another face t o f his consummate musicianship .

Mel sang wonderfully well, too ( I particularly love his delivery of my
favorite Pau l Williams song , "I Won't Las t a  Day without You") , and th e
guest soloist on alto sax, Phil Woods, was poetic and kinetic, like swallows
in flight . When you listened t o the overal l performances, and considere d
that ever y one o f the musician s ha d t o pla y perfectly throug h a  whole
side's wort h o f complicate d material , yo u ha d t o b e impressed . Mos t
importantly, though, it was great music, and a testament to Buddy's excel-
lence as a musician.

As Buddy and Mel wound up their tribute to Ella Fitzgerald, "Lady Be
Good," the next  CD  began with a  rich female  voice  framed in  exotic  per-
cussion and tight background harmonies, "Where love goes, I will go too/
Up twenty-nine flights of stairs." Ah yes, haven't heard this for awhile. The
Mint Juleps, singing the first song on a favorite of mine from the mid-'pos,
a sid e projec t by on e o f th e Gratefu l Dead' s drummers , calle d Mickey
Hart's Mystery  Box.  He brought togethe r som e o f the all-star s of "world
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music," American, African, and Latin, and composed a similarly interna-
tional, percussion-based blend o f musical styles, working with evocative
lyrics by one of the Dead's frequent lyricists , Robert Hunter.

In 1990, Mickey had cowritten a book (with Jay Stevens) on the history
of drum s an d rhythm , artfull y interwove n with hi s own autobiography
and som e of the Gratefu l Dead' s history, called Drumming at the Edge of
Magic. When Selena was looking for a topic for a junior high science proj-
ect, I suggested something I had learned about from the book, the "Theory
of Entrainment. " The theor y held tha t an y two mechanisms , including
humans, tended to synchronize their rhythms, to "prefer" them, as com-
pared t o beatin g agains t each other . Thu s tw o analo g clocks placed i n
proximity would eventually begin to tick in sync with each other, neigh-
boring heart cell s tended to pulse together, women living together ofte n
synchronized thei r menstrua l cycles . And thus , though t Mickey , he an d
the other Grateful Dead drummer, Bill Kreutzmann, should (and did) link
their arms before a  concert, to try to synchronize their biorhythms with
the Theory of Entrainment. Selena put tw o old-fashioned alarm clocks,
with key s and spring s and bells , beside two digita l bedside clocks , and
made a poster to describe the principle. I think she got a good mark.

For my part, I was so impressed with the scholarship and artistry in the
book that I wrote Mickey a letter of appreciation, and we began to corre-
spond a  little. Late r that year , in 1991 , it happened tha t bot h ou r band s
were playing at the Omni arena in Atlanta on successive nights, the Dead
one night and Rush the next, and Mickey and I invited each other to our
shows. On our night off I went to see the Dead play, accompanied by our
tour manager, Liam, and what an experience that turned out to be.

Liam and I arrived just as the show was starting, and gave our names at
the backstage door. One of their production cre w gave us our guest passes
and escorted us to our seat s — right behind th e two drum risers , in the
middle of the stage! Liam and I looked at each other with raised eyebrows
as we sa t down , an d notice d tha t righ t behin d u s was the productio n
office, with telephones, fax machines, and long-haired, bearded staff deal-
ing wit h communication s an d logistic s (presumably , thoug h th e
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production office i s normally a room backstage, where such work can go
on apart  fro m th e concert) , and we also heard there was a telephone line
run throug h the crowd to the front-of-house mixing platform. Catering
people walked acros s the orienta l rug s that covered the stage , delivering
salads an d drink s t o variou s musician s an d technicians , eve n durin g
songs, and meanwhile, the band played on. Lights swept the arena, reflect-
ing off white, amorphous "sails" suspended above the stage, and clouds of
marijuana smoke drifted through the beams and assailed our nostrils with
the pungent, spicy aroma.

My familiarity with the Gratefu l Dead' s music really began and ended
with thei r firs t album , bac k i n '67 , whe n m y firs t band , Mumblin '
Sumpthin' (I' m no t sure , but I  think the name came from a  "Li'l Abner"
comic), used t o pla y several o f their songs , "Morning Dew," "New New
Minglewood Blues," and "Good Morning , Little Schoolgirl." (Other gems
in our repertoire included songs by Hendrix, The Who's "I Can't Explain,"
a couple by Moby Grape, the Byrds, the Animals, Cream, and Blue Cheer.)
In later years, my musical taste and the Grateful Dead's music had drifte d
apart, but no one could be unaware of their immense popularity, and the
subculture of "Deadheads" that followed them around the country. Now I
was seeing that subcultur e in action , a s the whol e arena ful l o f devotees
raised their arms and waved in a kind of trance-like unison, or raised their
voices and sang along with every song the band played.

And they played and sang really well, too, augmented by the soulful key-
boards and accordio n o f Bruce Hornsby. The two drummers, Mickey and
Bill, became an interlocking, mutually complementary rhythmic unit, right
out o f the Theory of Entrainment. Bands with two drummers emerged in
Ontario aroun d th e mid-'6os , just when I  was starting to play , and late r
showed u p i n th e "bi g time, " wit h band s lik e th e Allma n Brothers , the
Doobie Brothers, and the Dead. Very often they combined complementar y
styles, a solid, rooted drummer who laid down the time, and another whose
approach wa s more "decorative, " eve n flighty , addin g counterpoint s an d
percussive textures, then locking into a  tight, compelling unison tha t was
powerful and effective. (In later years, when Phil Collins took over the front -
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man positio n wit h Genesis , they feature d som e grea t double-drumme r
work with him and Bill Bruford, then later with Chester Thompson.)

Liam and I  couldn't se e much o f the "front line" guys, the guitarist s
and vocalists , because of the wal l of amplifiers , but occasionally , on th e
stage-left side , the spotlight s caugh t an unmistakeable bush o f gray hair
that could only have been the legendary Jerry Garcia.

During intermission, Mickey invited Liam and me to his dressing room
in the familiar backstage corridors of the Omni (each band member had a
separate room, which hinted at certain "divisions" among them; after Jerry
Garcia's tragic death, I read a story asserting that he hadn't enjoyed touring
very much , an d whe n th e other s wante d t o g o o n th e roa d again , he
responded, "What, they need more  money?"}.  Mickey was a friendly, out -
going man, with an engaging smile and a n intense, joyful enthusias m for
percussion. With all my African travel s and interest in African percussio n
music, an d Mickey' s musica l exploration s i n prin t an d o n records , we
shared a few things we knew and cared about, and had a good conversatio n
until they were called to the stage to begin their second set.

Liam and I  returned to our center-stag e reserved seats, and I  noticed
that not only did the band members have separate dressing rooms, but the
wings of the stage were lined with small tents of black cloth, one for each
of the musicians t o retire to during the songs on which they didn't play,
and have some privacy. During an acoustic number in the second part of
the show, Mickey disappeared into his little tent, then motioned for me to
join him. We talked for a few minutes about drums and drumming, and I
told him how much I was enjoying their performance, then he went back
up to the riser and started playing again.

Next night , th e position s wer e reversed . Tha t tou r (probabl y
Counterparts, i n '93) , w e ha d a  meta l gridwor k runwa y (dubbe d th e
"chicken run" by the crew) about four fee t high, running across the width
of our stage behind my drum riser , where Geddy and Alex could wander
while they played. During the show, I looked back and saw Mickey, under
the chicke n run , smiling ou t betwee n it s black curtains . He was just as
close to me as I had been to him, and he seemed to be enjoying himself.
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And no w Mickey was playing i n fron t o f me onc e more , but i n th e
speakers o f m y speedin g ca r o n dar k Interstat e 1 0 eastbound, an d hi s
divine backing vocalists, the Mint Juleps, sang in close harmony and tight
phrasing, as night began to darke n ove r Western Arizona, over creosote ,
ocotillo, and the trademark saguar o cactus . The driving part o f my con-
sciousness had settle d int o a  speed of 90 mph, which seemed to sui t the
conditions, th e traffic , th e car , and it s driver . The limi t i n Arizona was
already a reasonable 75 mph, and you could generally count o n a 10 mph
buffer zone , so I was hoping the radar detector wouldn't be necessary. But
I had i t on anyway, just in case.

As Mickey' s recor d cam e to a n end , suitably , with "Th e Las t Song, "
suddenly the speakers lit up with a series of loud, percussive smashes, then
a cras h o f breakin g glas s tha t segue d int o a  harsh , aggressiv e drum -
machine rhythm. This major dynamic shift announced the new album by
Linkin Park, Meteora, which I had just bought th e day before.

Linkin Park's first record, The Hybrid Theory,  in 2000, had been hugely
successful commercially , and, fo r thi s listener , musically a s well, bringing
together heav y guitar riffin g an d roc k rhythms, vocals ranging fro m po p
melody t o meta l screaming , an d a n ultra-moder n hip-ho p influenc e of
turntable scratching, sampling, and rap-style verses and backing vocals. One
song on that first album, "In the End," was particularly emblematic of that
"hybrid theory, " and brough t togethe r al l those influence s i n a  dynamic ,
melodic, and powerful combination. A modern masterpiece, I felt .

Typically, that blen d o f influences had been a  long time reaching the
popular ear , going back to th e earl y '905 and bands like Faith No More,
Rage Against the Machine, and Cypress Hill. Those bands and others like
them had certainly found an audience, but never the "mainstream," just as
reggae had slowl y made it s way into po p musi c i n the late '/os, but no t
through the original artists, and rap had appeared in Jamaican reggae long
before i t morphe d int o so-calle d "urban " music . Likewise , punk musi c
seemed t o b e rebor n ever y decade , an d fin d it s audienc e o f pimpl y
wannabe Englis h boneracks wit h epoxie d mohawk s an d bit s o f meta l
studding thei r anatomies . By  early in  the  20005,  though , the  rock/ra p
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hybrid had become mainstream rock , with Linkin Park among the best .
My only reservation was that the style seemed to adhere to strict rules of
rhythmic simplicity and repetition, so it wasn't reall y "drummer's music, "
in the sense of being active or adventurous. The great jazz drummer Tony
Williams onc e remarke d tha t roc k drummer s didn' t pla y drums,  the y
played beats,  and that was too often true .

However, thos e simple , repetitiou s rhythm s wer e certainl y effective,
and a s I listened to Linkin Park's new album fo r the firs t time , my head
was soo n noddin g i n time , likin g it . B y the thir d track , "Somewhere I
Belong," I  knew the y ha d beate n th e sophomor e blues , an d ha d mad e
another great , fresh record . Their chosen blend of influences and abilitie s
seemed to reach a perfect balance in "Easier to Run," and as I rocked along
with it , I  smiled wit h th e recognitio n o f sincerity , youthful energ y and
excellence in action (thinkin g as I listened to the one vocalist who shred-
ded his voice so alarmingly, "He won't be singing that part when he's 40"
— but o f course he wouldn't, an d shouldn't , car e about tha t now) . The
Real Thing. The Brave Thing.

Despite the formulaic cynicism o f modern entertainment , real , brave
music could still be made, and become successful, and it was obvious even
from th e cover art and liner notes on Meteora tha t Linkin Park were try-
ing to mak e art,  not jus t entertainment . Thei r previou s album , Hybrid
Theory, ha d playe d regularl y o n m y bu s afte r show s durin g th e Vapor
Trails tour, and that was another critical type of traveling music.

At the end of a show on the last two tours, when I was traveling with
my own bus and motorcycles, at the end of the show I performed what is
called "a bolt." After th e burnout endin g and fina l cras h of the encore , I
put down my sticks on the floor torn to my right, waved to the audience ,
then ran straight off the stage, through the backstage corridors and stair-
ways, and into the bus. Dave the driver followed th e police escort out of
the congestion o f the parking lot and onto the freeway , while I balanced
against the wall of the rear stateroom, struggling out of my sweaty clothes
and into dry ones, then returning to the front lounge to join Michael, my
riding partner for that tour.
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My riding partne r fro m th e Test  for Echo  tour, Brutus , had no t onl y
suffered through two years in various jails in the U.S. and Canada, but was
now labeled as a "convicted felon, " and banned fo r life fro m enterin g the
United States (even while, as Brutus was released in 2001, dozens of soon-
to-be terrorists were moving freel y aroun d th e country , and taking their
pilot training) . When w e started plannin g th e Vapor  Trails  tour , I  won-
dered what to do . I was certainly used to riding around America on my
own by then, but on a concert tour, the risk of having a breakdown or fla t
tire that migh t make me late for the show (or even late for soundcheck)
was too grea t — I needed a  backup, a riding partner, if for no othe r rea-
son than to "commandeer" hi s machine if necessary, and get to the show.

When I  firs t move d t o Lo s Angeles in earl y 2000 , a  frien d recom -
mended Michae l to help me set up a  "secure" home there , to protect my
privacy from invasiv e fans , an d t o keep my address, phones, utilit y bill s
and such anonymous. In his early 305, Michael was a private detective spe-
cializing in such security matters, as well as computer crimes , and he and
I became friends. Michael had done a little motorcycling in past years, and
was thinking about getting into it again. Seeing a possibility, I encouraged
him t o buy a  BM W Rii50GS like mine (replacin g the Ghost  Rider bike, an
RHOOGS, which had passe d 100,000 miles, and woul d serv e as backup o n
the tour), and arranged for him to be hired for the Vapor  Trails  tour as the
band's security director — and my riding partner.

That last job description was a difficult positio n t o fill, in many ways.
Not least, by the time I came running onto the bus, he should already have
poured m e a  glass of The Macalla n ove r three ic e cubes. Dried of f an d
changed, I would sip that glass of whiskey and light that first delicious cig-
arette, and slowly , as we roared dow n th e highway , begin to com e down
from the adrenaline of the physical effort, the mental focus, and the sheer
fatigue o f th e three-hou r show . That' s whe n th e righ t musi c wa s really
important. Sometime s I  neede d th e soothin g moo d o f on e o f Frank' s
records, other time s I'd be all vibed up and want to hear Linkin Park, or
Michael's an d m y officia l them e son g o n th e Vapor  Trails  tour , Lim p
Bizkit's "Keep On Rollin'."
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Michael and I also sometimes listened to a series of CDS of mixed tunes
I had programmed to be played over the RA. system in the venues before
our shows , an d durin g th e intermissio n betwee n sets . Calle d "walk-in"
music, it was another very important kind of traveling music.

I started making those mixes back in the late '/os, mainly because we had
a soun d ma n wit h questionabl e taste , an d afte r hearin g ou r audience s
assailed by mindless heavy rock every night (eve n befor e w e went on!) , I
decided to do something about it. It is a measure of the passing decades that
the "ShowTapes" were made on cassette at first, then DAT (digital audio tape),
and for the most recent tour, on CDS (now I call them, with tongue in cheek,
"ShowTunes"). Next tour, no doubt they'll play straight off a computer.

I always thought o f that platfor m as my own private radio station , a
chance to reach thousands o f people with songs and artists I liked a t the
time, especially the more obscure ones an American audience wasn't likely
to hear on their local mainstream rock station. I also tried to program the
music t o follo w th e dynamic s o f the evening , fro m th e tim e th e door s
opened unti l the anticipation wa s building just before sho w time, or for
the intermission between an opening act and our show, or on the last two
tours — when we had stopped having an opening act, to give more time
for ou r ever-growing songlist — between our two long sets.

On those first ShowTapes, in the late '/os, I was mixing in a lot of the so-
called "new wave" music o f the time , Talking Heads, Ultravox, Japan, Joe
Jackson, and the Police. We were touring in Britain once around that time,
and our sound engineer told me that when a song by the Police came over
the P.A., the English audience actually booed. Hard to believe, but so it was.

The cassettes from the Signals  tour, in 1982, neatly hand-labeled on the
spine, "Rush Radio," and with m y drawing of the fire-hydran t log o fro m
the album cover, offered a  selection of lesser-known songs from that era, by
New Musik, Simple Minds, King Crimson, U2, Ultravox, Max Webster, Joe
Jackson, Japan, Thinkman, Go, XTC, Talking Heads, Jimmy Cliff, a  couple
of Pete Townshend's solo songs, Bill Bruford's jazz-rock excursions, and the
ponderously-named-but-ethereal-sounding Orchestral Maneouvres in the
Dark.
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Ten years later, on th e Counterparts  tou r i n 1993 , I was broadcasting
DAT tapes with tha t tour's bolt-and-nut logo drawn o n th e spine . These
ones included songs by Nirvana, Alice in Chains, Pearl Jam, Soundgarden,
the Tragicall y Hip, Fait h No More , Urge Overkill , Smashin g Pumpkins ,
Roger Waters , Gene Love s Jezebel , Tom Cochrane , Curve , Big Country,
Chapterhouse, an d Temple of the Dog.

For the Vapor  Trails  tour , in 2002,1 changed my programming style (or
what the radio programmers call "format"), for the first time. As much as I
had always resisted any form o f nostalgia, the prevalence and popularity of
"classic rock" radio were undeniable (a t least one in every city), and i t had
somehow become more than just nostalgia. At its best (say 25% of what such
stations played), it was the heritage  of rock music, and might even be called
history. There was also the splintering of modern music into narrow factions,
especially on the radio. Compared to the variety of pop music I used to lis-
ten to on my transistor radio in the '6os — when AM stations tried to be all
things t o al l people, fro m teen s t o ol d folks , an d yo u migh t hea r Loui s
Armstrong, the 1910 Fruitgum Company, and the MCS on the same station —
modern radi o wa s fiercely segregated by demographics and "marke t seg -
ments" The gap between rock and hip-hop may have been invisible to a fan
of Limp Bizkit or Linkin Park, but i t remained vast  between a fan of those
bands and , say, Led Zeppelin, Radiohead, Madonna, and Fran k Sinatra —
you weren't likely ever to hear them on the same radio station.

Unless i t wa s programme d b y me . I  wante d t o juxtapos e wha t I
thought wa s the best of modern musi c with what I  considered to be real
classic rock — not jus t because I liked i t in 1969, but becaus e it sounde d
great t o m e now.  This musi c wa s fo r a  rock  concert , an d I  lef t of f th e
Sinatra an d Madonna , bu t alternate d Th e Who wit h Linki n Par k an d
Radiohead, Led Zeppelin with Tool and the Tragically Hip, Jimi Hendrix
with Vertical Horizon, and Pin k Floyd with Coldplay . Once again , I was
programming my own little radio station, to my own "format." Hopefully
the audience appreciated the "ShowTunes" during the shows, and Michael
and I  certainly enjoyed them on the bus afterward .

As I drove toward the western suburbs of Phoenix, Linkin Park wound
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up their portion of the evening's entertainment, the last disc in the changer,
and I  decided I  might a s well stop fo r the night . I t was getting late; I' d
covered ove r 350 miles, and i f I  made a n earl y start th e nex t mornin g I
could get through the congestion of Phoenix and make a good, long day.

On my "Ghost Rider" travels I had stayed at a tolerable Best Western in
Goodyear, thirt y mile s wes t o f Phoenix , bu t whe n I  stoppe d ther e I
learned their restaurant was closed. The man at the front desk said I could
eat in the bar, but it was not inviting — a loud, busy place with lots of tele-
vision screens blaring a basketball game.

I drove on to the next exit , saw the sign for a Ramada Inn, turned off
and verified tha t it had a restaurant next door, and stopped there for the
night. It was the kind of place where you park right in front of your room,
which is always convenient, and I carried in my small bag and the CD case.
As I  relaxed and toaste d th e da y with a  glass of The Macallan fro m m y
well-traveled old flask , I  removed the las t six CDS from th e cartridg e an d
returned the m t o the album, flipping through an d choosing the firs t six
discs for the next day's ride.

Considering where I was, the lyrics to one song were already playing in
my head:

"By the  time —
I get to Phoenix..."
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Goras One
"Drumming at the  heart of a factory town"

My song really begins on the family dairy farm, near Hagersville, Ontario,
in 1952. Mom tells me they used to wrap me in swaddling clothes and lay
me in a manger, but this was no messiah story; they just wanted me out of
the way for the milking. Still, the dimly lit barn, redolent of straw and cow
manure, was an early imprint, and later in life a dairy farm always seemed
to smell like "home." Wherever I traveled, from Switzerland to Senegal, my
deepest memories were triggered by ... co w dung.

After a  couple of years, our littl e family moved about 50 miles away to
the "big city," St. Catharines, where my father became parts manager at the
International Harveste r farm equipmen t dealer . We settled briefly into an
apartment o n th e eas t side , then int o a  duplex o n Viole t Street , in th e
Martindale area . Our '4 8 Pontiac had a  circular chrome ri m framin g th e
plate-sized radio speaker in the middle of the dash, and I remember sitting
in the front seat between Mom and Dad and "steering" the car with it.

In Januar y of 1955 , the stor k brough t m y brother Danny , and siste r
Judy a year after that, and soon we moved to a brand-new split-level in the
lakeside subur b o f Por t Dalhousie . (Younges t siste r Nanc y wa s a  late r
arrival, and apparently something of a "surprise," born April of 1964, when
I was eleven.)

49



50 TRAVELING MUSIC

St. Catharines is on the northern edge of the Niagara Peninsula, on the
shore of Lake Ontario, with Lake Erie to the south, and the Niagara River
to the east. The weather was tempered by all that water, creating a micro-
climate around th e fertil e alluvia l soils , a "banana belt " of orchards an d
vineyards. It s proximit y t o powe r an d transportatio n als o create d a n
industrial belt , and many St. Catharines men carrie d their lunchpail s t o
factories lik e Genera l Motors , Hayes-Dana , Stelco , o r Thompso n
Products, then , a t the en d o f their shifts , drov e their Chevie s and Ford s
home to the ever-expanding suburbs of the postwar years.

Because o f tha t commo n leve l o f relativ e income , ou r subdivision s
allowed more-or-less classless societies, in which most of the kids I went
to school with had similar , modest homes , durable clothing, and simple ,
inexpensive toys . O f th e tw o othe r classes , the relativel y wealth y live d
mostly in the privileged enclaves at the south end of St. Catharines, called
Glenridge, whil e on e o f th e poore r area s o f tow n wa s a  par t o f Por t
Dalhousie calle d "the Avenues, " a warren o f street s crowde d wit h tiny ,
ramshackle houses that had once been summer cottages . Although mos t
of u s were par t o f th e sam e blue-colla r socioeconomi c class , there di d
seem to be some kind of distinction; I  once brought hom e a  boy named
Brian Jayhen, from the Avenues, ragged-looking and unkempt, and sensed
that my mother seeme d cool toward him, while welcoming other friend s
of mine, like Tommy Corbett, whose father was a traveling salesman, and
Doug Putman, whose dad was a postman.

(One memory that demonstrates ou r economic status was the time my
Dad gave Mom a  choice of a vacation in Bermuda or an automatic dish-
washer, and she chose the dishwasher.)

As my new hometown o f Santa Monica was to Los Angeles, so my old
hometown o f Por t Dalhousi e wa s to St . Catharines (give n fraction s o f
scale of about a  hundredth, a s St. Catharines ha d a  population o f fewe r
than 100,00 0 i n thos e days) . Lik e Sant a Monica , Por t Dalhousi e ha d
grown as a waterside village, though for shipping rather than fishing. The
Welland Cana l was built i n 1829 to allo w sailing ships to trave l between
Lake Erie and Lake Ontario, bypassing Niagara Falls on the eastern end of
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the Peninsula, and the canal opened into Lake Ontario a t Port Dalhousie.
In the 19305, the canal was made deeper and wider to handle larger ships,
and move d eastward , bypassing Por t Dalhousie . I n 196 1 Port Dalhousi e
was absorbe d int o St . Catharines, jus t a s Santa Monica ha d bee n over -
taken by Los Angeles.

For those hundred years, though, Port Dalhousie's smal l business area
had catere d to th e need s of ships and sailors , and eve n when the y were
gone, some of the rough character survived. The bars in the hotels — the
Austin, th e Port , an d th e Lio n Hous e —  wer e no t frequente d by th e
respectable citizens of Port Dalhousie , those who raised their familie s i n
the new housing tracts spreading to the west.

Our block had formerly been an orchard, and four pear trees remained
at the end of our yard. We ate so many of those pears I have never been able
to eat them since. Just behind u s was Middleton's cornfield , a few acres in
the middl e o f th e bloc k which , i n lat e summer , becam e a  coo l gree n
labyrinth, wonderful for hide-and-seek in the long twilight hours, or steal-
ing through in the dark when we slept out in a tent in the backyard. My dad
built u s a swing set and a  sandbox (painte d International Harveste r red),
and with those pear trees to climb and the cornfield to run through , ou r
yard was nearly perfect. We needed a pool and a  trampoline, and maybe a
roller coaster. But life was pretty good in our single-digi t years.

In those days we didn't know about daycare centers or nursery schools,
but Grandma Peart moved from the family farm in Hagersville to a house
on Bayview, right across the cornfield, and she often looked afte r us , espe-
cially when Mom starte d working at Lincoln Hosiery, when we were still
small. Grandm a playe d hymn s o n th e peda l organ , baked amazin g pies
and buns, taught me all about birds, made quilts with her friends from the
United Churc h Ladies ' Auxiliary, and wore he r lon g gray hair tucke d i n
flat waves under a  net. She was a classic Puritan grandmother : wir y and
iron-hard, a  stern disciplinarian. Her chosen instrument wa s the wooden
spoon, applied to my backside with enough force to break more than a few
of them , but I  als o remembe r a  thousand act s o f kindness . And i f she
believed the injunction agains t sparing the rod , she could stil l "spoil th e
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child" in other ways, and we also knew her innate softness, her pure gen-
tleness of heart.

I remember staying at Grandma's house on the farm when I was very
young, three or  four , and  at  bedtime she  would emerg e from the  bath -
room totally transformed: leaving behind the severe cotton dress , the hard
black shoes, and the strict hairnet, she tiptoed into the dark room on bare
feet, wearin g a  long white nightgown , he r hai r dow n i n a  rope o f gray
braid, and th e smel l of Noxzema skin cream on her face . She seemed so
frail and girlish as we knelt beside the big wooden bed to say our prayers:
"Now I lay me down to sleep ..."

I started kindergarten at McArthur School, under the gentle tutelage of
Miss Olive Ball , and th e clas s photograph show s me sittin g in the fron t
row scowlin g resentfull y a t th e camera . M y mothe r say s I  wa s upse t
because I wasn't allowe d to stand beside Miss Ball, and when Carrie saw
that old photograph, sh e claimed that exac t sam e expressio n stil l dark -
ened my face whenever I felt slighted by the world. (Yeah, so?)

The first time the school had a fire drill, and all the bells started ringing,
I ran straight out o f there, right past the ranks of students lined up in the
playground. The older kids were waving and shouting a t me to stop, but I
kept running, speeding through the gate, and I didn't stop until I got home.

At the ag e of si x or seven , I remember pushin g my little re d wagon
down th e street , on e knee in the box and steerin g with th e tongu e a s I
pushed with the other foo t (th e way you do), pretending to go visit Brad
when I  had actuall y been infatuate d with hi s sister , Pam, sinc e kinder -
garten. I was singing "Tell Laura I Love Her," which was one of that strange
genre o f late-'so s "death songs, " like "The Las t Kiss, " about a  gu y who
doesn't hav e enough money to marry his girlfriend, so he enters a stock-
car race with a  "thousand-dollar prize, " but alas , he is killed, and his last
words are ... "tel l Laura not to cry, my love for her, will never die."

That sam e summer, m y dad worked o n th e pi t cre w for a  neighbor ,
Jordie, who raced a stock car at the local dirt track, Merrittville Speedway
(with its big sign promising "Thrills! Chills! Spills!"). Our family went to
the races at Merrittville every weekend that summer, and I loved the noise,
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the dust, and the spectacle o f the brightly-painted jalopies racing around
under th e lights. The neighborhood kid s used to gather in Jordie's drive-
way and watch the men work on the racing car, and make fun of Jordie's
low-riding pants, pushing our own pants halfway down our hips to reveal
our little butt-cracks an d giggling, "Look at me, I'm Jordie!"

From Grades i to 5 I attended Gracefiel d School , just two blocks fro m
our house . Gracefield' s playing fields were still surrounde d b y farmlands
and orchard s i n those far-of f days , and a  copse of trees which we called,
poetically, "Littlewoods." Once I fell out o f one of those trees, landing on
a broken branc h an d tearin g a gash in my inner arm , big enough tha t I
could se e the whit e bone . A n olde r bo y fro m dow n th e street , Brya n
Burke, had the presence-of-mind to rip off his T-shirt, wrap it around my
arm and get me home t o my shocked mother . Onc e Mom got me to the
hospital an d had it stitched up , the only permanent damage to my future
drumming lim b was a long, ragged scar.

My earliest effor t a t versifying was written in Grade 2, a four-page epic
poem abou t a  fo x hunt, "The Littl e Re d Fox. " I t hun g o n th e wal l o f
Gracefield Schoo l for years after that , on display mainly because it was so
long, I  always thought; i t didn' t see m to hav e any other specia l merit . I
remember i t began, "Once there was a little fox / And he had the chicken -
pox/ H e was covered with re d spots / And al l he ate was pans an d pots. "
Acceptably lame for a seven-year-old, I suppose, though there was one line
I still admire, "The fo x woke up i n the earl y morn/ You would to o i f you
heard that horn!"

Reading became a big part of my childhood, an d I  would devou r any-
thing pu t i n fron t o f me — cerea l boxes, comic books , Hard y Boy s an d
Enid Blyton adventures ( a good example of a Canadian childhood's blen d
of American an d Britis h influences) , Mad magazin e (whic h encourage d
me t o lear n ho w to laug h a t people an d popula r culture) , Nancy Drew
books borrowed from girl cousins, my parents' Readers Digest (always read-
ing the jokes first, "Laughter I s the Bes t Medicine" and "Life' s Lik e That, "
though life-pattern s wer e als o establishe d b y "Quotabl e Quotes, " an d
"It Pay s to Increas e Your Word Power") . Our skimp y home bookshelve s



54 TRAVELING MUSIC

contained a  set of Collier's "children's classics" that cam e with our ency -
clopedia, including fairy tales, King Arthur, and Greek myths, and I  liked
some of those.

One summer we shared a  cottage on Lak e Erie for a couple of weeks
with some of my parents' friends, and one of the women left out a  paper-
back called something like Doctors' Wives.  Of course , I picked i t up an d
started reading — an eight-year-old trying to comprehend why a woman
named Grace would be looking at her breasts in the mirror and saying to
her husband, "Mine are better than hers." Mom caught me reading it, and
had words with the other woman who had accidentally left i t out for me
to find .

During that same vacation, I found what I thought was a bar of choco-
late squares in a bathroom cabinet . I  had never heard of a chocolate ba r
called Ex-Lax, but I  ate it all , with predictable results . I learned anothe r
lesson about how all was not a s it appeared in the grown-up world.

My grandmother starte d buying me the Thornton W . Burgess books
about Paddy the Beaver , Danny Meadow Mouse, Reddy the Fox, and the
rest, and I  also remember loving some animal stories that were set in the
ravines o f nearb y Toronto : Wild  Animals  I  Have  Known,  b y Ernes t
Thompson Seton . Again , lifelong enthusiasms started so early, and you
can never tell which influences are going to be important —  in Grade 8 I
won a  public-speakin g meda l wit h a  speec h abou t Genera l Dougla s
MacArthur (openin g wit h "Ol d soldier s neve r die") , whic h ha d bee n
adapted from a  comic book of stories about World War n.

Every Tuesda y I  visite d th e littl e Por t Dalhousi e library , wher e I
discovered an d rea d throug h a  serie s of books abou t Fredd y the Pig , a
bumbling detectiv e and excruciatingly bad poet created by Walter Brooks
(who als o gav e us , more famously , Mr . Ed, the talkin g horse) . Freddie's
humorous adventure s wer e tol d wit h wit , irony , an d sympathy , an d I
learned from thos e too. (Afte r no t hearing anything about Freddy the pig
for forty years, and never hearing anybody else mention him, I had almost
begun to think I'd imagined Freddy and the other characters on the Bean
farm, like his human friend whose name also stuck with me all those years,
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Mr. Camphor. The n around Christmas o f 2002,1 found a  reissued collec-
tion of Freddy stories, and bought a copy for my niece, Nancy's daughter ,
eleven-year-old Hannah. And one for me, too. They were still good.)

All in all, Port Dalhousie in the late '505 seemed like a magical time and
place, perfect for boyhood. Quiet streets for ball hockey, the lake for swim-
ming, skating on Martindale Pond , the library, and hordes o f other baby
boomer kids around to share it all. We measured our lives not by the sea-
sons, but by the ancient festivals — children are natural pagans. Winter was
centered by Christmas; sprin g was Easter, and autum n wa s the magi c of
Halloween: dressing up as Zorro, or a  pirate, or a  hobo ( I doubt that' s an
acceptable costume these days), and wandering the cold, dark streets with
flickering pumpkins a t the doorways and people filling our bags with loot.
Whispered word s passe d amon g th e ghost s an d goblin s abou t whic h
houses were giving out fudge or candy apples (no fear of needles or poison
in those innocent days — so tragic, and so mysterious, that it changed).

Summer, of course, was a long pagan festival all its own, triggered eac h
year by the chang e from flannelett e sheets and pajama s t o cotto n ones ,
and by going to Gus the barber for our summe r cre w cuts. When schoo l
was out, I would get together with a  friend o r my brother Danny , and we
would hike or ride our bikes to Paradise Valley, out by Ninth Street Louth,
or farther, to Rockway and Ball's Falls. Somehow nothing was more attrac-
tive than "the woods " — a  bit o f leafy forest , a  stretch o f running water ,
maybe a shallow cave in the ancient rocks of the Niagara Escarpment. This
was Romance and Adventure.

Sometimes we would ride to the railway crossing at Third Street Louth,
and just sit in the culvert all day with the smell of damp concrete and earth,
listening fo r train s an d runnin g ou t t o watc h the m g o by. Perhaps tha t
sounds as exciting as watching grass grow, except for those apocalyptic sec-
onds when we stood by the track and fel t that power speeding by so close,
so loud, and so mighty that the earth shook and the wind roared.

We could explor e alon g the wilde r part s o f the lakeshore , the steep ,
eroded brushy banks, and maybe sneak into old man Colesy' s orchard to
pilfer som e apple s o r cherrie s (riskin g hi s fable d peppe r gun) , o r jus t
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spend our day s messing aroun d down by the old canal an d the Henley
Regatta grandstand , o r ove r b y th e sandpile s an d th e lighthouse . We
would often se e old mad Helen walking fast across the bridges, a blade of
nose, protruding teeth , and a  thatch o f gray hair racing ahead of her old
overcoat and blocky shoes. Helen was always muttering t o herself as she
stalked along , an d adolescen t boys , hidin g unde r th e bridg e t o listen ,
could imagine as much profanity in her gibberis h as we did in the lyrics
to "Louie Louie."

Then ther e was riding in the bac k seat of the re d '5 5 Buick hardtop,
squirming against Danny and Judy, all of us excited to be on the way to a
drive-in movie . One time I remember we were allowed to watch the firs t
movie of the double feature , but ha d to lie down on the car seats and go
to slee p fo r th e secon d movie , which was "only for grown-ups" : i t was
Splendor i n the Grass, starring Natalie Wood and Warren Beatty — which
came out i n 1961, so I would have been eight .

We were unrestrained by then-unknown seatbelt s or car seats, and if we
were driving home from visiting relatives or the drive-in, Danny, Judy, and
I used to stretch out in the back: one on the floor, one on the seat, and one
on the parcel shelf. Even if we woke up when the car pulled into the gravel
driveway, we would feign sleep so Dad would carry us all to our beds .

But the rarest , most excitin g luxury was going out fo r dinner a t th e
Niagara Frontie r House , a  dine r o n Ontari o Stree t whic h wa s modes t
enough, but seeme d like the Rit z to me . Red upholstered booths , light s
glinting on wood, Formica, and stainless steel, the Hamilton Beac h milk-
shake machine, the multileve l tray of pies and cake s on the counter , and
the chrome jukebox beside each booth, with those metal pages you could
flip throug h t o rea d th e songs . Although th e highes t luxur y o f al l was
being allowed to choose from a  menu, I  think I  always ordered the same
thing: a  hot hamburg sandwich an d a chocolate milkshake , and nothin g
has ever tasted so good.

Simple joys, and simple sorrows, yet felt as deeply as they will ever be.
Like the ol d Animals song , "When I  was young it was more important /
Pain more painful, laughter much louder, yeah."
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Perhaps the greatest "pain" for me early on was the Canadian institu -
tion of hockey, for my skinny little ankles bent right over in ice skates, I
couldn't skate backwards, and I  never made a hockey team. A Canadian
boy who couldn't play hockey, or any sport, was already beyond the pale.
Still, I  alway s had a  frien d o r two : Tomm y Corbett , Ric k Caton , Brian
Unger, Doug Putman. The real pariah at Gracefield was a poor little second-
grader name d Betty-Jan e Prytula. Fo r n o reaso n othe r tha n childis h
cruelty, it had been decided by consensus that she "smelled," and every day
she had t o endur e bein g th e Untouchable , an d witnes s the schoolyar d
game of passing around "BJ. germs." I still remember her sad, uncompre-
hending little face .

I did manage to ge t into a  few schoolyard fights in my first couple of
years at Gracefield — of the "Oh yeah?" "Yeah!" variety — all of which I
lost. My very last fis t figh t eve r was in Grad e 3, under th e tall , gloomy
spruce tree s (fille d wit h grackl e nests ) nea r Gracefiel d School . With a
crowd o f kids around u s yelling, "Fight! Fight!" I went a t David Carson
with my arms flailing until, in seconds, I was exhausted, and he pinned me
down. When he let me up, I trudged home, tearful and ashamed.

Around that time I stayed home from schoo l one day with a stomach
ache, which became severe enough that my mom took me to the hospital.
They wheeled me straigh t into surger y for acute appendicitis, my mo m
crying abov e m e a s sh e tol d m e I  ha d t o hav e a n operatio n (whe n I
reminded he r o f tha t i n recen t years , she shoo k he r hea d an d said , "I
thought I' d killed  ya!"). However, for me to learn that in another hour o r
two my appendix might have burst and I would have been dead somehow
made me fee l important.  The few days I had t o spen d recovering in tha t
hospital were lonely and frightening, and I remember the bell tolling fro m
the college across the valley, and calling my dad at work (Mutual-5509i) .

The man in the bed beside me was campaigning for a Canadian polit-
ical party called Social Credit ( a depression-era theory of governmental
control of the economy) , and he showed me a trick cartoon o f a smiling
man who had voted Social Credit, then turned it upside-down to reveal a
sad-faced ma n who hadn't. For some reason I became enthused with his
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cause, and though I  failed in convincing my parents to vote Social Credit
(I couldn't understand why they wouldn't vote for his party — he was my
friend), a  few weeks later I  listened eagerly to the electio n results on th e
earpiece of my little homemade crystal radio ( a revelation when I put i t
together and i t actually worked), an d was disappointed when my friend's
party lost.

Then there was television, in the days when we only got five channels,
three America n an d tw o Canadian , al l i n gloriou s black-and-white . I
remember Jackie Gleason's catch phrase, bellowed across the stage to his
bandleader, Sammy Spear: "A little traveling music, Sammy!" Then spread-
ing his arms an d singin g out, "And  awaaaay, w e go-o-o!" (Th e morning
after hi s show, or Red Skelton's, all the kids at school would be acting out
their skits.)

On "Ozzie and Harriet, " I always hoped the episod e would end , as it
sometimes did , wit h Rick y Nelson singin g i n fron t o f a n audienc e of
screaming girls, him looking all glamorously shadowy, in dramatic black-
and-white (like a prototypical rock video), with stage lighting making it a
magical fantasy . I  especially used to lov e the song , "Travelin' Man," and
though I haven't heard it since, in over forty years, some of the lyrics come
back to me yet: "My pretty Polynesian baby, over the sea." Watching that
performance, I was galvanized, and somehow I felt I  wanted that — to be
on tha t stage , in thos e lights , singin g songs about travelin g while girls
screamed. That was 1961,1 was nine years old, and, in the fullness of time,
it all came true. (Except for the singing part.) (And the screaming girls.)

My mom was a big Elvis fan, and sometimes took me to see his movies
(because my father wouldn't go), but I  never wanted to be Elvis — espe-
cially the movie  Elvis. Around that tim e I  was taking piano lessons, first
from ou r teenag e neighbor, Donna Pirie , then fro m bi g old scar y Miss
Latcham, who lived in a big old scary mansion a t the othe r end of town
(in later years our family lived in what had once been the coach house for
the Latcham mansion). I didn't enjoy the piano lessons much, and even-
tually started calling in sick and spending the lesson money on chocolate
bars, but I  still absorbed a grounding in basic theory that served me well
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in later years, especially afte r the mid-'/os, when I began to dabble in key-
board percussion with Rush.

When that magical little transistor radi o came into my life, I began to
hear "modern" music, mostl y th e pre-Beatle s white po p musi c o f 1962
and 1963 . Danny Gould , nex t door , wa s a  year olde r tha n me , an d h e
talked me into my firs t recor d purchas e — going halves with hi m o n a
Four Seasons LP, a greatest hits collection with "Sherry," "Big Girls Don't
Cry," and al l that.

In anothe r earl y response t o musi c tha t presage d my interest i n th e
words, right fro m th e beginning I  began copyin g down th e lyrics to my
favorite song s from th e radio, keeping pen and paper handy and waiting
for a  certain song to come on the air so I could catch another verse or cho-
rus and scribble i t down. Rhythmically, amon g my first impressions was
the pure, physical compulsion i n the response I fel t listening on my tran-
sistor radio t o the shuffl e bea t o f a song called "Chains," by an early '6os
girl group called the Cookies .

From music back to traveling, from transisto r to bicycle, it was Danny
Gould who taught me to ride a two-wheeler, running behind and pushing
me across the lawn of his backyard, then letting me go on my own before
I knew it. I'll never forget that feeling (though I couldn't know how much
of my life I would spend balanced on two wheels).

It was also Dann y Gould who imparte d t o m e th e mysterie s o f life ,
from a  book hi s fathe r ha d give n him (mayb e called "The Mysterie s of
Life"). He would have been twelve, and I was eleven, and in those innocent
"Ozzie and Harriet, " "Leave It to Beaver " days, I had n o clu e about sex .
Thus I  was shocked an d appalle d a t the thing s he was telling me, al l in
such dry, anatomical words. ("Our minister does that? Our teachers? Our
parents? Impossible")

One summer, when I was eleven or twelve, Mom and Dad talked about
getting me a summer job. Dad and I drove out Lakeshore Road and up the
lane to Mr. Houtby's farm , and Dad got out to talk to him. In retrospect ,
I have to wonder i f Mr. Houtby had some grudge against my Dad's far m
equipment business , for next morning, when Dad dropped m e off at the
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farm on his way to work, I found myself sent out to weed a potato field —
by hand. After thre e days of crawling through the dirt on my hands and
knees under the baking sun, I received the princely sum o f . .. three dol-
lars. Even in 1964, that wasn't very much, and I didn't go back.

Next I  tried a  morning pape r route , fo r the Toront o Globe  and Mail,
which I  took ove r from a  local boy, and kep t for two years or so , until I
handed it down to Danny. In the pre-dawn darkness of frigid winter, or the
early promise of a summer day, I carried my heavy bag of papers through
the alley and into the open beside Lakeside Park, exposed to the north wind
in winter, or the rising sun in summer. Passing the huge fans outside th e
bars tha t expelle d th e night' s collectio n o f sou r bee r an d stal e tobacc o
smoke, I  lef t th e folde d paper s in th e hotels , whose upstair s rooms ha d
become musty-smellin g residence s fo r silen t ol d men . When I  tol d m y
mom that one of them, old Archie, had come to the door naked, she looked
worried, but whethe r i t was from innocenc e o r intuition , I  knew Archie
was okay. Then to the rough-looking little diners , and Latcham's grocery
store, then up the steep hill behind the bank to Mayor Johnston's house.

The Johnstons were the minor aristocracy of Port Dalhousie, with sev-
eral branches of the famil y prominen t i n the town. Farther down Main
Street was the home of the kid I probably envied most when I was seven
or eight . Coli n Johnsto n live d i n a  big house (n o mansion , just a  littl e
grander than our bungalows and split-levels), rode in his mother's white
Cadillac convertibl e (th e classic '59 with th e bi g tailfins an d rocke t tail -
lights), and saile d in his father's motor yacht out o f the Dalhousie Yacht
Club, over on the "Michigan side" (so-called because many cottages on the
east sid e o f th e ol d cana l ha d onc e bee n owne d b y American s fro m
Michigan). One time Colin had showed me around that cabin cruiser, tak-
ing me aboard where it was tied up along the old canal.

The cabin of varnished wood and polished trim seemed like the ulti -
mate luxury, a self-contained house inside a boat, and seemed to promise
such fun and adventure that I was overcome with the desire to be part of
that experience . I knew Colin was best friend s wit h Bobb y Lyons, but I
couldn't resist asking if I could be his best friend. He must have sensed my
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shallowness, and staye d friends with Bobb y Lyons. Colin's olde r brother ,
Roger, eventually took ove r their father' s insurance and rea l estate busi -
ness, an d fort y year s later , stil l handle d m y Canadia n insuranc e need s
from the  same little office on  Main Street.

On Bayview Avenue, overlooking the lake, a modern ranc h house on a
large, open lot was owned by another Johnston, a legendary character called
Captain Johnston , wh o wa s said t o b e retire d fro m th e bi g Grea t Lake s
freighters. Tha t was a job o f unimaginable grandeur to u s Port kids, who
sometimes watched the huge ships go through the locks of the canal , feel-
ing that strange sensation that the ships were stationary, while the ground
beneath u s was moving. Ou t o n th e lak e in fron t o f Captai n Johnston' s
house, a few hundred yards offshore, a  wooden raf t had been moored.

We had al l learned to swim at Mrs. Stewart's classes on the beach, and
even in summer , the waters of Lake Ontario coul d be chilly on a  breezy,
overcast morning. Among a crowd of bony little kids, I stood shivering as
rafts o f green algae and rottin g silve r fish brushed m y trembling knees .
The lake was a toxic mess in those days, but nobody seemed to "know" yet.
Bigger kids were taught t o dive and swi m off the pier , gradually moving
out from Firs t Lamppost to Second Lamppost to Third Lamppost. There
was still a  tall white lighthouse o n th e Michiga n side , and i n the corne r
where the beach met the pier, the water heaved with a solid mass of algae
("seaweed," we called it) , dead fish, and pale , rubber tubes the olde r kids
snickered at and called "Port Dalhousie whitefish."

The word "pollution" hadn't passed into commo n parlanc e yet in the
early '6os , an d i t wa s onl y late r i n th e decad e whe n sign s suddenl y
appeared on the beach, stern and scary messages warning swimmers that
the water was polluted, an d swimming was prohibited. Bac k then, every-
body seeme d t o take for granted tha t th e caus e was industrial, from th e
steel mills in Hamilton, on the western end of the lake, or the paper mills
in Thorold, but o f course the proble m wa s sewage, as it stil l is when th e
Great Lakes beaches have to be closed in hot weather .

On summer afternoons , some of the bigger kids used to swim out t o
that big raf t of f Captain Johnston' s house , and on e day , at the ag e of ten

61



62 TRAVELING MUSIC

or so, I decided to brave the chilly waters and try to make it. I had done it
once before that summer , but I  was not a  strong swimmer, and as I dog-
paddled ou t fro m shore , shivering added to the exertion . Choppy waves
broke in my face, and I  choked a couple of times on mouthful s o f water.
Finally I made it, and I paddled up to the raft , gasping, arms aching.

A bunch o f th e neighborhoo d bullie s wa s playing there, boys fro m
McArthur who were a couple of years older than me, wrestling and throw-
ing each other into the water. They thought i t was a good joke not t o let
me o n th e raft , and , exhausted , I  paddled aroun d it , from sid e to side .
They would only taunt me, laugh, and push me away. I gave up and started
to swim back to shore, while they lost interest and turned away again, back
to their rough play.

It was too far. About halfway I ran out o f strength, and in a panic real-
ized I  was going to drown . I  couldn't move my arms and leg s anymore,
and I felt myself sinking. While I was going down that last time, I actually
experienced th e ol d myth : I  sa w my lif e pas s before m y eyes . I was so
young ther e wasn' t muc h t o replay , but episodes , stil l vignette s lik e a
slideshow, flashed in sequence through m y mind.

I suppos e I  mus t hav e struggled an d calle d out , a s the nex t thin g I
knew I was lying in the sand at the water's edge. Two other kids I went to
school with, Kit Jarvis and Margare t Clare, were standing over me, and I
guess they must have pulled me out; I never really knew.

As for those bullies who nearly killed me, I owe them a  different kin d
of debt, for that episode left a  deep, lasting scar. For a long time, I thought
I ha d al l but forgotte n about th e experience , but year s later, in m y ios,
when the pressure and demands of touring with Rush began to weigh me
down, I learned how the pathogen of stress attacked the weakest areas, phys-
ically (heart arrythmia, tooth and ea r infections, lowered immunity), an d
psychologically. In airplanes, and even onstage, I would be overwhelmed by
a sudden wave of anxiety, a morbid sens e of being trapped, isolated, an d
unable to escape, and it would take me straight back to the memory of that
traumatic episode. I would simply feel "too far from shore."

An obviou s respons e wa s being uncomfortabl e swimmin g i n ope n
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water without a  boat nearby , but the association also materialized when-
ever m y freedo m o f movemen t fel t restricted . I t wa s irrational , bu t
irresistible, and the only good thing was that it forced me to learn to min-
imize stress and learn to control  it for the rest of my life, as the only way to
prevent those waves of anxiety from rulin g me.

More anxiety was sown in my ten-year-old soul later that year, in the fal l
of 1962, when I began to hear about missiles in Cuba, our black-and-white
television scree n suddenly filled with deadly-serious speeches, threats, and
warnings. The whol e worl d seeme d t o hav e gon e crazy . The grown-up s
around me , parents and neighbors , were talking about th e likelihood o f a
Russian attack on ou r neighborhood , because we were near Niagara Falls,
which supplie d hydroelectri c powe r t o muc h o f th e Easter n Seaboard .
"They'd hi t tha t fo r sure," I remember the man nex t door saying , and th e
image of bombs falling on Niagara Falls seared into my memory forever .

Movies about World War n were constantly shown on late-night tele -
vision and Saturday afternoon matinees, as they were so much a  legacy of
the postwar era, but they tended to be bloodless and heroic, more propa-
ganda tha n documentary . U p t o tha t dramati c fal l o f 1962 , the scaries t
thing I  had eve r seen was the flying monkeys i n Th e Wizard  o f Oz. But I
felt somethin g differen t i n the air , as I watched my father makin g prepa-
rations that now seem so touchingly futile: filling a corner of the basement
in ou r split-leve l hous e wit h sleepin g bags, canned foods , water , flash-
lights, batteries, and radio, as he tried to make preparations for his family
to survive a nuclear bomb explodin g 30 miles away.

The documentary film, The Atomic Cafe,  gav e a humorous spi n on th e
early nuclear age, and on growing up in the '50 5 and early '6os with school
drills to prepare for nuclear attacks ("Duck and Cover"), but I can now imag-
ine how it must have felt to be a husband and father at that time, responsible
for defendin g and protecting your family; it must have been serious.

And for those of us who were children then, we were surely scarred by
that memory , b y ou r introductio n t o tha t leve l o f pervasiv e fea r an d
incomprehensible threat . We couldn't understan d it , but w e certainly felt
it, even the wordless vibrations, as only children can.
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Similarly, I was standing on the steps of McArthur school when I heard
about Presiden t Kennedy' s assassination, in November of 1963. Although
we were all proudly Canadian , and ha d eve n begun singing "O Canada "
instead of "God Save the Queen," JFK' S youth and charisma had impressed
us too. I had made a project for school, a folder of words and photographs
called "My Favourite President" (using the British spelling we were taught
back then), and when my Mom asked why he was my favorite, I could only
shrug — of course he was the only  president in my memory.

So the though t tha t someon e would, and could , kil l the president o f
the United States was confusing, frightening, and terrible. After school, we
watched i t al l on television , agai n and again , and a  dark pal l seemed t o
cover the world through the days leading up to the funeral, the black cais-
son, and John-John's salute to his dead father .

There wa s fea r an d darknes s eve n i n th e idylli c smal l town o f Por t
Dalhousie, and even in the schoolyard at McArthur. Anytime I hear senti-
mental nonsens e about th e innocence o f childhood, I  think o f not onl y
my own near-drowning, but the same gang of adolescent boys marauding
through McArthur schoolyard, seizing some poor unfortunate victim and
carrying him, spread-eagle (as the cry went up, "The pole! The pole!"), to
ram him, crotch first, into the basketball upright. (Still makes me wince to
think about that. )

Inevitably, that climat e of fear i n the schoolyar d would influenc e my
lifelong worldview , and brute s lik e tha t woul d colo r m y impression o f
humanity forever .

Around tha t time , though, othe r event s were about t o transform the
world, mine and everybody else's. I saw an 8" x 10" glossy photo of a group
called the Beatles behind the counter of the Music Fair record store in the
Fairview Mall (the first indoor mal l in St. Catharines, greeted with excite-
ment an d novelty , it was even a new destination fo r hikes) . The Beatles
photo showe d the Fa b Four al l cute and smiling , in their collarles s suits
and Beatle boots and "long hair," but i t didn't look to me like a revolution
— not unti l I  watched the hysteria on television when they arrived at the
New York airport (disillusione d later to learn the event was orchestrated
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from behind-the-scenes) , an d the n o n "Th e E d Sulliva n Show, " i n
February o f 1964 . The n cam e th e subsequen t floo d o f Britis h an d
American groups , introduce d b y E d eac h wee k a s "something fo r yo u
youngsters out there." I was too young to be really enthralled by the music,
but I  was certainly impressed by the excitement.

In ou r littl e tow n o f Por t Dalhousie , th e Catholic , Anglican,  an d
United churches took turns holding dances for the teenagers and preteens,
playing the pop records of the time, and providing a wholesome outlet for
adolescent energies . I  remembe r scrapin g u p m y nerv e t o as k Dori s
Beedling to dance, and I  guess my childhood ornithophili a made me too
"inventive" i n m y dance moves — a t school the nex t day , the coo l guys
made fun o f me, calling me "Birdman." As a general thing, I had learne d
to keep quiet an d try to slip below the radar around the schoolyard , but
the cool guys made a lot of sport out o f me, even that early in my career
as a misfit . For on e thing , I  had accelerate d through tw o grade s of ele-
mentary school, from fou r into five, then from fiv e into six, and thus was
two years younger than my  peers, at that all-importan t cusp-of-adoles -
cence phase, so fragile an d insecure . I was definitely two years too young
to b e startin g high school , a  week short o f my thirteenth birthday, and
immature even for my true age. Not to mention self-conscious , uncoordi-
nated at sports, and not equipped with the proper wardrobe.

A new styl e of teenage fashion, called "hellcats," was spreading fro m
the teenager s down t o the adolescents . The necessary uniform include d
madras shirts , whit e jeans , penn y loafer s (o r high-to p version s calle d
British Walkers), hooded parkas, and certain "right" colors for sweaters and
socks: bottle green , whisky, and cranberry . Expensive, fashionable clothes
were no t i n ou r family' s household budget , bu t on e evenin g m y mo m
traipsed al l over downtown St . Catharines with me, searching for the holy
grail of a pair of cranberry socks, so I could be cool  Eventually we settled
on the closest we could find, but typically , they were not quite right .

On Saturday afternoons, preteens were allowed to attend the Castle (a
"Knight Club for Teenagers"), where we danced to records — if a boy were
brave enough to ask a girl, and if a girl were asked — and they sometimes
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had bands playing. (My reading habits paid off one afternoon when I won
a doo r prize , a  movi e pass , fo r knowin g th e nam e o f Jame s Bond' s
American friend : Feli x Leiter.) M y mom mad e vests out o f fak e fur , like
Sonny and Che r wore, for m e an d m y friend Mik e Lowe, and w e wore
them proudl y to the Castle . Somehow, though, I  knew that Mike looked
cool, but I  only looked like I was trying to look cool.

Educational theor y has changed since those days, at least, and schoo l
boards no longer push kids ahead just because they are bored (wearing that
"now what? " expression, no doubt) , bu t the y di d hav e one enlightene d
idea: on e afternoo n a week a group o f seventh an d eight h graders , one
from each school, it seemed like, took the bus to another school for a Major
Achievement Class, where we were taught Shakespeare, French, and mor e
advanced literature an d poetry . The biggest advantage for me was being
exposed to these other bright misfits, in the sense of affirmation, as well as
being inspire d b y their relativ e sophistication . I  learned fro m thei r tal k
about B-movies , apartheid, schoolyard reference s t o the American presi -
dential candidate, Barry Goldwater, as "Au-H2O," and my first dirty jokes.

With some other neighborhood kids , I spent a Saturday trying to sell
subscriptions for the Toronto Globe and Mail, and sold enough to win two
45 records, one the Beatles ' "And I Love Her," backed with "If I Fell," the
other "World without Love" by Chad and Jeremy, and I played them any-
time I  was allowed nea r Dad' s hi-fi . Eve n then , I  wa s attracted b y th e
dreamy sentimentality o f the songs, the vocal harmonies, and their plain-
tive, wistful earnestness , but I  seemed to fee l the melodies more than the
rhythm. As yet the drummin g di d no t impres s itsel f o n m e — I  don' t
remember wanting to be Ringo; I think I still wanted to be Ricky Nelson.

The first time I  was inspired with the idea of playing the drums was
from watching The Gene Krupa Story  on late-night television, at the age of
eleven or twelve. The film's dramatization of Krupa's life (though far from
factual) an d Sal Mineo's convincing portrayal (coached by Gene himself)
managed to make the idea of being a drummer seem exciting, glamorous,
elegant, and dangerous. Even better than being Ricky Nelson.

My uncle Richard was only a  year olde r tha n me , by some trick o f
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familial timing , an d I  go t al l hi s hand-me-down s tha t smelle d o f m y
grandfather's cigar s — but h e was also a drumming inspiration . Richar d
played drum s i n a  band calle d Th e Outcasts , youn g white guy s playing
Sam and Dave , Wilson Pickett , Otis Redding, and James Brown songs, in
the "blue-eyed soul " styl e that was popular i n Souther n Ontari o i n th e
mid-'6os. Mos t o f the "big" Toront o bands tha t w e saw play in our hig h
schools an d danc e halls , the Ugl y Ducklings, the Mandala , De e and th e
Yeomen, Jon, Lee, and the Checkmates, and a  few years later, Nucleus and
Leigh Ashford , combined Hammon d organs , funk y guita r players , bass
players, and drummers, and James Brown-influenced singers.

Perhaps a certain Motown influenc e had spread up Highway 401 from
Detroit, just as it had affecte d whit e rockers there like Mitch Ryder , Rare
Earth, and Bo b Seger . In an y case , it migh t b e sai d tha t fo r thos e o f u s
raised o n th e painfull y white po p musi c o f the lat e '50 5 and earl y '6os,
R&B musi c wa s th e undergroun d music , th e alternativ e musi c o f th e
times. I didn't think of it as listening to "black music"; I  just knew I liked
the rhythms , th e intense , passionat e vocals , and th e wa y my pulse rat e
increased when I  heard tha t hor n lin e in "Hold On , I'm Coming, " even
played by a teenage white boy on a Fender Telecaster in my uncle's band.

R&B was definitely my "roots" music, the firs t music I  responded t o
that way, and th e musi c I  played in man y of my first bands. Interesting
that m y firs t favorit e band , Th e Who , bille d themselve s earl y o n a s
"Maximum R&B, " and include d a  couple o f James Brown songs on thei r
first album.

But for me, the fire was definitely lit by The Gene Krupa Story,  and there's
often a  clear difference in the playing and musical values of drummers who
traced their inspiration to Gene Krupa or Buddy Rich, compared with those
who se t their childhood sight s on emulatin g a simple rock drummer, like
Ringo Starr, and stopped there. A matter of taste, perhaps, but also a matter
of ambition —  an accomplished drumme r ca n play simply if he chooses ,
but it' s quit e a  differen t thin g fro m playin g simply because that's al l you
know. As a young person attracted to the idea of being a musician, do you
want to play the role, or do you want to play the instrument?
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Obviously quality is not a popularity contest, and I often think of how
Buddy Rich must have felt during the '6os and '/os, looking at the various
musician polls and seeing himself way down the list behind so many cal-
low beat-keepers, even as he struggled to keep his big band working. John
Bonham, o n tou r wit h Le d Zeppelin durin g the '/os , bewailed his own
ranking in the Playboy  poll s behind Kare n Carpenter (who , may she rest
in peace, didn't even play on the Carpenters ' records ; it was Hal Elaine, a
legendary session drummer , who , afte r playin g on s o many hi t record s
that sold millions and millions for Phil Spector, the Beach Boys, the Byrds,
the Mama s an d th e Papas , Fran k Sinatra , Simo n an d Garfunkel , Joh n
Denver, and so many more, now lives on social security in a small town in
the California desert).

The summer I was eleven, about to turn twelve, our family camped for
a month o r s o at Morgans Point o n Lak e Erie , my Dad commuting th e
thirty miles back to St . Catharines fo r work. That's when I  saw my first
rock band play, through the raised shutters of a dance pavilion. Called the
Morticians, they wore long-tailed, funerea l suits , and travele d in an old
hearse. I  was too youn g to g o inside th e "tee n dance, " but I  remembe r
wondering wh y the drum s sounde d s o metallic  — I  didn' t kno w wha t
cymbals were, but the drummer must have been heavy on them.

In any case, the seed had been planted by The Gene Krupa Story,  and I
started beating on the furniture and my baby sister Nancy's playpen with a
pair of chopsticks (great attack on those plastic-covered rails). After all that,
and my constant talk about wanting drums, on my thirteenth birthday my
parents gav e me dru m lessons , a practice pad , and a  pair o f drumsticks .
They said they wouldn't buy me real drums until I showed I was going to be
serious about it for at least a year.

Every Saturda y mornin g I  too k th e bu s uptow n t o th e Peninsul a
Conservatory of Music (a rather grandiose name for a few paneled rooms
above St . Paul Street). Taught by Don George , I practiced m y rudiment s
and my sight reading, and at home, I arranged magazines across my bed to
make fantasy arrays of drums and cymbals, then beat the covers off them.

One of Don George' s other students was Kit Jarvis, the kid who saved
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me fro m drowning , an d wit h who m I  attende d grad e schoo l an d Cu b
Scouts (his father was "Bagheera," one of the leaders). After I  had studie d
with Do n fo r about si x months, h e told me that of all his students, onl y
Kit and I  would eve r be drummers. Tha t encouragemen t meant mor e to
me than any I ever received.

Some of these memories were revived for me when I wrote a story for
my hometown paper, The St. Catharines Standard, in the mid-'pos, called
"Memories o f a Port Boy." I included the near-drowning episode, and my
rescuers, Kit and Margaret, and Kit wrote to me through the Standard. He
had ende d up workin g as an office r a t the For t Erie-Buffalo border, bu t
still played drums part-time in local bands, though he had recently had to
sell his drumset. I  was glad to be able to show my appreciation to him by
sending him a  brand-new set of Ludwig drums. I wish I had found a way
to thank Margaret Clare some way as well.

For m y fourteent h birthday , afte r I  ha d demonstrate d m y "serious -
ness" abou t playin g th e drum s wit h a  yea r o f lesson s wit h Do n an d
nonstop beatin g o n magazine s and practic e pad , m y firs t se t of drum s
arrived at our house. It was a three-piece, red-sparkle Stewart outfit ( I still
remember i t cost $150) , bass drum, snar e drum, an d tom-tom, wit h on e
small cymbal. It was one of those unbearably exciting days in life, waiting
for them to arrive, then setting them up in the front room and playing and
playing th e onl y tw o song s I  knew , "Land o f a  Thousan d Dances " (a s
played b y th e number-on e loca l band , th e Britis h Modbeats ) an d
"Wipeout" (a young drummer' s necessar y calling-card i n thos e day s —
the first thing other kids asked was, "Can you play 'Wipeout?'").

I rattled the house for a few days (and made my parents reconsider the
wisdom of their supportiveness, I'm sure), then moved the drums up to my
room, setting them u p beside the pink-spackle plastic AM radio o n top of
the steam radiator. From then on I came home from school every afternoon
and played along with whatever song came on (probabl y a  good enoug h
course o f study , really , to buil d versatility , and t o understan d son g con -
struction), playing until Mom and Dad couldn't stand it anymore. (Though
when any neighbors commented, they took my part, which felt good.)

69
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I continue d m y lesson s wit h Do n Georg e ever y Saturda y mornin g
upstairs a t th e Peninsul a Conservator y o f Music , an d m y Gen e Krup a
inspiration, usin g Slingerlan d Gen e Krup a mode l drumsticks . Whe n I
broke the tips off them by playing too hard, and couldn't afford new ones,
I would turn them around and use the so-called "butt-end," giving me the
advantage of a heavy impact fro m lighte r sticks. That became part o f my
playing style for the nex t thirty years, until, while working with Freddie
Gruber in '94 and '95, 1 eventually switched back to the "proper" en d of
the sticks, as I developed a more subtle technique. (Plus , they were giving
me drumsticks by that time, with my name on them.)

By far th e mos t importan t experienc e I ha d a t Lakepor t Secondary
School was my first public performance on drums , playing in a  variety-
show trio called the Eternal Triangle, with Don Brunt on piano and Don
Tees o n saxophone . I  wa s fifteen , with m y red-sparkl e Stewar t drum s
(though I had a hi-hat and floor torn by then), two Ajax cymbals perched
way up high, and a  "racing stripe" down one side of the front o f the bass
drum, made with electrica l tape. We practiced evenings in a room a t the
high school, picked up and driven home by Don Brunt in his father's '6 5
Pontiac (often with a detour out to Middle Road, where he could get it up
to a hundred and give us all a dangerous thrill), and then we performed in
the annual variety show.

The atmosphere backstage was chaotic and electric, a bustle of people
in makeup and costumes for the skits , everybody nervous and excited. In
retrospect, I realize even that "backstage" feeling was addictive. One frien d
of mine from the MA C classes of Grades 7 and 8 , Paul Kennedy, performed
in a skit with Barbara Budd, and both of them ended up in show business
too, broadcasting for CB C radio.

When th e Eterna l Triangle took th e stage , one o f our song s was an
original number entitled "LSD Forever" (as if we had any idea], and I  per-
formed m y firs t publi c dru m solo . Thi s change d everything . A s a
miserable failur e a t sports and "coolness," I  had fel t inferior , like a com-
plete outsider , bu t fo r th e firs t tim e I  di d somethin g tha t actuall y
impressed people , especially my parents and some of the other kids, and
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that experience illuminated somethin g inside me for the firs t time .
When I  told Pau l Kennedy that I  was auditioning fo r a  group i n hi s

neighborhood calle d Mumblin' Sumpthin' , he said, "They should auditio n
for you" anothe r encouragemen t I never forgot .

After the variety show triumph, when I had joined a "real band," I was
able to convince my parents that I needed a new set of drums. I used the
usual family strategy in such matters — I talked to Mom, and she talked
to Dad . On e Saturday , Dad me t m e a t th e Peninsul a Conservator y o f
Music to look at a small set of Rogers drums, in a gray ripple finish. They
were so beautiful, but the y cost a fortune: $750. Dad agreed to sign for the
loan i f I would make the payments , $35 a month, an d o f course I agreed
immediately. I still had the paper route, mowed neighbors' lawns, worked
for Da d at the farm equipment dealershi p on Saturdays and holidays, and
played with Mumblin ' Sumpthin ' every week or tw o a t YMC A dance s o r
Legion hall s (ou r equipmen t ofte n transporte d i n Dad' s pickup) , s o I
managed to make most o f those payments .

These days people sometimes ask me if I ever dreamed that one day I'd
be playing in big arenas in fron t o f thousands o f people, and the answer
is, "of course not." Sittin g at the famil y dinner table , I was excited just to
be able to announce tha t Mumblin ' Sumpthin' was going to be playing at
the roller rink in a couple of weeks, or a Battle of the Bands at the YMCA—
that was "big time" enough for me. The way I thought th e world worked,
I just had to get good, and success would come, pretty much automatically.

I stopped takin g formal lessons around then , when Don George  quit
teaching at the Peninsul a Conservatory . Hi s replacement didn' t see m as
"inspiring" to  me, except for the day he showed me an album by a group
called the Jimi Hendrix Experience, and said, "This changes everything."

Don ha d give n me a good foundation fo r all I needed to know, and I
carried on practicing and learning from all the great drummers I heard on
records, and even in local bands. Moving into the late '6os, rock music was
growing, progressing, and there were so many good players to learn from ,
especially in the Toronto bands , who al l seemed to have drummers wh o
were light-years beyond me.
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Having started drum lessons just as I started high school, the two paths
began t o diverg e radically . In th e wak e o f m y nea r monomani a abou t
drums an d roc k music , m y academic caree r went straigh t dow n a t th e
beginning of high school, from effortlessl y being at the top of my classes,
to th e botto m — with th e sam e amoun t o f effort . I  squeaked throug h
Grade 9, but faile d Grad e 10, then squeake d into Grad e 11, then faile d i t
(though at least I was finally the same age as my classmates). I had stoppe d
reading, except Hullabaloo magazine (later called Circus), my rock "bible,"
which I  picke d u p th e da y i t arrive d a t Mrs . Thompson' s stor e ever y
month. I had no interest in school, books, birds, or even cars, just drums
and rock music. Mom and Dad were perplexed, but kept hoping I  would
"adjust."

I dutifully continued t o attend Lakepor t Secondary School, but I  was
always thinkin g abou t drums , drawin g picture s o f drums , an d playin g
drums on my desk. I did have a few teachers who could make English or
history interesting , an d on e Englis h teacher , Mis s Mclaughlin , seeme d
delighted that I cared enough to argue that Mark Antony was the bad guy
in Julius Caesar,  not Brutus . That was an important lesso n — it was okay
to disagree.

But ther e wer e others , lik e Mr . Adams , a  scienc e teache r an d self -
important martine t who used to roam the hallways in a quest to eliminate
the evil of untucked shirt-tails. Mr. Adams was disturbed by my tapping on
the des k in clas s (as more tha n a  few people were, including fello w stu -
dents; a girl named Donna once threw a book at me), and when I told him
that I really couldn't help it, it just "happened," he said, "You must be some
kind of retard" He sentenced me to a detention in which I had to sit for an
hour an d dru m o n th e desk . Som e punishment . I  ha d fu n playin g th e
whole of Tommy  fro m memory; he had to leave the room .

I woul d als o b e unexpectedl y rewarde d b y tw o subject s I  chos e a s
"options" in Grade 10, mainly because they sounded easy: Latin and typing.
Later in life, when I began traveling the world, a rudimentary knowledg e
of Latin gave me a boost into the Romance languages of French, Spanish,
and Italian , an d whe n th e worl d o f computer s an d wor d processor s
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dawned, I became forever gratefu l fo r that one year of typing instruction
(the only boy in the class, I think, in those days).

I collaborated with one o f the othe r "freaks," Joel Rempel, a Grade 10
classmate (wh o late r bega n callin g himsel f Igg y Stooge) , on a  music -
review colum n calle d "Soun d System " fo r th e schoo l newspaper . We
championed ou r favorite s and pilloried the rest as bubblegum merchants
or mercenaries, and I remember one of the members of our little smoking-
area gang, Margaret Ashukian, saying she was surprised to learn that I had
"principles" — one of those back-handed compliments that can leave you
wondering, "What di d she think of me, and why?" When I  met Margaret
again, years later, as a  successfu l musician , sh e didn' t remembe r saying
that.

Another importan t settin g i n m y childhoo d an d earl y teen s wa s
Lakeside Park, in Port Dalhousie. By the piers of the old canal, overlooked
by the white and red lighthouse, amid lofty weeping willows and poplars,
picnic ground s an d pavilions , th e blac k asphal t midwa y ra n betwee n
dense rows of ten-cent games and rides. A merry-go-round, bumper cars,
bingo, catch-a-fish, catch-a-bubble , little wooden airplanes spinning ou t
from slender cables, trampolines, the "Caterpillar" ride, the "Hey Dey," the
"Tilt-a-Whirl"

When I  was fourteen and fifteen , I  worked summers at Lakeside Park
as a barker ("Catch a bubble, prize every time," all day and night), and for
the ol d Englis h coupl e wh o ra n th e caterin g fo r th e picni c pavilions ,
scrubbing out huge urns of coffee an d tea, hating the smell of both, an d
setting them up for family reunions, company picnics, and most dramatic
of all , "Emancipation Day, " a strange tradition whe n ever y summer th e
African-American familie s fro m Buffal o an d Niagar a Falls , New York ,
thronged to Lakeside Park.

There were no blac k people (African-Canadians? ) i n Por t Dalhousie
then, an d onl y on e o r tw o familie s i n al l o f St . Catharines . A s John
Steinbeck wrot e i n East  o f Eden  abou t hi s hometow n o f Salinas ,
California, we were all more proud of them than otherwise, but w e small-
town kids were a little wide-eyed and curiou s a t these "aliens" (a s much
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because they were Americans as because they were "colored," as some peo-
ple still referred to them, for despite being only about twenty miles fro m
the American border, and growing up with American television and radio,
we still considered Americans to be different, the "other," louder, brasher,
richer, and — just maybe — cooler). We peeked at the crowded tables of
black people from a  distance, hearing the music and laughter, and were a
little afraid , bu t ther e was never any trouble, excep t occasionally amon g
themselves, with the odd fistflgh t an d once, we heard about a knifing.

One summer I ran the bumper cars, which was exciting, but best of all
was being part of the community o f teenagers working there; for the first
time I felt almost part of a "group" of friends. Even if I was on the fringes ,
and no t accepte d a s one o f the "cool" ones, I  was still allowe d to han g
around with them. And there was music: some of the kids brought tran -
sistor radios to work, and the music of that summer of 1966 played up and
down th e midway . Bo b Dylan' s "Lik e a  Rollin g Stone " stand s ou t a s
emblematic o f that summe r t o me , and tha t son g stil l comes up o n my
mental transistor radi o sometimes. It was the longest single ever released
at that time, more than six minutes, and was glued together so well by Al
Kooper's rolling orga n par t an d th e elegant , enigmatic lyric s in Dylan' s
abrasive sneer, "Ah, how doe s it feel?" (Wha t an influenc e Dyla n had o n
everybody, thoug h i t ofte n seem s underrated now ; the uncompromisin g
intelligence, the poetic  sophistication h e brought t o popula r music , the
pioneering use of electric instruments in so-called "folk music," and even
the famous story of him turning the Beatles on to marijuana.)

We worked barefoot al l day, walking around on that sunbaked asphal t
until we could stu b ou t ou r Expor t A cigarettes with the calluses on ou r
bare feet. At night, when the midway closed, we gathered around a fire on
the beach, singing along with red-haire d Arthur's acoustic guitar, and —
interesting to note — without drugs or alcohol. It was just before "all that,"
drug-wise, and the drinkin g age in Ontario wa s still twenty-one (thoug h
we could buy our Expor t A's freely from stores and vending machines).

The Lincoln Curling Centre was another social magnet in the mid-'6os,
becoming the "roller rink" in summer, catering to younger kids on week-
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end afternoons, older teens at night. We skated to records, racing around
the rink to fas t song s for "Boys Only," or skated backwards to slow songs
for "Couple s Only " or "Ladies ' Choice" (again , if you were chosen), and
the roller rink also had live bands on weekends.

Once I  was walking home fro m th e rolle r rink, my skates around m y
neck, and I  stopped at the A & W for Coney fries and a  root beer. A earful
of guys pulled up an d one of them called me over to the passenger-sid e
window, then punched m e i n the face . I t was a glancing blow, but still :
what was that for ?

The Lincoln Curling Centre was owned and ruled by Jack Johnson, a
steam-driven Armenian tyrant. With a short, powerful physique, fearsome
temper, loud voice, and red-veined forehead, he cursed out hooligans and
troublemakers i n a  hoarse bellow o f profanities . All of u s i n Mumblin '
Sumpthin' wer e s o excite d t o pla y ou r firs t Frida y night a t th e Rolle r
Rink, but afte r the first set Jack Johnson came into the dressing room (th e
ice-making roo m wit h leftove r benche s fro m th e rink ) an d gav e u s a
memorable lecture.

He bellowed ou t a  monologue abou t ho w w e needed t o pla y more
familiar music, and when our guitar player, Eddie, said that we played the
music w e liked, Jac k proceede d t o explai n wh y we shoul d forget  abou t
doing what we wanted. He illustrated this intended life-lesson to us sixteen-
year-olds with a loud, colorful parable about a prostitute he said he knew.
"She says to me, 'Jack, I love to fuck, but I  have to keep my tits and ass nice,
so I can only do it when I get paid.'"

We looked at each other, bewildered by both the advice and the story.
Jack Johnson pointed at our bass player, Mike, and his fraternity jacket,

and growled , "I was talkin' t o on e o f your brother s ou t there . That guy
shook hi s hea d an d said , 'Jack , th e guy' s i n ou r frat , bu t ge t yourself
another band.'"

When th e once-prou d member s o f Mumblin' Sumpthin' climbed u p
onto tha t stag e to pla y our fina l set , the crow d ha d dwindle d t o a  few
friends, and we were discouraged, dismayed, and crestfallen.

Unknown to me, though, a guitar player from Niagara Falls, Felix Elia,
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had seen me play that night, and called a few weeks later, just as Mumblin'
Sumpthin' wa s driftin g apart . H e sai d tha t hi s band , Wayn e an d th e
Younger Generation, was looking fo r a new drummer, and they played a
lot of the R&B music I liked: "In the Midnight Hour" "Knock on Wood,"
"I Feel Good," "My Girl." My mom drov e me and my drums the 30 miles
to Niagara Falls and back for the audition, and then sometimes afte r tha t
for band practices.

The band's name was soon changed to the Majority, and thanks to the
keyboard player's father, a  Niagara Falls policeman, we had a  Hammon d
organ an d obligator y Lesli e speaker , a RA. system and smal l light show,
and no t one , bu t tw o vans painte d i n th e star s an d stripe s "Joi n th e
Majority" logo, to carry us and ou r equipmen t t o high schoo l dances in
small Ontario towns .

The old dance pavilion in Lakeside Park had been closed since the days
of th e bi g bands , i n th e lat e '405 , whe n steamer s use d t o cros s fro m
Toronto on summer weekends, but it was reopened for awhile in the sum-
mer o f 1967, when I was almost fifteen , a s the Beach Ball. Graeme and th e
Waifers, a  band tha t had moved to St. Catharines from th e Prairies, used
to rehearse there in the afternoons , and they didn't seem to mind i f the
local kids watched.

They were a "mod" group , and played the music that would becom e
mine. Through them, I first heard the songs of The Who, the Hollies, the
Small Faces , the Yardbirds, and other s o f that mid-'6o s era , the "secon d
wave" of the Britis h Invasion tha t reache d m e in a  way the Beatle s and
Stones hadn't. Graeme and the Waifers particularl y emulated Th e Who,
and played some of their great early singles like "Substitute," "I'm a  Boy,"
"The Kids Are Alright," and "My Generation." Sometimes they even kicked
over their equipment a t the end, though carefully , I  imagine, not wanting
to break anything they couldn't affor d t o replace . (Even The Who didn' t
make money on tour for years on that account.)

One afternoo n I watched Graem e and th e Waifer s wor k through a n
original piece of music, conducted by the singer, Graeme (who seemed to
be authentically English, with a n accent and everything , which gave him
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great local credibility). Thi s music was apparently goin g to be a dramatic
opening theme for their shows, and again and again, Graeme counted the
band through a  series of tight, staccato punches and into a muted eighth -
note bass part with guitar and drum accents, and I was forever impressed
by the idea of creating your own music like that, and by how many times
they repeated i t until Graem e was satisfied the y had i t right (an d until I
could remember it to this day).

On April /th, 1968, when I was fifteen, my parents drove me to Toronto
and droppe d m e off at the Coliseu m arena . I had wanted to ge t there in
the morning, so I could buy my ticket (I think it cost $9), then wait all day
and run i n to get as close to the stage as I could for my first big-time con-
cert. A local Toront o ban d calle d Raja h opened , combining Eas t Indian
members and influences, with electric sitar and such. Next up was the out-
rageous Detroit band the MC5 (Motor City 5), and they wailed with a kind
of hysterical energy, sweat and noise and cool clothes, wild hair (especially
Rob Tyner's proto-Afro), the scarecrow figure of "Brother Wayne Kramer,"
and at the end, a saxophonist with a mic stuffed dow n the bell of his horn.

Today the MC5 are considered a prototypical punk band, and their first
album (which I bought when it came out later in 1968), Kick Out the Jams,
is still celebrated as a kind of garage-band classic. At first the MC 5 were all
tied up in some political nonsens e about the "White Panthers, " dreamed
up b y thei r manager , John Sinclair , and I  wa s proud t o hav e the earl y
"uncensored" version o f th e LP , which ha d "Kic k Ou t th e Jams " intro -
duced b y a  yel l o f "It' s tim e t o —  it' s tim e t o —  kick  ou t th e jams,
motherfuckers!" Late r that was censored to "brothers an d sisters. "

The C D package for th e MCS' S Kick  Ou t th e Jams reissue , in th e earl y
'905, included a radio chart from February 20th, 1969, for a Detroit AM sta-
tion, whic h sai d muc h abou t th e musica l climat e o f thos e days . Th e
playlist ranged from the bubblegum music of "Dizzy" by Tommy Roe and
"Indian Giver " by the 1910 Fruitgum Company (the "teenybopper" songs
my friend s an d I  despise d s o much) , th e old-people's-musi c lik e Gle n
Campbell, Franki e Laine , an d Dionn e Warwick , to th e "coo l stuff " lik e
"Hot Smok e an d Sassafras " b y Bubbl e Puppy , th e Zombies , an d
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Steppenwolf. In the middle of all that, number two in fact (afte r "Dizzy"),
was "Kick Out the Jams" by the MC5 . Strange days.

The Trogg s seemed relativel y tame afte r th e MC5 , eve n playin g th e
bump-and-grind anthem , "Wil d Thing. " The y had nice , matching pin -
stripe suits and neatly-trimmed hair , unlike the wild animals of the MC5 ,
but of course they still moved the audience, especially with their summer-
of-love anthem, "Love Is All Around," when the guitar player switched to
an electric twelve-string, probably the first I ever saw.

Then cam e Th e Who , dresse d i n Lat e Mod , Keit h Moo n wit h th e
exquisite "Pictures of Lily" drum kit, black lacquer with artful psychedelic
panels aroun d eac h drum , includin g on e readin g "Paten t Britis h
Exploding Drummer, " an d wit h th e Victorian-circus-styl e logo o n th e
bass dru m heads . H e playe d lik e a  demon , makin g lunati c face s an d
throwing stick s an d drum s around , whil e Roge r Daltre y lassoe d hi s
microphone, Pete Townshend windmilled his white Stratocaster, and John
Entwistle jus t stoo d ther e an d played . Pet e Townshen d di d the talkin g
between songs, opening with, "'ere we are in this .  . . gawbage can," and
introducing "I Can't Explain," "Substitute" (cheekily calling it "Prostitute,"
making the audience titter), "I'm a  Boy," and stil l more R&B classics, like
"Young Man Blues," "Shakin' All Over," and "Summertime Blues "

Then the climax, "My Generation," with Townshend silhouetted atop
his tower o f Hiwatt amp s and smashing the white Stratocaster unti l th e
neck broke off, Keith Moon kicking his drums all over the stage as smoke
bombs exploded and feedback roared. At that age I had never experienced
any mind-altering drugs , or even been drunk, but whe n the houselight s
came u p an d I  walked out o f that arena , past th e tile d fountai n in th e
lobby and out to find my parents, my consciousness was altered.

Maximum R&B, indeed. (And that's one band that was never asked to
do encores.)

So much I  learned fro m Th e Who, fro m Pet e Townshend's sens e of
song construction, th e way he put togethe r verse s and choruse s and his
excellent "middle eights" (an interlude set apart from the rest of the song,
so-called because it often consisted of eight bars), and his grand thematic
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ambitions and intellectual approach t o life and music — he smashed gui -
tars and read books! — to Keit h Moon's wa y of framing th e voca l parts
with hi s manic , ye t instinctivel y musica l drumming . Th e sheer , unre -
strained energy  he introduced to rock drumming was stunningly differen t
from anythin g that came before.

But perhap s th e mos t valuabl e lesso n cam e to m e when I  started t o
play Who song s in cove r bands i n my early teens, and discovere d that I
didn't like  playing like Keith Moon. His style simply didn' t suit my tem-
perament, my sense of organization and precision , and althoug h I  loved
the action and unpredictability of his playing, I didn't like the chaos.  This
would start me on the road to playing like myself.

As I approached my sixteenth birthday, I was the proud owne r of ten
LPS, lined up cover outward on a shelf in my room, alternating the one on
display in front : the  first  three Who albums , My Generation,  Happy Jack,
and Th e Who Sell Out; two by Jimi Hendrix, Are You Experienced an d Axis;
Bold a s Love;  Cream' s Disraeli  Gears;  Blu e Cheer' s Vincebus  Eruptum;
Traffic's Reaping;  and the eponymous debut albums by the Gratefu l Dead
and Mob y Grap e ( I coul d reproduc e thei r loopy , psychedelic logo per-
fectly, an d did , along with the other bands', all over my schoolbooks).

Certainly I love music now, as an adult and professional musician, bu t
these days music is only part of an active, busy life, filled with wide-ranging
interests and activities . Whe n I  was a teenager, musi c wa s all there was.
Recently I went back and listene d t o Th e Who Sell  Out,  after somethin g
like thirty years , and everythin g abou t tha t recor d reminde d m e how I
used t o love music — fro m th e insid e out , ever y note, every beat, every
word, ever y sound. Beyond the melodie s an d rhythms , th e actual  soni c
textures of the music had an effect o n me that was transcendent — sen-
sory, emotional , cerebral , physical . Whil e I  listened , i t wa s th e whol e
universe to me, and listening to that album again, I felt a connection to me
then, what I  loved and why, and how central that music was to my very
existence. Some things are diminished by time, and by greater knowledge
and sophistication, but not the memory of that love.

My walls were covered with poster s o f The Who, an d drawing s an d
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mobiles I made of them, and I drew pictures of Keith Moon's drumkit on
my schoolbooks, listened to their records constantly, and was as fanatical
as a "fan" could be. I went to see them again in May of 1969, with a  gui-
tarist I  played with i n th e Majority , Terry Walsh, and hi s wife Jil l (with
whom I also watched the moon landing that July), at the Masonic Temple
in Toronto (called the Rockpile, for concerts). We arrived early in the day,
then went running in when the doors opened, thrilled to be so close to the
stage we were actually squeezed up against it by the crowd behind us. Later
that year , in October , I saw The Who again , back at the Coliseum, when
they launched the Tommy  tour .

My fellow music reviewer and Who fan, Joel "Iggy Stooge" Rempel, was
there too , an d afte r th e equipment-smashing finale , he managed t o get a
piece of one of Keith Moon's cymbals off the stage. Heroically, he broke it
into three pieces, gave one to another "freak," Kevin Hoare, and one to me.
I wore that jagged little piece of bronze around my neck for years.

In later life , when I complained alou d abou t young fans invading my
privacy and upsetting my life (knowing  n o on e ever wants to hear about
that, but desperat e for someone to understand how I felt), o r about par-
ents driving up to the door of my family home on a Sunday morning and
dropping off their kids to get my autograph, thoughtless and uncompre-
hending people would ask , "Oh com e on now , weren't you eve r a fan? "
Obviously, I  was, even in th e tru e sens e of fa n a s "fanatic," but I  never
imagined trying to approach m y heroes, never even dreamed o f hanging
around a  backstage door, o r tryin g to fin d thei r hotel . I t was about th e
music and the image and the magic of it all , not abou t trying to invade
their lives.  So no, sorry, I don't understand.

Another life-altering experience occurred when I was about seventeen,
and m y Dad gav e me an old minibike that had been kicking around his
shop for a few years. I had my first adventures on a motorized two-wheeler,
but alas , it ende d badly . Riding along the sidewal k (wearing no helmet ,
gloves, o r anythin g protective ) dow n t o Lakesid e Park an d alon g th e
deserted midway , still closed fo r the seaso n (th e Port kids al l kept watch
and passed the word when the rides were being prepared for opening day
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— you could get free rides as the mechanics checked them out), I rode that
little orang e minibike t o where the asphalt ended a t the pier . I saw that a
few cars were parked there, as I went to turn around and go back, but I  hit
a patch of drifted sand and slid sideways, my wheels rolling right across the
side of a  Volkswagen Beetle and dumpin g me on th e beach (san d rather
than pavement, luckily). As I traversed the Beetle's door, I had seen a young
man through the window, reading a newspaper, then looking up in shock.
I stood up, unhurt, he got out, disgruntled, and we regarded the damage: a
bent strip of chrome hanging off the vestigial running board.

Fortunately I had a  little mone y fro m m y paper route an d the occa-
sional high-school gig with the Majority, and I was able to arrange to keep
it secret, meet the guy the following week and pay for it myself. Forty dol-
lars, I think i t was. In any case, that episode had the resul t of making me
afraid o f motorized two-wheelers for the nex t 25 years.

Lakeside Park resonated i n m y lif e i n s o many deep ways, especially
those fundamental exposures to music that would be forever important ,
and scarin g m e awa y fro m a  mod e o f trave l that woul d als o figur e s o
largely in my future .

It's all gone now. All that's left, apart from memories, is the old merry-
go-round, th e brightly-painte d horse s stil l crankin g u p an d dow n t o
wobbly organ music, still giving five-cent ride s of traveling music to new
generations of children.

Certain specie s of birds, like cuckoos an d cowbirds , are called "parasitic
nesters," and lay their egg s in the nest s of other birds . Human sympath y
tends to go to the hapless parent birds who exhaust themselves trying to
feed th e overgrow n nestling . Bu t wha t o f th e misfi t youn g bir d itself ,
growing u p s o differen t fro m al l th e bird s aroun d it ? Th e ol d "Ugl y
Duckling" story, I guess.

(When I first brought Carrie to Toronto to introduce her to my friends
and family, she had afternoon tea with my Mom, and asked her what I had
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been like as a boy. Mom sighed and said , "He was always weird") Being a
"cuckoo" in that atmosphere mad e me turn even more rebellious, more of
a non-conformis t an d contrarian , firin g i n m e a  combination o f native
willfulness and an angry response to that stifling environment.

In those high school hallways in the mid-'6os , the conformity was sti-
fling. Everyone dressed the same, in a uniform-of-choice — Sta-Prest slacks,
penny loafers , an d V-nec k pullove r vest s ove r Oxfor d shirt s —  an d a t
Lakeport High, the jocks and frat-boys were king. To be both a jock and in
a fraternity was the ideal, to be neither, unthinkable. Even by 1967 and '68 ,
when I was fifteen and sixteen, in our whole school there were only about
three guys who dared to have long hair (below the ears, that is — though I
combed mine up and pushed it behind my ears when I was around my dis-
approving dad). I was starting to wear bright-colored "hippie" style clothes,
long-sleeved striped T-shirts , floor-dragging flared jeans, and in the hall-
ways we endured constant verbal abuse: "Is that a girl?" "Hey sweetheart!"
"Let's give it a haircut!" and othe r intelligen t remarks.  (For a while they
called m e "Scarecrow, " I  gues s because o f m y bony frame , mismatche d
wardrobe, and scruff y hair. ) Outsid e i n the parking-lo t smokin g area , it
was worse, feeling tense and watchful as the fra t boy s passed, with bully-
ing threats and casua l elbows and punches thrown a t us. All because we
were "freaks."

Conformity seeme d to be everywhere in the St . Catharines of those
days. Unti l I  was in m y late teen s I  didn' t kno w a  single black perso n
(even then it was one guy our age, Ralph, who made everybody laugh by
making joke s like, "Quick, ge t me som e chocolat e milk , I' m fading!") ,
and there was one Chinese boy at Lakeport, Ron Wong, and one Japanese
guy, Ernie Morimoto (wh o I bonded with , as another "different" kid —
he sat behind me in one class, and I made him laugh by wiggling my ears,
while he could make his nostrils quiver) . I didn't know what it meant to
be "Jewish," and didn't think I  knew any of them eithe r (turns out I  did,
of course , bu t thei r Jewishnes s apparentl y wasn' t considere d "signifi -
cant," or blameworthy). The Catholics were different somehow , with the
Star o f the Se a church s o much mor e ornat e tha n th e plai n Protestan t
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churches, and I  wondered why their kids were kept apar t in a  "Separate
School," behin d th e chain-lin k fenc e I  walke d pas t o n m y wa y t o
McArthur, but i t didn't seem to mean much; we all played together in the
streets. A half-Chinese family live d acros s fro m us , and m y mom onc e
warned u s neve r t o teas e thei r kid s wit h remark s like (sh e whispered)
"chinky chinky Chinaman." We had never thought o f anything like that ,
but sh e must hav e heard othe r kids teasin g the m and wanted t o mak e
sure her children wouldn't. Well done Ma! But really, I never knew about
racism or homophobia o r anything antagonistic like that; there was sim-
ply no  one  to  faste n it  on,  becaus e nearl y everyon e was  the same . Or
pretended to be .. .

Like the town of Gopher Prairie in Sinclair Lewis' s Main Street,  people
in St. Catharines in those days were nearly all decent, kind, and friendly —
as long as you filled your part of the "social contract" by fitting in; as long
as you weren't willfull y different . I t wasn't jus t the high schoo l kids who
made fun of me; as my hair go t longer and my "get-up" wilder (running
shoes painted i n psychedeli c designs with fluorescen t paint , purpl e bel l
bottoms, a  long black cape) I was stared at , laughed at , and jeered at by
people al l th e tim e o n th e street s o f St . Catharines . Nonconformit y
seemed t o be taken a s some kin d o f personal reproach  b y those willin g
conformists, an d the y woul d clos e rank s agains t you , an d shu n th e
"mutant." As Nietzsche wrote, "The sures t way to corrup t a  youth i s to
instruct hi m t o hol d i n higher esteem those who think alik e than thos e
who think differently. "

One col d winte r afternoo n I  wen t int o th e Thre e Sta r Restaurant ,
across from the courthouse bus stop in downtown St . Catharines. When I
sat down, the waitress said she couldn't serv e me, and gestured toward the
owner. I stood up and  confronte d him, a  balding man  wit h a  European
accent, and he said he didn't want any "longhairs" (again, below the ears)
in his restaurant. Being naive and idealistic , I couldn't believ e what I  was
hearing, and I  stood u p an d mad e a  scene, called them Nazis , went an d
complained to the police and everything. Rebel without a  clue.

Of course, other small towns wer e equally "intolerant," and when th e
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Majority traveled out o f town to play high schools in Mitchell, Seaforth ,
Elmira, even as far a s North Ba y and Timmins , w e sometimes ra n int o
trouble with the local "greaseballs" (also referred to by us junior hippies as
"lardheads," or "auger-bits," after their coiled and oily forelocks). Late one
night, afte r stoppin g a t a n all-nigh t restauran t alon g th e highwa y just
north of Toronto, we had to ge t a police escort to escape from a gang of
such atavistic thugs waiting outside for us.

After a  couple of years playing in various versions of the Majority, the
band self-destructe d fo r th e las t time , an d I  evolve d a  ne w strategy . I
thought the best musicians in the area were in a band called J.R. Flood, but
I didn't think the drummer was as good as the rest of them (I didn't think
I was either, but that didn't affect what I wanted). I began urging the other
members of J.R. Flood to give me a  try, and finally we gathered in guitar
player Pau l Dickinson' s basemen t an d playe d together , an d w e reall y
clicked. Not wantin g to kic k the othe r drumme r ou t o f the band , the y
decided t o tel l hi m the y wer e goin g t o brea k up , the n late r ge t back
together again — only with me. Perfect!

Keith Moo n joine d Th e Wh o i n a  simila r fashion , th e stor y goes ,
though typically more flamboyantly than my quiet scheming. Apparently
he went dancing up to the bandstand o f a club in London dressed all in
red, with hair dyed to match, and shouted to the band that he could do a
better job than "that bloke," so they gave him a try. He bashed away madly,
making a  mess of the drummer's kit, but made enough of an impression
on the other members to get the job.

I had started "skipping out" from school whenever I could get away with
it, riding the bus uptown to hang around Ostanek's music store, talking with
other would-b e musician s about equipment , ou r favorit e musicians , and
the brilliant careers ahead of us. One time the conversation turned to drugs,
at a time when hashish and LS D were just starting to circulate a little, and a
prominent local singer named Alex Piccirillo, a little older and more expe-
rienced than the rest of us, told us how he had tried heroin once, and would
never take it again, because "It was too good!' I  never forgo t th e power of
those words, so much more effective than an adult saying it was "bad," and
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he scared me away from that vicious drug forever.
And aroun d then, a t seventeen, I  was old enough t o conside r leavin g

school. J.R. Flood was working most every weekend, and the other members
had quit school to be full-time musicians, so I began lobbying my parents to
let me try being a full-time musician , "just for a year." If it didn't work out,
I promised I would go back to school (looking back on that time, I can see
how hard it must have been for Mom and Dad to deal with this latest weird-
ness). One day they came to the school for a meeting with the vice principal,
Mr. Higgins, who wa s feared a s a stern disciplinarian . I  was nervous an d
inarticulate, but t o my amazement, Mr . Higgins cam e out and said that I
wasn't accomplishin g anything there — wasn't "living up to my potential"
— and he said that maybe I should be allowed to follow my own path.

Whoa! Yeah!  Right on! I am out  of  here!  Bye Bye!
And so my career as a professional musician began, with my bandmates

in J.R . Flood, an d w e di d wor k hard , practicin g ever y day an d playin g
weekends at high schools and small arenas. To get to band practice at Paul
Dickinson's house, I  had to take two buses, and the on e over to Western
Hill, a tough part of town, always had some charming characters — greasy-
haired thugs with football-pad shoulders and shoe-siz e IQS. By then I  was
roaming around with a  frizzy Hendrix perm, long black cape, and purple
shoes — but I  wasn't hurting anybody. I was just different, and they didn't
like it.

To make matters worse, at a time when I was just starting to gain some
confidence, virulen t acn e afflicted m e fo r the nex t fou r year s (what J.R.
Flood's organist, Bob, jokingly referred t o a s my "adolescent complexio n
problem"). Thi s onl y reinforce d m y self-consciousnes s an d insecurity ,
and, I suppose, the Ugly Duckling story.

We bega n writin g ou r ow n songs : intricate , quirky , ofte n extende d
excursions in th e Hammon d organ , funk y guita r styl e that wa s coming
out of Toronto in the late '6os, growing out of the earlier "blue-eyed soul. "
Returning to my second-grade roots in versifying ("Th e Little Red Fox"),
I tried writing some lyrics, and was thrilled to hear my words being sung
for th e firs t time . "Gypsy" was a slow song about a  magical heart-healer
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("Gypsy comes , Gyps y goes , wandering nea r an d far , healing wounds ,
patching th e scars") , an d th e other , up-temp o numbe r wa s calle d
"Retribution" (whe n I showed i t to my always down-to-earth mom , she
said, "what are you trying to do, write songs for college professors?"). That
one was about a  karmic afterlife , I  suppose ("Retributio n come s slowly,
while death is so swift/ O n a  sea of retribution, m y soul is adrift") .

J.R. Flood ha d a  fairly slic k an d ambitiou s manager , Brian O'Mara ,
who manage d t o arrang e "dem o sessions " fo r u s wit h a  coupl e o f
Canadian record companies in 1970. It was certainly exciting to be in a real
recording studi o (first at Toronto Sound Studio s — coincidentally, wher e
I would late r work with Rus h on our firs t three album s together — the
other a t RCA , late r calle d McClea r Place , where s o man y o f ou r late r
albums woul d be recorded an d mixed), but nothing came of that — the
record companies "didn't hear a single."

Recently I dug out those ancient reel-to-reel mono tapes and had them
"resurrected" by an archival specialist. How funny to hear myself at eight-
een, wit h mor e idea s tha n skill , mor e energ y than control , an d mor e
influences than originality — a raw blend o f Keith Moon, Mitch Mitchell ,
Michael Giles , and Toront o drummer s Dav e Cairns from Leig h Ashfor d
and Danny Taylor from Nucleus. The band was actually pretty good for its
time, with complex , ambitiou s arrangements , an d epic s lik e th e eight -
minute "You Don't Hav e To Be a Polar Bear To Live in Canada. "

Through th e late '6os, FM radio had become a major influenc e o n th e
music we heard a t that time, but no t yet on the music we could expec t to
sell I t was usually the big, successful A M stations that owned the obscure
little F M stations, and apparently they used them largely as a tax write-off ,
and thus didn' t interfer e i n whatever weirdness the F M jocks got up to —
and they got up to plenty. The jocks tended to be individualists and "char-
acters," and there was no such thing as "programming" or "format," they just
played what they wanted, usually obscure album tracks and bizarre, "trippy"
music, from Pink Floyd and the Moody Blues to Frank Zappa and Captain
Beefheart. It was a strange and wonderful time for radio, and for music.

Gradually the F M audiences grew to where the advertiser s caught on ,
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then the programmers , then finall y the record companies (always last to
know what's really  goin g on, an d t o jum p on th e wago n of bands a s it
passed by) , an d a  ne w "formula " wa s bor n i n th e mid-'/os : "Album
Oriented Rock " or AOR . This, a t least , would giv e more bands a  shot a t
precious airplay , without having t o fi t into the two-minute-and-thirty -
second, widest-possible-common-denominator , keep-it-simple-stupi d
parameters o f AM radio.

Not yet, though, in Canada in 1970, and the lack of a perceived "single"
spelled the end of any larger opportunities fo r J.R. Flood. Local popular-
ity wasn't enough to get a record contract, though that September we did
play fo r 10,00 0 peopl e a t a  roc k festiva l a t Broc k Universit y i n St .
Catharines, with headliner s the Gues s Who an d Mashmakhan , the to p
Canadian bands at the time (they had hit singles). After m y drum solo in
Santana's "Sou l Sacrifice, " I was told there was a standing ovatio n (typi -
cally, I  didn' t notic e —  I  was busy playing!). Late r in th e day , the bass
player from one of my favorite bands, Leigh Ashford (a Toronto band who
had bee n on e o f th e openin g act s fo r Th e Who th e secon d time I  saw
them, in May of '69), stuck his finger in my chest and said, "You . .. were
great." That fel t good .

But, now what?
Nothing seemed to be happening for the band, and the other guys didn't

seem to shar e my aching ambition. B y early in 1971, we had buil t a  local
following who trailed us from gi g to gig, but eventuall y what seemed like
half o f those "fans," boys and girls, were hanging around in our dressing
room before the show. Even at eighteen, I thought that was unprofessional
and distracting . When I  suggested that we ought to do something, move
to Toronto , or New York — hell , even England  — no on e took me seri-
ously, or wanted to actually make plans.

At that time I was still under the naive misapprehension that al l I had
to do was get good and I would be successful, but I  began to think all that
wasn't going to happen in St. Catharines, not with this band. Nobody else
seemed to want to go places, do things, to escape  that narrow world.

As Brian Wilson sang so poignantly on "I Just Wasn't Made for These
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Times" ( a fitting title fo r the soundtrac k to m y teenage years), "No on e
wants to help me look for places, where new things might be found."

No one wanted to help me look for those places either, and if I wanted
to take that high road, I would have to go alone.

88



Ver&e Iw o
"Diving into  the wreck, searching for treasure"

"By the Time I  Get to Phoenix" was the day' s opening song , but no t jus t
any version would do for this drive. I wanted none other than the eighteen-
minute-and-forty-second, totally-over-the-top , horns an d string s to th e
max, overarranged, overproduced, Mack Daddy, Isaac Hayes and the Bar-
Kays, deep-voice-rapping, Hot Buttered Soul  version.

I pulled onto the dark highway and accelerated gently, warming up the
car's vital fluids, shifted up to sixth gear, then pushed the button to start the
CD and bumped i t forward to track four. A low, bubbling organ chord an d
a slow dirge of drums and bass introduced Ike' s rich, evangelical voice, and
he began telling the sad story of a young man "from the hills of Tennessee,"
who moved to the West Coast and married a lying, cheating woman. As Ike
tells it, "She tripped out on him." He came home early from work one day,
and, "I don't have to tell you what he found — oh it hurt him so! " Seven
times he caught that evil woman cheating, and seven times he left her, and
came back again. This time, though, he says he's going for good.

When I was an adolescent, riding to work at the farm equipment deal -
ership wit h m y da d drivin g th e re d an d whit e Internationa l pickup , I
remember hearin g tha t son g o n th e radi o (probabl y Gle n Campbell' s

89
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version) and thinking that at the end, it ought to be revealed that the guy
was on hi s way back t o her . I  guess I thought tha t would hav e been a n
ironic twist, but a t that age I wouldn't have understood that she was a bad
woman. But even then, long before I ever thought of writing lyrics myself,
I seem to have been fairly critical — I remember telling my dad I thought
it was dumb when Perry Como sang, "And I love her so / The people ask
me why/1 tell them I don't know." (I still think that's pretty lame.)

By the timetable implicit in the verses of "By the Time I Get to Phoenix"
(written b y one o f the grea t American songwriters , Jimmy Webb), our
hero from the hills of Tennessee, now living in California, was going to get
to Phoeni x whe n sh e was rising, Albuquerque when sh e was stoppin g
work for lunch, and Oklahoma by the time she was sleeping. So he must
have left Lo s Angeles about midnight , and he might have been trying to
get through Phoenix at the same time I was, about 5:30 in the morning ,
only to fin d himsel f in bumper-to-bumper traffi c crawlin g through th e
darkness toward the city. I had thought I was leaving early enough to beat
the morning rush hour, but apparently Phoenicians started their morning
commute exceptionally early.

I passed the exit for the Desert Sky Amphitheater, where we had played
the previous summer on the Vapor  Trails  tour. The show before had been
in San Diego, with a day off between, and I had wanted to try to get to the
Grand Canyon and spend the night there, then ride down to Phoenix on
the show day. Michael and I  slept on the bus in a  truck stop near Yuma,
then got up and rode north toward Lake Havasu.

On a  desolate stretch of two-lane highway, surrounded by the brown
dirt of the cactus desert, Michael suddenly signaled, slowed, then pulled
well off the road, behind a barrier o f cactus and mesquite. He parked his
bike on its sidestand and motioned to me to follow him. I was feeling tired
and stif f tha t morning after a  long, difficult sho w the night before, and I
just wanted t o si t on that bike and ride,  so I was not ver y interested in
whatever els e Michael had i n mind . H e started walking into th e desert ,
smiling and saying , "Come on — let's go shoot up a  dead tree or some-
thing," an d thoug h I  followed , I  wa s downrigh t crabby , sullen , an d
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grumbling as my tired body trudged through the dry, heavy dirt.
"Don't be so enthusiastic," Michael said.
As a licenced private investigator, Michael was also licenced to carry a

handgun, and I  knew he always kept i t with him , though I  rarely saw it,
and neve r touche d it . I  had neve r owne d a  gun, an d ha d alway s had a
healthy fea r o f the m (lik e I  use d t o hav e fo r motorize d two-wheelers ,
though no t because of any traumatic experienc e — they just scared me).
But I  mus t admi t i t wa s a kind o f solace , traveling aroun d well-arme d
America, to know that eve n if I didn't have a gun, I was traveling with a
friend who did.

A hundre d yard s fro m th e road , screene d b y rank s o f saguaro ,
mesquite, pal o verde , an d cholla , Michae l bent dow n an d uncase d hi s
Clock, the n bega n fillin g th e clip s wit h bullets . W e agreed o n a  dea d
mesquite tree about fifty fee t away , and took turns trying to plug it.

The elemental, boyish fun of it, and the sheer American-ness of it began
to make me smile, and I fired away at that dirty, rotten, no-good dead tree.
A year or tw o before , Michae l had take n m e to a  shooting rang e in Los
Angeles, my first real experience with a handgun, and had shown me how
to hold the weapon, how to aim it, and how to squeeze the trigger and let
the gun rise with the powerful kick as it fired. During a couple of early-'9os
Rush tours I had carried around a hunting bow and a portable, straw-filled
target, an d show-da y afternoon s (ridin g int o th e aren a b y bicycle , so
purposefully alway s early) I would find a  back hallway or empty dressin g
room and shoot arrows for an hour or so, a relaxing and enjoyable pastime
that helped to calm my pre-show anxiety. The shooting range had been like
that, engrossin g and challenging , only mor e explosive , less "zen." Being
outdoors, in the desert, shooting that dirty, rotten, mother-raping villain of
a dead mesquite tree was boyishly enjoyable.

Farther up the highway, in the pretentiously (o r wishfully) name d strip
mall called Lake Havasu City, I led Michael across the reconstructed arches
of the original London Bridge, and when we paused at the far end to put ou r
feet down astride the bikes and take in this monumental anomaly, Michael
turned to me and said, with good-ol'-boy enthusiasm, "Kin we shoot it?"
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I shook my head sadly. "We ought to be able to."
Picking up Old Route 66 near Needles, we followed that storied "Mothe r

Road" through Oatman and Kingman and Seligman, then cut north to the
Grand Canyon. So late in the summer season, we were able to get rooms at
the Bright Angel Lodge, right on the South Rim, and enjoyed our post-rid e
cocktails sittin g o n th e canyon' s edg e and watchin g the sunse t ove r tha t
breathtaking view, the impossibly vast , luminous maw of brown and pink
strata seeming to gather light and radiate it back, like heatwaves.

John Muir described it like this:

In the supreme flaming glory of sunset the whole canyon is trans-
figured, as if the lif e and light of centuries of sunshine stored u p
in the rock s was now being poured fort h a s from on e gloriou s
fountain, flooding both earth and sky.

The sheer majesty of its size, depth, and range of colors hi t my senses
in a way I can only compare to a deafening, monster power chord, so ver-
tiginous an d overwhelmin g tha t I  almos t reele d backwards . It s shee r
magnitude seeme d to rise up a t me, not lik e a chasm, but a  sea of light,
and "grand" seemed the proper word (though it was actually named afte r
the original name of the Colorado, the Grand River).

Visiting tha t fable d scenery  for th e secon d tim e (th e firs t ha d bee n
with Brutus, on the Test  for Echo  tour, in late '96), I realized that my mem-
ory of its scale had diminished, as if mere memory couldn't hope to retain
what the senses could hardly contain, for it was bigger, grander, and more
spectacular than I had remembered.

The following morning, Michael and I made an early start, so we would
have time to ride along the South Rim, then south through Flagstaf f t o a
winding route through the mountains fro m Jerom e to Prescott. We spent
the last hour bogged down in the far-reaching suburbs of Phoenix, which
always see m t o spraw l ove r a n unbelievabl e distance . I n Ghost  Rider  I
quoted Edward Abbey about Phoenix, "the blob that ate Arizona."

He wa s speaking a s an adopted  Arizonan , but I  to o hav e long ha d
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issues with Phoenix . On e reaso n stems from a  concert we played at th e
arena ther e i n th e mid-'8os . I t was early in th e show , and w e had jus t
started the song "Distant Early Warning," when I noticed that Geddy had
stopped playing. I looked over and saw him staggering back on the stage,
his hand s hangin g at hi s sides . Puzzled, I played on fo r a  fe w seconds,
thinking maybe it was equipment failure , but th e fast-thinking Alex ran
over to Geddy and guided him to a chair at the side of the stage. I stopped
then too , an d wen t aroun d th e am p lin e t o stag e lef t an d learne d tha t
Geddy had bee n struc k i n th e middl e o f th e forehea d by a  disposable
lighter, thrown by someone in the audience. Fortunately he was okay, just
stunned, an d afte r a  few minutes h e collecte d himself , we restarted th e
song, and finished the show. Some other audience members turned in the
idiot who had thrown the lighter, and he was held backstage until after the
show, when Geddy was asked what he wanted to do.

A mora l dilemma , because of cours e you jus t want t o hav e the gu y
killed, but i f stupidity were a capital offence .. .

Over 3 0 years of touring , man y thing s hav e been throw n ont o ou r
stages: tapes, letters, flowers, glow-sticks , CDS , a  brassiere (once, at Alex),
and worst of all, bottles. One of my drums used to wear a deep dent fro m
where a heavy, square-edged Jack Daniel's bottle had been hurled out of the
audience — imagine what that would have done to one of our heads. The
weirdest thing is that these were all "friendly fire"; not thrown by enemies
or critics, but by fans. I t has been theorized that these demented individ-
uals are motivated by a warped idea that such an act will bring them closer
to their "heroes" — help them make some kind o f contact. More insidi-
ously, though, I believe it's an act of too-excited vandalism, and they don't
really believe those figures onstage are actually human, and could be hurt.
To the unthinking perpetrators , it's more like throwing a bottle a t a bill-
board, say, or a distant streetlight.

In the end , Geddy just told th e securit y people to le t the gu y go. He
would have liked to confront him an d perhaps share a few choice words,
but therein lay another dilemma — it would have given the guy the satis-
faction o f actually meeting Geddy, a twisted rewar d for hi s idiocy, and a
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story to tell his friends. Best just try to forget about it . Only, as this story
demonstrates, you never do.

Starting with the Grace  Under  Pressure tour, in the mid-'8os, I began to
carry a bicycle with me on the tour bus , and enjoye d gettin g away from
"the touring machine" and out into the countryside on days off, or even
around the different citie s on a show day. Having never been athletic as a
boy, I had found that the stamina I had built up as a drummer suited me
to endurance sports, like cross-country skiing, long-distance swimming,
and bicycling. On that tour I  accomplished my first Centur y (a hundred
miles in on e day) , finally learned to repai r a  flat tire ( a big confidence-
builder), and started to ride from city to city sometimes on days off, if they
were within a  hundred miles or so, or hop of f the bus at sunrise and ride
the res t o f th e wa y into whateve r cit y w e were approachin g (all-tim e
favorite: Evanston , Wyoming , t o Sal t Lak e City , b y th e "bac k way, "
Highway 150 to Guardsman Pass and Cottonwood Canyon , with two ten-
thousand-foot passe s ove r th e Wasatc h Mountain s —  a  gruelin g day' s
ride, but s o memorable I did it twice, on two separate tours). I especially
liked having the whole entourage drive off to the nex t city after a  show
and leave me behind to make my own way. On the Power Windows tour in
1986, we had a  day off between Phoeni x an d Tucson , about a  hundre d
miles away, so I decided to stay behind and ride it.

It must have been late in the year, maybe November, because the streets
of Phoenix wer e still dark when I set out fro m th e hotel , aroun d 6  a.m.
And of all things, it was raining. That's one thing I hadn't expected, but I
was prepared, and wore my rainsuit. However, the streets were slick, and
when I had to cross some railway tracks, my wheels went right ou t fro m
under me, and boom! — I was lying in the dark, wet street. Fortunately I
was wearing long pants an d a  sweatshirt unde r th e rainsuit , s o I wasn' t
hurt, and there was no other traffic to  run ove r me, but I  was rattled, and
it was a bad beginning.

I had thought there would be plenty of light from the city streetlights,
but the way the south side of Phoenix was splayed among hills and mesas,
there wer e some pitch-dark stretche s where I could barely see the road ,
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and could only hope the few approaching cars could see me. In the gray-
ing dawn, I finally made it to the other side of Phoenix, and onto the "back
road" to Tucson, the Final Pioneer Parkway, a lonely two-lane through a
desert of tall saguaro cactus. It might have been a lovely ride, except it was
raining and cold, and everything  seemed to go wrong. I got a flat tire, and
crouched in a culvert under the road, out of the rain, to fix that, then the
rain turned to sleet, and even snow. Though I had the rainsuit, I only had
short-fingered gloves , and m y hand s became s o col d an d stif f tha t i f I
wanted to move them to a  different positio n on the handlebars, I had to
stop and painfully lif t on e hand with the other hand and physically move
it. When I eventually reached the hotel in Tucson, I was as tired and mis-
erable as I have ever felt.

Almost twenty years later, as I drove through that region, I thought I
would retrace that route, this time in the comfort of my warm car . It had
already occurred to me how different thi s was from two-wheeled, alfresco
traveling of the bicycle or motorcycle kind; for one thing, I  didn't watch
the Weather Channel half the night trying to figure ou t what I was in for
and how to dress for it. If it was cold, I turned the knob one way; if it was
warm I turned it the other way, and if it rained, I turned on the wipers. All
in the same wardrobe.

By the time I got out of Phoenix, the rest of Ike's Hot Buttered Soul  had
played through. I started back at the opening track, a lush, twelve-minute
arrangement o f anothe r grea t song , "Wal k o n By, " and th e equall y
over-trie-top, thoug h les s endurin g son g called , "Hyperbolicsyllabic -
sesquedalymystic." (The poor back-up singer s actually had to sing that.)

Selena once told me about a  black friend a t high school telling her he
liked Isaa c Hayes, and whe n sh e told hi m he r fathe r like d him too , th e
friend said (with ebonic gusto), "Your pops knows what's happening"  On e
of my proudest testimonials .

Now came a rolling, synthesized bass line with drum machine , and a
crooning femal e voic e mixe d ove r keyboar d pad , turntabl e scratching ,
samples, an d proto-rap backin g vocals . As ultramodern as all that might
sound, th e recor d wa s fro m 1991 , Blue  Lines,  b y Massiv e Attack .
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(Interesting to note i t was released in America during the first Gulf War,
and ou t o f recor d compan y nervousness , th e band' s nam e wa s briefl y
changed t o simpl y "Massive") Th e credit s have a  telling lis t unde r th e
heading "inspired by."

Isaac Haye s i s o n tha t list , coincidentally , a s are les s likel y musica l
influences suc h a s the Mahavishn u Orchestra , a  '7°s jazz-fusion group ,
their virtuoso drummer Billy Cobham (a big influence on me around that
time), Herbie Hancock , John Lennon, the Nevill e Brothers, and Johnn y
Rotten's post-Sex Pistols group, Public Image Limited. Then there are the
cinematic "inspirations," lik e Martin Scorsese and movies like Taxi Driver,
Blood Simple,  Dog Day Afternoon, and  Body  Double.

In any case, Blue Lines was a rare, cutting-edge piece of work that stil l
sounded fres h an d satisfyin g twelve years later, an d I  particularly love d
their remak e o f th e '/o s R& B hit , "B e Thankful fo r Wha t You've Got, "
opening with the line, "You may not drive / a great big Cadillac," and the
backing vocals chiming in , "Diamond in the back, sunroof down , diggin '
the scen e with gasoline , ooh, ooh , ooh." That wonderfu l slic e of urba n
America "back in the day" always put a  smile on my face.

There were a couple of other minor masterpieces too , like that open -
ing track, "Safe from Harm" (the wailing chorus sung by Shara Nelson, "If
you hurt what' s mine/1 surely will retaliate") , and the same great singer
on th e hauntin g tour-de-force , "Unfinishe d Sympathy. " (Th e wor d
"haunting" seems apt, for some time in the late '9051 was walking down a
London street near Hyde Park, and heard a few seconds of that song blar-
ing from a  passing car. It was one of those moments where I knew I knew
that song , and liked it, but I  just couldn't plac e it, and those few seconds
of music played in my head for months before I finally identified it. )

The Final Pioneer Parkway, on a sunny day this time (compared to the
cold, rain, sleet, and snow of the time I'd bicycled it), was a scenic delight,
with little traffic. I  cruised sout h at a moderate speed , taking in the wide
views o f saguar o cactu s juttin g u p fro m th e creosot e bushes  i n tall ,
rounded spears , and thinking about that long-ago bicycle ride. I was also
thinking abou t breakfast , fo r I  had lef t th e Ramada Inn withou t eating ,
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wanting t o get through Phoeni x a s early as I could, so I was on the look-
out fo r a  likely-looking place . I  stoppe d a t "Sunny Sid e Up," in Oracl e
Junction (nea r Oracle, where Edward Abbey had spen t his last years, and
where the Biosphere 2 project was centered, which I had visited late on my
"Ghost Rider" travels).

The little restaurant was fairly busy o n thi s Friday morning, wit h a
few table s o f tradesmen i n wor k clothes , businessme n i n short-sleeve d
white shirts , som e olde r couples , a  couple o f rancher-types i n bolo ties
and cowboy boots, and a pair of cyclists in bright, road-racing outfits and
cleated shoes. I sat at a small table and enjoyed what the menu described
as the specialt y o f the Sunn y Side Up — not frie d egg s at all , but blue -
berry pancakes. Orange juice, coffee, an d friendl y service, and I  was on
my way again.

A jagged, ambient drum fill settled into a  rhythm-section groov e and
eccentric guita r part : a  Canadia n grou p calle d th e Philosophe r Kings ,
another "ol d favorite, " from the mid-'pos. Lots of great songs, interestin g
lyrics ("Now, she moved like a liquid/ through the boys of Mason City") ,
soulful vocals , some nice playing (like any music this  listener i s going to
enjoy, the drumming i s fine, solid and dynamic), intricate arrangements,
good sound ; i t had i t all . The Philosopher King s (clever Platonic name ,
too) ha d been a  serendipitous discover y for me; around 1996 I saw their
video fo r "Charmed" a s a between-show filler on th e cabl e TV channel,
Bravo. Immediately charmed myself, I took note of the group's name and
bought their self-titled CD.

I don't know how i t i s for othe r musi c lovers , but it' s rar e for me to
have a "committed relationship" with a  piece o f music. S o many times I
become briefl y infatuate d with a  record , listen t o i t regularl y for a  few
months, then grow tired o f it, and never fee l like listening t o i t again. Of
course, I have a long list of "timeless classics, " those I will always appreci-
ate and speak well of, but eve n with many of those, once I come to know
them by heart, I don't necessarily fee l compelled t o listen to them again .
They are held in memory, complete in every detail of song and sound, like
digital recordings . Th e exception s see m t o b e th e "aura l feasts, " th e
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Philosopher Kings , Massive Attack, Isaac Hayes, all that stuff , wher e the
recordings simply sound so good, musically and sonically, that they are a
pleasure t o hea r repeatedly , just a s a sensual  experience . An d more , it' s
when the actua l construction  of the music — the composing , arranging,
performances, an d recordin g —  i s artfu l an d subtl e enoug h t o bea r
repeated listening . Perhaps th e differenc e i s that you can' t ge t to kno w
such music "by heart," because it brings your heart, and your ears, some-
thing different ever y time, in line with the saying that you can't step into
the same river twice.

Insights I gained from books on art criticism by E. H. Gombrich have
served me well in deciding how I feel about artists of any kind. Professo r
Gombrich suggested judging a piece of art by two basic criteria: "What are
they trying to do?" and "How well did they do it?" Simple, yet so profound,
and the starting point for a reasonable assessment of any artist's work.

In music , the sam e principles apply , and th e sam e two questions are
asked. Expert listeners, appreciative but objective, respond to and assess the
particular forms and expressions of music they are knowledgeable about
and ofte n love , an d com e t o thei r bes t an d mos t objectiv e conclusion,
which can range from "a masterpiece" to "a failure in almost every respect."

For expert music critics, well-informed and passionate fans, and those
who lov e musi c a s muc h a s I  do , a s th e ol d sayin g goes, "Taste i s a n
acquired luxury." You have to care enough to learn to judge those qualitie s
with some intelligence and discrimination . Earl y in my career I found i t
frustrating, an d often hurtful , to be judged, misunderstood, and insulted
by people who, if they were going to help  me , ought to know more than I
did about the music I wanted to make. Sadly, they did not.

In 1990, 1 wrote to th e novelis t Tom Robbins (Even  Cowgirls  Ge t the
Blues, Still Life with  Woodpecker,  Jitterbug  Perfume, etc.) , to tell him I  had
enjoyed hi s latest novel , Skinny Legs an d All, and hope d h e hadn't been
bothered by an idiotic review I had seen in the New York  Times.  He wrote
back saying that he had long ago stopped reading reviews , and I under-
stood. Ther e wer e s o fe w good, helpfu l reviews , that i t wa s better no t
to rea d them a t al l than t o spen d to o man y hours sortin g through th e
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ignorant and nasty ones. I decided to do the same, and I've been spared a
lot of grief since then.

The most objective, and perhaps useful, review I've ever read said sim-
ply, "People who like this sort of thing will find this the sort of thing they
like." The most succinct was, "Nothing — well done."

Approaching Tucson, I cut back over to the interstate to try to take the
quickest way through the city, but found myself bound up in a solid mass
of slow-movin g traffi c again . Though Tucso n had onl y a  quarter o f th e
population o f Greater Phoenix, it was still a sizeable city of a half millio n
people, an d growin g fast . Amon g it s growin g pain s wa s highway con-
struction, which slowed me to a claustrophobic crawl, surrounded by the
hot brassy glare of cars and trucks. Not the ideal listening environment for
Pink Floyd' s mid-'/os epic , Wish  Yo u Were Here,  with it s long , textural
movements that seemed to breathe open space and menacing skies .

The title song , and two of the album' s longes t pieces , "Shine On You
Crazy Diamond" (Parts One and Two), were apparently addressed to one
of the band's founding members, Syd Barrett, who had lef t earl y on, afte r
becoming mentally unstable as a result of his overenthusiastic use of LSD .
Other songs, like "Welcome to the Machine" and "Have a Cigar," reflected
Roger Waters's increasing cynicism about the music industry ("You gotta
get an album out, you owe it to the people/ we're so happy we can hardly
count"). Thes e theme s woul d eventuall y gro w int o Pin k Floyd's , an d
Roger Waters's, greatest work, The Wall

As a musician who lived through the kind of touring life Waters used
as background in Th e Wall, I knew too wel l the combination of exhaus -
tion, confusion , alienation , an d fragilit y h e describe d s o masterfull y
(even the "swollen han d blues" he writes into one song, so symptomatic
of th e tourin g musician' s versio n o f repetitiv e stres s syndrome) . Great
lyrics and songwriting , wrenching vocals, and Davi d Gilmour's sublim e
guitar work al l came together o n that one, and are certainly evident on
their earlie r records, too, notably their all-time best-selling classic, Dark
Side of  the  Moon.

A sho w fro m tha t tou r whic h I  attende d i n Toront o i n 197 0 or '7 1
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stands as one of my greatest concert experiences, along with another Pink
Floyd show at the Rainbow Theatre in London in 1972. The chart-bustin g
popularity o f Dark Side  o f the Moon, and th e subsequen t aren a and sta -
dium tours, were the proximate causes of many of the responses described
in "Welcome to the Machine" and "Have a Cigar" on Wish  You Were Here,
and later , The Wall.

At any rate (a slow one, crawling through Tucson) , I had time to thin k
about previous visits to Tucson, which in recent years had so often been a
hub fo r differen t journeys . Back in 1999,1 had bee n attempting m y firs t
return to Bi g Bend, on my "Ghost Rider" wanderings , workin g m y way
across Northern Arizona . One morning I  rode out o f Show Low (named
for the poker game in which ownership of the town was won and lost, the
story goes, and the main stree t was named afte r the winning card , "Deuce
of Clubs"), riding south through pine-forested mountains, on a clear, cool
day, followin g th e fantasticall y curv y Coronad o Trai l Sceni c Road , o r
Highway 191.

Then suddenl y — I wasn't ridin g anymore, I was coasting. The clutch
had failed (no fault of the bike's, it turned out, but a mechanic's error dur-
ing a  recent service in Montreal) , and I  was a long way from anywhere .
Amazingly, my emergency cell phone worked way out there , and afte r a
fruitless attemp t to us e the AA A service, I  was able to reac h th e friendl y
service manager at the BM W dealer in Tucson, where I had stopped for oil

ily, "Well, that  sucks!" The n h e gave me the number o f a local "recover y
service," who woul d com e t o th e rescu e and carr y the bik e an d m e t o
Tucson.

Though no t for a while.
While I waited, I continued tha t letter to Brutus I had started in Show

Low.

changes a couple of times. When I todl him my story, he responded cheer-
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Nov. 16, '99
somewhere on U.S . 191

Dude —

We done broke down! A Brutus-in-the-Sahara type of dead clutc h
thing. All of a sudden, the bike was dead, the engine still running,
but th e drivelin e jus t makin g some nast y scraping sounds, an d
goin' nowhere.  Up til l then thi s ha d bee n on e o f the bes t road s
ever, winding an d windin g throug h hig h pin e wood s (6-9,00 0
feet), with amazing views, and clean, fresh pavement. I was loving
it, riding a smooth groove , thinking of our futur e recommenda -
tions, and — now this.

Bless the cel l phone, but no t AA A — who, I learn now , "don't
cover motorcycles! " Th e numbe r the y giv e m e fo r loca l towing
rings off the hook. Thanks for nothing. My buddies a t Iron Horse
in Tucso n com e through , an d somebody' s o n th e way . But it' s
pretty far, so, while I'm waitin ' here — on a  very lonely road, ten
miles north of Morenci (apparentl y — back a long way I passed a
sign "Nex t Service s 90 Miles" which would b e abou t te n mile s
from here . Anothe r sig n sai d "Shar p Curve s an d Mountai n
Grades Next 90 Miles," and so it was. And in all those glorious 80
miles, I passed one car).

You ca n nearl y always say, "It coul d hav e been worse" (nearly

when the deale r i s open, unlike, say , yesterday when I  was riding
into Show Low in the cold late afternoon, with darkness coming
on [man y dealers are closed Mondays]. Or — lots of other times,
of course.

And ther e are worse places than Tucso n to be stuck for a  few
days too, and hey — I've been wanting to see more of that town.
Here comes my opportunity.

Sun fallin g behin d a  ridge, half moo n i n th e east , occasional
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train horn in the distance, heavy machines working what appears
to be an open pit mine way over there, and—you're with me, no?
I've been here an hour now, and two vehicles have passed. We are,
like, out there. And will be a while yet, I reckon. Wind picking up,
time to dig out a sweatshirt. (And some whisky?)

Sure, why not. I'm no t goin g to be riding! It's the goo d stuff ,
too, from th e Gelson's market near Freddie's, in Tarzana (named
after Edga r Rice Burroughs's ranch , which lay under th e endles s
stores, restaurants , an d service s alon g Ventur a Boulevar d —
impossible to imagine now). Freddie is banned from that Gelson's
because h e onc e bough t a  bottl e o f booz e fo r som e underag e
guys! What a  character .  . . Fortunately there' s anothe r Gelson' s
nearby, for it's way better than the other choice, Ralph's.

A couple of questions lef t ove r from you r letter: tell me mor e
about th e Quie t Room . You haven't explaine d tha t t o me , only
that you were waiting fo r your "turn." What i s it — the can ? (I
loved the way you described the Window, by the way, and your
various "special moments" in the Yard. Funny they don't let you
out when the weather is bad — afraid you'll get sick?)

Nov. 17, '99
Tucson

Well, three hours I waited out there, darkness coming on by 5:00,
my cell phone battery dead by then. I was actually starting to look
around fo r a  place to se t up m y tent, when Chri s with hi s little
pickup and trailer showed up. "Am I glad to see you," I said, and
he said, "I bet you are — I didn't know you were so far out there"
I saw what he meant afte r we loaded up the bike and drove back
— in the dark now — over about another 20 miles of very twisty
road (fortunatel y my gues s had bee n accurate ; I was exactly  10
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miles nort h o f Morenc i —  th e massiv e open-pi t min e I  men -
tioned — so he could find me, with my phone gone dead) , then
down ou t o f the mountains t o I-io, and stil l 90 miles to Tucson.
About 180 miles altogether.

Since I' d alway s wanted t o hav e a  look a t th e real  Tucson , I
decided to stay at the downtown Holida y Inn, but I  needn't hav e
bothered. "Downtown" i s nice enough, bu t there' s nothin g here.
Banks, state and federa l buildings (sa w a "con-bus" at the court -
house, ach!) , coffee bar s to serv e the bureaucrats , bus terminal ,
Amtrak station, a couple of music stores, piercing and tattoo par-
lors, an d Walgreen' s th e onl y actua l store,  amon g a  bunc h o f
boarded-up windows. A little park nearby has yet another eques-
trian statu e o f ou r ol d buddy Dorote o Arango , a.k.a. Francisco
[Pancho] Villa, which was apparently a present to Arizona from a
former Mexican president.

Um — why?
In memory o f his famous cry, "Let's go kill some gringos?" Or

maybe because apparently he then bravely stayed away from tha t
attack o n Columbus , Ne w Mexico, and ra n awa y and hi d fro m
General Pershing's pursuing army?

Anyway, never mind tha t — I just learned that i t looks like I'm
going to be stuck here until at least Saturday (it's now Wednesday),
and that's kind of scary. However, they offered t o lend me a bike,
so maybe I'll go to the Desert Museum, and up to Oracle to check
out "Biosphere 2," and . .. read Moby-Dick.

In an y case, I want t o ge t this maile d t o you , s o you'll kno w
whassup with me. Longadioso for now, amigo.

Down and out in Tucson
Ghost Ride r

During my three days in Tucson, I had plenty of time to explore the city.
I rente d a  ca r an d visite d th e Saguar o Nationa l Park , the tw o historica l
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museums at the university, and did some book shopping to keep me busy
in th e evening s (To m Wolfe's A  Ma n i n Full,  which I  could hardl y pu t
down), an d eve n found a n unexpected trea t o n the wasteland o f televi -
sion, the thre e fina l episode s of the excellen t documentary, "New York."
The third on e culminate d i n some great old black-and-white footag e of
the construction o f the Empire State Building, which was part of my own
family saga.

My maternal grandfather , Alec, emigrated fro m Ontari o t o New York
in the late '205 in search of work, and ende d up working as a rivet-tosser
on that project, throwing red-ho t rivets with a pair of tongs through the
empty air between the girders to the catcher, his brother, who had to catch
them in a bucket — all of that hundreds of feet above the ground. Cramps
never talke d abou t tha t much , thoug h h e neve r talke d abou t anything
much; fro m childhoo d I  remember him callin g me "Noyle," calling their
dog, Toby, "Bunghole," and when he was irritated with my uncle (one year
older than me, he was more like a cousin), he'd say, "Kee-npes Richard!").
Years later, I bought Cramp s the book of Lewis Hine photographs o f his
fellow builders , and when I  visited New York City on the "Ghost Rider "
trip, just a few months before his death (aged 93), I sent him a postcard of
the Empire State Building. I wrote that they were looking for someone to
do a few repairs on it, and were still paying $4 a day.

After bein g stuck in Tucson for three day s in November o f '99,1 had
some family commitment s i n Californi a closing in, and I  realized I  was
running out of time, and would have to give up on making it to Big Bend,
and head back west. Things were also getting serious with Carri e at that
time, and I  soon foun d myself back in Los Angeles to spen d som e time
with her . Then I  was off again, riding back to Tucso n to mee t u p wit h
brother-in-law Steven, in his father-in-law's Hummer, and head down to
Baja California . H e and I  had decide d t o kill off the dreade d Christma s
season by four-wheeling around Baj a fo r a couple of weeks.

During that Baja trip, and after, when I flew to Quebec to host Carrie for
the Millennium New Year, I stored my motorcycle at the BM W dealer's shop
in Tucson . In January of 2000,1 moved t o Sant a Monica, first staying in
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Carrie's smal l rent-control apartment, then, until we could fin d a  bigger
place to live in together, I moved into a tiny furnished apartmen t nea r the
Santa Monic a Pie r (s o ofte n see n i n movie s an d T V shows), beside th e
Hotel Californi a (one of them, anyway) . I  could jus t glimpse the ocea n
from m y kitchen window , an d I  coul d wal k t o th e stores , t o th e Y , to
Carrie's apartment. It was as simple as my life has ever been, and my pos-
sessions wer e simpl e too ; apar t fro m a  fe w clothes , al l I  ha d wer e a
portable stere o an d a  yellow mountain bike . (Tw o constants i n m y life ,
again: music and motion. )

My whole life had changed so miraculously ("Oh, sweet miracle"), and
later that month I flew to Tucson once again, from my new home in Santa
Monica, to pick up my motorcycle and ride i t . .. home.

New home, new love, new life, and now, new car, and in March of 2003,
I headed into a  long stretch o f open deser t through easter n Arizona and
New Mexico . Settlin g int o a  comfortabl e cruisin g spee d o f aroun d 9 0
(with the radar detector on guard, though rarely needed), it was time for
some more Big Frank, this time Sinatra in Paris, recorded live in 1962 with
a small, six-piece group.

The liner notes tell the history of this show, which was part of an inter-
national tou r fo r children' s charities , apparentl y designe d t o restor e
Frank's public reputation afte r a  "snub" by President John Kennedy, dur-
ing Kennedy's visit to Pal m Springs , California. Instead of staying at the
home o f hi s frien d Fran k Sinatra , a  lifelon g Democrat , highl y effectiv e
fund-raiser fo r the presidentia l campaign, and Maste r of Ceremonies for
the inaugura l celebration (wh o was said to have built a  new guest house
and helipa d i n expectatio n o f the visit) , Kennedy stayed at the hom e of
Bing Crosby, a Republican. Apparently this was advised by the president' s
brother, Attorney General Robert Kennedy, who disapprove d o f Frank' s
alleged link s t o organize d crime . Mor e realistically , perhap s h e disap -
proved o f th e publics  disapprova l —  ther e ar e enoug h storie s o f th e
Kennedy family mob connections, starting with the patriarch himself, Joe,
who i s sai d t o hav e mad e hi s fortun e o n "liquo r futures " durin g
Prohibition, an d rigge d the Chicag o vote in JFK' S election (on e quote o f
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the day: "They stole it fair and square") . It also seems well enough docu -
mented tha t th e Kenned y brother s contracte d wit h mobste r Sa m
Giancana, who also shared a girlfriend with JFK , to assassinate Castro.

In any case, even with Frank's small, charity-sized sextette (though no t
small i n talent ; the y wer e al l grea t musicians , includin g hi s longtim e
drummer, th e soli d an d impeccabl e Ir v Kottler , and the celebrate d gui -
tarist, Al Viola), Sinatra in Paris must be his finest live recording. All the
classic songwriters are represented: Cole Porter, the Gershwins, Cahn and
Van Heusen , Roger s and Hart , Johnny Mercer , and o n an d on . Song s I
hadn't even known I liked, such as "Moonlight i n Vermont," become radi-
ant, lyrical gems , and proof agai n of Frank's abilit y to make any song his
own, because he doesn't jus t sing  it, he lives  it. I think o f another son g I
used to hear on my Dad's radio station that I thought was "dumb," "Little
Green Apples, " but whe n I  hear d Fran k sin g it , i t wa s suddenly trans -
formed int o a  sensitive, moving tribute t o American family life. An even
more strikin g exampl e i s the versio n o f "OF Man River " on Sinatra  i n
Paris, where Frank becomes the first-perso n storyteller o f a  black steve-
dore on the Mississippi, and wrenches the listener's heart as if he were.

The rendition s o f "M y Funn y Valentine," "Night an d Day, " and (o f
course) "April in Paris," are superb as well, and when I hear a live recording
like that, even with its technical flaws (like Frank's microphone not turne d
up yet for the first few words of the opening song), or the occasional voice
break, I  am alway s amazed to think tha t thi s performanc e occurred just
that once , jus t tha t night , an d happene d t o b e capture d o n tape . Pur e
magic. There is also something about it being recorded in Paris, that most
magical of cities, back in 1962, that gives it a special patina o f romance .

As Dean Martin onc e said , "It's Frank' s world; we just live in it." For
most of his life Frank Sinatra was the living epitome of "cool," and he even
died cool , buried with a bottle of Jack Daniel's, a pack of Camels, a Zippo
lighter, and te n dime s (hi s daughter Tin a said , "He never wanted to get
caught not able to make a phone call").

Cruising along , cruisin g along . There' s th e exi t fo r Sonoita , where I
turned of f one time on my motorcycle when I had been intending to ride
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north, but  was  advised by the Tucson BMW  people that the weathe r was
cold and snowy up there. Then the exit for Tombstone, where I had ended
up riding instead, and Bisbee, where I had spent a night and written par t
of a letter to my friend, Brutus .

Other memories were tormenting m e that day , too. (And again I have
to cit e th e Spanis h wor d fo r storm : tormenta.}  Sometime s whe n I  was
driving alon g a  highway like that , I  couldn' t hel p bu t thin k o f anothe r
highway, in Canada , o n Augus t 10, 1997, when Selen a had bee n drivin g
home from the house on the lake to Toronto. Something had gone wrong,
and her Cherokee had veered into the median, and rolled and rolled. I had
never wanted to know too many details about the accident, but that didn' t
stop my mind from imagining  it, and for months afte r I  had been tortured
by endless replays of it every day, seeing that car rolling and rolling. From
time to time it still happened (especially if I had to pass an accident scene
— oh god), even after mor e than five years of grieving and healing, and I
would have to try to shake myself out o f it, steer my mind i n some other
direction.

During that journey I was also wondering whether I  could ever stand
to be a parent again , which Carrie and I  had been considering. I knew it
was the right thing to do, on every level, but I  was still tangled in conflic t
over the fears , the anxieties , the fea r o f fears, the imagination o f facing all
that without my former faith that life was going to be nice to me. Normally
a parent's natural fear i s buffered b y the equally natural reflex of disbelief
— "It won't happen to me" — but I  was no longer protected by that spu-
rious defence .

As always, I could only try to Do the Right Thing, the criterion I  tried
to apply to every knotty decision, and I have yet to find any problem tha t
wouldn't eventually  yiel d t o tha t proces s (thoug h i t migh t sometime s
require a lot of thought). Certainly Carrie should neve r have to live with
regret, no t i f I  coul d hel p it . Joh n Bart h again , a s quote d i n th e song ,
"Bravado," "We will pay the price, but we will not coun t the cost. "

And alas , continuing tha t dar k storm of imagination an d memory , a
cloud o f sorro w loomed ahea d o f me o n th e calenda r i n lat e Marc h of
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2003. Selena's birthday was only a few weeks away, April 22nd, and I  knew
it was going to be an especially bad one (no t that such desolate anniver-
saries are ever any good). She would have turned 25 that year, and i t fel t
unaccountably different . She had die d a t nineteen , so the distanc e was
increasing between the young woman, girl, child, and baby I remembered,
and the full-fledged (read y to take flight), independent woman she would
have become. I had alway s been able to picture her a s she had been that
last day, but now she would have grown beyond that, and I was tormented
by how different that "imaginary reality" would be. I could no longer even
imagine how she would be now, and tha t someho w took me down t o a
new level of grief .

The music helped lif t me out of this abyss. It was "rock time" again on
my CD changer, and guitars and drums lit up the speakers with another of
my enduring favorites, Fully  Completely,  b y the Tragically Hip. I remem-
ber the first time I heard them; it must have been 1989, September I think,
and I was staying at my old log cabin in Quebec, working on the narrative
of a  bicycle tri p ove r th e Canadia n Rockie s fro m earlie r tha t summer ,
taken with m y brother, Danny, and som e other goo d friends . Raindance
over the Rockies was one of many privately-published travel-writing proj-
ects i n m y apprenticeshi p sinc e abou t 1985 , eac h more-or-les s a n
"experiment" (this one pushing the limits of description — too far, but i t
was als o th e las t ste p o n tha t learnin g curve) . Just a  mont h later , i n
October of 1989,1 would take the Cameroon bicycle trip that resulted in
my first published book (though not unti l 1996), The Masked Rider.

Rush had jus t released Presto,  and someon e fro m the offic e tol d m e
CHOM-FM in Montreal was playing one of the songs, "Show Don't Tell," on
a "Top Ten at Ten" feature, where listeners called in to vote for their cur-
rent favorites. I turned on the radio one night to listen to the countdown,
and I think we were number three that night, but i t was number four that
struck me: a Canadian band I'd never heard of, the Tragically Hip, and a
live recordin g of a  son g calle d "New Orlean s I s Sinking. " As the ban d
played a slow groove, the singer, Gord Downie, told a long, rambling tale
that was thoroughly weir d and bizarre — about throwing bodies ou t of
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his girlfriend's apartment window or something — and yet riveting.
Through the '905 the Hip became very successful in Canada, but never

seemed t o fin d th e audienc e the y deserve d i n th e Unite d States . Tha t
remained a  myster y t o thi s listener , fo r thei r musi c seeme d accessible
enough, smar t an d ye t deceptively simple in construction , rhythmicall y
straight-ahead, and lots of guitars; it certainly rocked, but regrettably , the
Hip remained largely a Canadian phenomenon .

I think it was for our Roll  the Bones tour in '91 that I lobbied our man-
ager, Ray, to book the Hip as our openin g act on a major tou r of the U.S.
and Canada, a tour that would have put them in front of more than a mil-
lion potential fans. However, their manager turned the offe r down , saying
there was a "buzz" starting for the band in Europe, and the record com-
pany wanted them t o g o there. I  don't know, but tha t may have been a
missed opportunity for them.

The Hip' s musi c wa s especiall y admirable becaus e i t ha d s o muc h
Canada i n it , in Gor d Downie' s excellen t lyrics , unique, intriguing, and
sometimes obscure . Probabl y m y overal l favorite record o f theirs , Fully
Completely, from 1992, had some classic examples, from the opening track,
"Looking For a Place to Happen," with references to the French explorer,
Jacques Cartier , who visite d Canada in 1534 ("Jacques Cartier, right thi s
way/ I'l l put you r coa t up on the bed/ Hey man, you've got a real bum's
eye for clothes") , to the verse in "Fifty Mission Cap" about Bil l Barilko, a
hockey playe r wit h th e Toront o Mapl e Leaf s i n th e earl y '508 , dow n
through "Wheat Kings" ("Sundown in the Paris of the Prairies"), and the
song titl e "Courag e (fo r Hug h MacLennan) " (MacLenna n wa s th e
Canadian author of great novels like Barometer Rising and Th e Watch That
Ends th e Night). The Tragically Hip were as Canadian a s ... hocke y and
beer. And donuts.

In Wilcox, Arizona, I stopped fo r gas and refille d the C D changer, then
carried on eastward , past the exit s for Fort Bowie National Historic Site,
and the Chiricahua National Monument, both of which were on my end-
less menta l lis t o f place s to explor e on e day . Right now, though, I  was
making some miles , wanting to ge t well into Texa s before tha t da y was
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through. "Miles to go before I  sleep," as Robert Frost put i t in one of my
favorite poems .

Time for another musica l interlude with an old favorite , Rox y Music's
Avalon, from the early '8os. It had been a long time since I had listened t o
that one , and again , it was unusual for a piece of music to endure so long
for me . But, once in a while Avalon could stil l weave just the right spell , as
much for its overall texture as the songs or performances (though they were
good too, of course). I knew from people in the recording world who had
worked on that project that infinite care had been taken in the making of it,
in the sound and blending of instrumentation, mute d guitar s and mellow
keyboards, soft-edged percussion, the warm drum sound and solid playing
of Andy Newmark, and the velvety crooning of Bryan Ferry, in his mature
transformation from "lounge lizard" into the ultimate "jaded sophisticate. "

The easy groove of "More Than This " and "The Space Between," and
the gentle , Latin trance o f "Avalon," carried m e int o Ne w Mexico, pas t
Lordsburg, where I had spent a sad, lonely night afte r leaving Alex's place
in Santa Fe, back in November o f '99, and Deming , where I had spen t a
night earlier that same year, after riding up from Mexico. Both places had
been datelined in "letters to Brutus," and he was on my mind that day too,
for I  was approaching his old territory, around Las Cruces and El Paso.

I had neve r wanted to know too muc h abou t Brutus' s former enter -
prises (nor did he seem particularly keen to tell me, perhaps for my own
protection), but I  had gathered that his ill-fated choice of "career paths"
had begun way back in his college days, in Newfoundland. Early on he had
decided to confine his activities to moving the "herbal" product, and stay
away fro m th e guns , gangsters, and overal l nastines s o f the heroi n an d
cocaine trades, so whatever he was up to seemed innocent enoug h to me.
Brutus had also let on that while plying that particular trade, and arrang-
ing shipments from Mexico to Canada through the United States, he used
to spend large periods of time in the El Paso area.

Since Brutus' s long , harrowin g incarceratio n tha t wa s par t o f th e
series of tragedies recounted in Ghost  Rider, he had turned hi s talents t o
other, more legitimate fields, like carpentry , cabine t work , and building
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sets for photographic shoots, and became fairly successful at what Freddi e
would cal l "straight life. " Bu t during th e year s before, when w e traveled
together s o muc h an d becam e s o close , Brutu s ha d graduall y reveale d
some of his past life , coming out i n stories about hi s adventures and th e
other character s he'd worked with. When the band playe d El Paso on the
Test for Echo  tour, he took me on a tour of his old haunts, and to me, that
netherworld — truly, the underworld  — was kind of fascinating, and kind
of frightening too .

Strange how I had ended up with no fewer than three friends who are
convicted felons . None o f them fo r violen t crimes , but tw o fo r various
kinds of corporate fraud, and Brutus with his "victimless crime" of organ-
izing shipments o f marijuana. In eac h case , they were my friends before
they wer e convicte d felons , bu t still , ther e mus t b e som e "fascination "
there, some shared sense of being "outlaws," of rebelling against authority,
conformity, and what used to be called the Establishment.

And how easily one can be led astray in youth. My childhood wa s lit-
tered wit h th e usua l pueril e peccadilloes : throwin g snowball s a t buses ,
blowing up anthills with firecrackers, spending my Boy Scout dues on cig-
arillos (wit h m y friend, Ric k Caton, o n a  winter night , hiding behin d a
frozen tre e and shiverin g as we puffed awa y and go t dizzy), maybe pilfer-
ing a  littl e mone y fro m m y pape r route , bu t nothin g to o hurtfu l o r
"delinquent." A s a teenager, I was mostly a  Serious Young Man, devote d
only to drums and music. I never drank alcohol ("uncool" to us, anyway,
in the lat e '6os) , and m y experience with drug s was limited t o smokin g
lousy hash a couple of times, and pretending to be stoned (though I didn't
know ho w you wer e supposed  t o ac t i f you wer e stoned, s o I  just acted
goofy, like everybody else was doing) .

However, when I  was about sixteen , I played in a  band with a  singer
who was, I realize now, about the worst influence in my young life. He was
a goo d singer , in th e "blue-eye d soul " fashion o f th e day , charismatic ,
attractive to the girls , both conceited and deeply insecure, vain, a snappy
dresser (a n agent once remarked tha t h e could wea r jeans and a  T-shirt
and mak e the m loo k lik e a  thousand-dolla r suit) , an d funn y (thoug h
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mostly in a  cruel way). Also, he was pure evil.  Or a t least, he was a true
sociopath, completely amoral — he had no sense of right or wrong.

He had endure d a  knockabout childhood , moving fro m Toront o t o
small Ontario towns with his divorced mother, and had ended up living
in Niagara Falls. His mother's suitor at the time tried to win his approval
by buying him a n old MGA sports car, and one winter night he drove me
around Niagar a Falls on his "rounds." First he stoppe d fo r gas at Ralph
Sauder's gas station, made fun of the poor guy's cleft palate, then drove off
without paying . He parked at a church hall, in a  lot ful l o f frost-rimmed
cars, where a week-night meeting must have been going on. He told me to
come inside with him, and to my horror, he went along the line of win-
ter coats in the cloakroom, rifling the pockets for wallets, and told me to
start at the other end. Jesus! I was terrified and appalled, knowing this was
really, really wrong, but such was his power that I pretended to do it, glad
he didn' t fin d anything . Late r i n th e nigh t h e parke d o n a  suburba n
street, and told me to follow him, onl y to star t jimmying the lock o f a
basement door. What?

He led me into a  low room cramme d wit h musica l equipment, an d
told me it was the home of another local musician, whom he called "Pizza
Face," because of his severe acne scars. Striking a match, he looked around,
then shook out the match and unscrewed a couple of Electrovoice micro-
phones (ironically , the kind that had ofte n been stolen from hig h school
auditoriums by young musicians), and stuck them in his pocket. We heard
a noise from upstairs , and beat it out o f there, but ma n — was I scared!
And lucky not to be caught, unlike another mutual friend of ours, who was
arrested with him fo r stealing change out o f a newspaper box. I never let
myself be roped into one of his "adventures" again, but I  never forgot what
it was like to be influenced by evil, and even attracted by it.

I have also never forgotten a chilling vision I once had in his room in
his mother's hous e in Niagara Falls. He turned to the little record player
that sat on his dresser, maybe changing Mandala's Soul Crusade to the firs t
Led Zeppelin album, and as I looked a t his back, I had a vision o f a knife
planted in it. I didn't know what to make of that, but i t scared me.



^er$e Iw o n 3

Girls wer e certainl y attracte d t o tha t sociopathi c lea d singer , which
puzzled me then as similar "bad boy" attractions d o now. Despite women
often claimin g to b e smarte r an d les s shallo w than males , when sexua l
attraction is involved, they are obviously no better a t judging character.

In th e earl y '905 , a  particularly beastl y criminal wa s captured i n St .
Catharines, afte r a  horrifi c spre e o f kidnapping , raping , torturing , an d
killing young girls , and one of his former girlfriends was interviewed o n
television, saying, "It couldn't hav e been him, he wasn't like that." She was
certain o f hi s innocenc e because , a s she said , she "would hav e known. "
That scenari o has been played out man y times, "when goo d girl s fall fo r
bad boys. "

At one time in our teens, that evi l singer went out with my girlfriend's
best friend , wh o wen t al l starry-eyed whe n h e wrote maudlin , vacuou s
love songs for he r (" I worship Melinda , sh e is my way of life, " and wh o
could eve r forge t th e vers e ending, "You will surel y lose your mind , o n
some strange anvil block"); then when they had a fight, he actually kicked
her between the legs. Unbelievable. An d of course, she went back with him
after that . Even more unbelievable.

Typically, he was also the first to star t bringing drugs around. Firs t it
was marijuana, though I  don't remember i t having any effect othe r tha n
feeling "naughty," but he also turned me on to LS D for the first time, when
I was sixteen or seventeen. The two of us spent a whole June night on the
open dec k abov e th e porc h o f a n ol d hous e o n Duk e Stree t i n St .
Catharines, an d i t was a powerful experience . The world dissolvin g int o
patterns, my face touched by gentle rain, wide eyes enraptured by droplets
on a perfect rose growing out of the vines on the wall, hearing the sounds
of th e night , the thoughts coming ou t o f our mouths , all of it seemin g
alive in a whole new way.

But then, next mornin g I  had t o g o to schoo l an d fac e a  math exam.
That i s what is popularly called "a bummer." I  failed miserabl y (though I
always did at math).

When I  last saw him, in the mid-'/os , I was playing in Austin, Texas,
with Rush . I was easy to reac h in those days , still staying in hotel room s
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under my own name, and he called me. He was living in Austin then, still
trying to ge t his singing caree r going , though supportin g his girlfrien d
and her young child by driving carloads of pot between Florida and Texas.
About fifteen years later, in the early '905,1 received a phone message from
him, throug h th e office , and , ou t o f som e twiste d confusio n o f honor ,
guilt, and — I suppose — fascination, I called him back. He was still try-
ing to launch his career, which had been his real motive for contacting me,
it seemed, to send me his video and management information and see if I
could hel p hi m ge t "discovered." I  ha d t o watc h th e video , jus t ou t o f
curiosity, and he was still playing the Jaggeresque, Jim Morrison (hi s idol)
"bad boy" role.

Of al l the so-calle d criminal s I'v e known personally , he was the onl y
one who was truly evil. You could see it in his eyes, even in photographs ,
a cold, dispassionate, reptilian glaze (maybe he was the Lizard King), and
he was always the kind who wouldn't hesitat e to hurt somebody else, if it
served hi s desires , o r eve n go t a  laugh . Th e other s wer e al l "loveable
rogues," who just happened to live by different rules . Nobody would get
hurt, except maybe some faceless corporation (i n the case of the two con-
victed o f fraud) , an d a s human beings , and a s friends, the y remained a s
good as anybody, or better. Not the way I would choose to be, but I  didn't
feel the need to judge them. (Society took care of that, for they all did time
behind bars — with the ironic exception of the sociopathic singer, as far as
I knew. Maybe he eventually got that knife in the back I had envisioned.)

At a truck stop near Las Cruces, New Mexico, I stopped for a sandwich
and a  Coke to go , and carrie d on driving , crossing the Ri o Grande as it
flowed south from its headwaters in Colorado, through the middle of New
Mexico, then curved southeasterly between Texas and Old Mexico, form-
ing the Big Bend I was on my way to see.

Driving past Las Cruces brought back some touring memories too, as
we had often played there in past years, in the university arena. Las Cruces
also summoned the memory of an unpleasant fan encounter, and though
it had occurred in the mid-'8os, i t still made me feel .. .  uncomfortable.
After a  long night's bu s ride , I  had dragge d myself into th e motel roo m
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around dawn , only to be awakened, what seemed like a minute later , by a
knock at the door. I looked out through the peephole, saw no one , and
opened the door a crack. There was a brown paper bag sitting there, with
my nam e o n it , and whe n I  brought i t insid e I  saw it containe d a  hal f
dozen bottles o f beer, and a note. As I unfolded the note, the phone rang,
and a male voice said, "You got my present. "

How did he know that unless he was watching my door? How did he get
my room number, when I'm staying under a phony name? (One of a series
of esoteric aliases I used over the years, mostly from ol d televisions shows:
Larry Tate, Darren's boss in "Bewitched," Hank Kimball, the endlessly tan-
gential agricultura l agen t o n "Gree n Acres, " Johnny Gilbert , th e faceles s
announcer on "Jeopardy," Waylon Smithers, Mr. Burns's abused and ador -
ing manservant on "The Simpsons" — that sort of pop culture icon.)

"Oh ... yes. Um, thank you." (Alarms already going off in my head.)
"How do you like the beer?"
"Well, I haven't trie d it . You know — it' s earl y in the morning , I  was

sleeping, and I have to work tonight." (Ho w should I  handle this one?)
"I thought maybe we could get together today." (Why did he think that?)
"Oh? Well, no, thanks. I need to rest. "
His voice cracked with emotion a s he said, "But I gave you a present.

I . . . I'm your friend. I  can't believe you're treating me like this!" (Oh-oh.)
"I don't know you, do I?"
"Your, your songs, they're about me . And I know you! And I gave you a

present? He was almost in tears now, and I  was getting nervous.
"Well," I said carefully , tryin g to improvis e a  polite-but-stern brush -

off, "I said thank you, and i f you had lef t m e alone, like you should have,
I would have written you a  nice note, like I always do. You gave me your
address."

"But I bought you that beer."
I breathed a  soft "Jesus"  and  trie d to  stee r this away from me,  a little

angry no w (or a t least tired an d crabby) . "Look, to tel l you the truth , I
don't really like beer. I guess a 'friend' of mine would know that, but never
mind —  you can have it back if you want. I'l l leave it outside th e door."
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And I hung up and put the brown paper bag outside again, then tried to
get some more sleep .

But al l that da y I felt nervous and watched , spied on —  targeted,  as it
were, by a n obviousl y unbalanced , delude d person . (Joh n Lenno n was
killed by a fan, after all, who was unhappy with the autograph Lenno n had
signed for him.)

When I carried my bicycle out of the motel and rode to the universit y
arena, I felt tense and wary, the kind o f helpless paranoia that wears at a
sensitive soul. I hated the feeling of being "under siege" by strangers, espe-
cially on tour, when I was conspicuous an d such people coul d figure out
where to fin d me . Again, as a young fan myself , I  had neve r dreamed of
chasing after m y own heroes, but a s Rush became more successful , there
were more an d more young males lurking aroun d hotel s and backstage ,
waiting to pounce on me with feverish eyes , embarrassing adulation, and
vague "expectations " tha t a  force d encounte r wit h m e wa s someho w
meaningful.

During our first years of touring in the '/os, our dressing-room doo r
was always open to anyone who wanted to talk to us — we had no secu-
rity guards or barriers around us. We still joke about the time a guy came
to the door and said , "Is this Rush's dressing room?", and when we said it
was, he marched i n and said, "Well, I gotta piss!"

As our popularity gradually increased, it still felt wrong to ourselves to
start putting up barricades, literal and metaphorical, between us and our
fans. For three suburban Canadia n kids , it seemed a self-important, elitis t
way to behave, alienating and unnatural , and we resisted that decision as
long as we could, until the situation became impossible — until our audi-
ences containe d thousands instea d of hundreds, an d they al l seemed t o
want to be in our dressin g room. As I wrote in the liner notes for one of
our early live albums, "We didn't change, everybody else did! "

Sometimes th e encounter s wer e scar y like that , o r lik e th e tim e i n
Minneapolis when I arrived at the arena by bicycle, and I was alone in the
dressing roo m i n the afternoon , changing out o f my riding clothe s an d
getting read y to tak e a  shower . A catering worker , a  young ma n i n hi s
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twenties, came into the dressing room with a tub of ice or something, and
when he spied me , he froze an d stared a t me, silent and wide-eyed. I  fel t
vulnerable enough, standing there in my socks and underwear, and the n
he said, "Apparently psychic powers run in my family."

He just stood there , staring at me, and again , the mental,  "Uh-oh." I
was all alone, and this guy was weird.

I struggle d into m y pants, as he went on, "I have always felt a  psychic
connection with you. "

Slipping on my shoes, I got the hell out of there.
Sometimes, though, the encounters with stranger s could be amusing.

During m y "Ghos t Rider " travels , I  ha d visite d a  BM W repair sho p i n
Vancouver a couple of times without any fuss, when the third time one of
the mechanics looked carefully a t my name on the work order, and made
the "connection."

He moved in closer, staring at me. "Say, are you who I  think you are?"
Up until that moment , he had been a normal, pleasant young man to

deal with, but now, I knew, things were going to change. I felt that strange
combination o f embarrassment and wariness, looking down and shufflin g
my feet, mumbling something like, "Oh, well, I guess so."

I could see his excitement growing, until he was all wide-eyed, tense, and
shaking, "Oh my god, I can't believe I didn't recognize you! Oh my god!"

"Well... you know, it's no big deal. I'm just a regular guy."
He was trembling, his head shaking from side to side. "You might be just

a regular guy, bu t . .. you rock,  and ..." He paused for a second, trying to
think of something even more profound, but failed , "And . .. you rock!"

That mad e m e laugh, and was a good story to recoun t later . When I
traveled from Vancouver down to Los Angeles to visit my Canadian expa-
triate friends , a  bunch o f us were sitting around comedia n Dav e Foley's
kitchen table one night, and he turned it into a catchphrase, turning to me
at perfectly-timed moments an d deadpanning , "You know, you rock .  . .
and . .. and you rock!"

On th e ev e of m y 50t h birthday , Michae l an d I  were stayin g at th e
Chateau Lak e Louise , having a drink afte r dinner , when the  waite r said ,
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"Are yo u who I think you are?" With a  wave of my hand, I said, "I'm no t
even who I think I am!"

Other suc h encounter s coul d b e innocen t an d friendly , lik e whe n
someone came up on the street, stuck out his hand and said, "I don't want
to bothe r you , bu t I  love you r work. " Pleasan t enough , an d no t a t all
"freaky," so it was simple to shak e the guy' s hand, say "Thank you," and
move on.

For the most part, though, I preferred to simply avoid the whole issue
— remai n anonymous , i f I  could . Easie r in a  truck sto p o r small-tow n
motel, or inside a  motorcycle helmet , than backstage a t a rock concert ,
and it was only on the Test  for Echo  tour, in 1996-97, that I started to evolve
a touring styl e which allowe d m e bot h privac y and freedom . Fo r a  few
years Geddy and Alex had been wanting to stop traveling by bus and start
flying, which I had resisted, but i f I had my own bus with a trailer for my
motorcycle, the other guys could trave l by airplane, and everyone would
be happier. I  could stay completely apar t from the "circus," except durin g
the actual show, then leave straight off the stage and drive away from th e
rest of the band and entourage, and the ever-widening ripples of hangers-
on, to slee p in a  truck stop o r res t area, maybe with a  day off ahead for
Brutus and me, or Michael and me, to explore some back roads and off -
beat destinations , lik e Punxsutawny , Pennsylvania ; Deal s Gap , Nort h
Carolina; or Teec Nos Pos, Arizona (the hot spots) .

From Las Cruces i t was only another fort y mile s to "the West Texas
town of El Paso," where Marty Robbins sang about falling in love "with a
Mexican girl," which somehow cost him his life, I forget why. Rush hadn't
played E l Paso on th e Vapor  Trails  tour , but o n th e on e before , Test  for
Echo, Brutus and Dave and I  had eate n grea t barbecued rib s on the bus
after the show, riding to Marfa to sleep and then motorcycle through th e
bit o f Big Bend that would make me want to return someda y to explore
and enjoy it more fully .

Cruising throug h E l Paso thi s time , th e freeway  ra n alon g th e Ri o
Grande and the Mexican border for a few miles. I passed a tall, glittering
American cit y o n m y left , an d a  squa t Mexica n shant y town , Ciuda d
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Juarez, tumbling dow n to the rive r on my right. The shabby little boxes
crowded up against the border like a flood against a  dam, against an arti-
ficial barrie r t o life' s natura l desir e t o move . Th e borde r a s condom ,
controlling the passing of an unwanted population .

As I continued o n Interstate 10 into the plains of West Texas, the fina l
mellow chords of Avalon drifted away into the humming o f the tires and
the rushing wind. Back to guitars and drums now, and something a little
more recent : Everything Yo u Want, by Vertical Horizon. I  had firs t heard
the singl e of the sam e name o n th e radi o bac k when I  moved to Santa
Monica, in January of 2000.1 had just started to listen to modern musi c
again, o n th e po p statio n i n Lo s Angeles, KYSR , an d on e da y I  hear d
"Everything You Want," and immediately liked it — the music, the lyrics,
the vocals, and the all-important "sound." I bought the CD, and discovered
a variety of differen t songs , all good, and al l with th e sam e compelling
quality of sincerity.

Years later , there would b e a n unexpecte d connectio n betwee n tha t
band and the car I was driving. At the time of first hearing them, I had told
our manager, Ray, about this band I liked called Vertical Horizon, and not
long afterwar d he  happene d to  mee t thei r singe r and songwriter , Mat t
Scannell, at an industry function . Ray told m e later that whe n he com -
mented t o Mat t that I  liked their music , "he was very pleased." Then he
concluded th e stor y i n inimitabl e Ray-style , "You'd think I' d tol d hi m
Pamela Anderson liked him!" Not lon g after that , the guys from Vertical
Horizon had a dinner meeting with our Alex, to discuss the possibility of
working together, because Alex was interested in producing other artist s
while we weren't working. In the end , that hadn' t worked out, probably
because the three of us were back together and working through 2001 and
2002 (thanks to Carri e helping to put m y life back together). But I knew
Matt had attende d a  couple of our show s on th e 200 2 Vapor  Trails  tour ,
and had said hello to the other guys afterward, when I was already on the
bus and gone.

The automotive connectio n cam e about earl y in 2003, when I bought
my Z-8 (through eBay) from a  BMW dealer in Texas, who agreed to take my
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Porsche 911 Speedster in trade. The sales manager asked if he could send a
Los Angeles photographer ove r to take some pictures o f my car for thei r
advertising, and a couple of days later a woman called to make an appoint-
ment for the photo shoot. She asked if it would be all right if she brought
her boyfriend, saying that I knew him; he was Matt, from Vertical Horizon.
Well, I didn't actually know him, I said, but sure, I would be pleased to meet
him, so Leah and Matt showed up at our house one afternoon.

Assuming she was a professional photographer, I  suggested we use the
back alley, where the light was better at that time of day, and said they could
bring the equipment through the walkway. Matt held up a tiny digital cam-
era, and said , "Here's th e equipment, " an d I  had t o laugh . It turned ou t
Leah was actually an actress (considering Ray's comment, ironic that at the
time sh e was working o n a  show called "VIP, " with Pamel a Anderson), a
friend o f the owne r of the Texas BMW dealership, who had called her an d
asked if they could do this as a favor. Matt, a fellow car-lover, took the pho-
tographs, while Carrie, who is a professional photographer, came out to say
hello, and she and Leah were soon talking together.

I noticed the Rolex Submariner on Matt's wrist , and showed him th e
Patek Philippe I was wearing (my ultimate "dream watch," and a 50th birth-
day present from Carrie) , and we learned that the first things each of us
had bough t afte r achievin g a  little succes s were a good ca r and a  good
watch. Lea h wondere d wha t i t wa s abou t "musician s an d mechanica l
things," and Carrie pointed out, perhaps correctly, that we just "liked toys."

Matt and his band were going through th e follow-up blues, after hav-
ing a  successfu l recor d (thei r third ) an d tourin g fo r a  coupl e o f years
behind it. They were trying to assemble a new album, but in the interim,
Matt explained , thei r recor d compan y had been through two changes of
"regimes." All the people they had established working relationships with
were gone, and the band foun d themselves being micromanaged by the
latest president, Clive Davis, through his "minions" — as the great mogul
would never deign to meet with Matt personally.

For thi s listener , and perhap s for man y others who mad e Everything
You Want  a  multimillion-selling album and number on e single , they had
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straddled th e perfec t lin e betwee n roc k an d pop , bot h i n Matt' s song -
writing and singing, and in the band's performances . However, now they
found themselves being urged to be more "pop," to conform to the current
state of pop radio — which, by 2003, perhaps reflecting the increasing ten -
sion in the "real world," had cycled into a  saccharine, almost Muzak, state
of blandness. (Driving along and firs t hearing a slow, pseudo-jazz ditty by
Norah Jones, for example, I looked down at the radio, thinking I  had acci-
dentally switche d t o a n easy-listenin g station . Nothin g wron g wit h th e
music, i f that' s wha t sh e wanted t o do , bu t i t sai d somethin g abou t a
youth-oriented po p station's audience , and the times.)

At th e recor d company' s urging , Mat t kep t writin g ne w songs , bu t
Davis's yes-men kept sending him back to write more, saying they needed
another "money track" (meaning the kind o f simple, catchy, easily-acces-
sible song s that were the stapl e o f pop radio) . As a listener, I  had bee n
struck b y my firs t hearing of the son g "Everything You Want" precisely
because it wasn't the usual pop fodder , but wa s simply a great song, with
a great sound, that happened to accidentally fit the radio format of the day,
and was part of a well-rounded album of good songs. I was tempted to say
these things to Matt, but I  didn't feel it was my place to interfere. I sensed
that perhaps he was trapped by being a genuinely nice and agreeable per-
son, wh o wante d t o pleas e everybody , an d woul d likel y resis t makin g
demands or insisting on doing things his way.

As Carrie and I stood in the alley talking with Matt and Leah, each of us
thought o f inviting them into the house for a drink, but didn' t like extend-
ing invitations without consulting th e other , s o we let them go. However,
when Matt was thoughtful enough to send me digital copies of the Porsche
photographs, I let him know that Carrie and I would like to get together with
the two of them sometime. It took a while to synchronize all of our compli -
cated schedules, but finally in March, not long before my journey, Matt and
Leah invited us to Leah's house high in the Hills of Beverly. We had an enjoy-
able evening of good conversation , an excellen t meal cooked by Leah, and
red wine (when I e-mailed Matt about "what color wine" we could bring, he
answered, "the preferred color of wine in this house is red!").
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After anothe r clos e listen t o th e Vertical Horizon C D on tha t drivin g
trip, through La s Cruces and El Paso and into the plains of West Texas, I
felt I had to speak out to Matt, and I sent him an e-mail about it .

Speaking o f art an d music , I  must confess that in our previou s
conversations, when you've been telling me about your trouble s
with th e recor d company , the "new boss," and the constan t dic -
tates t o g o back an d red o thing s i n searc h o f "another mone y
track," I've had to bite my tongue a few times to stop myself from
suggesting that you tell the record company to shut up and let you
make your own record.

Of course, it was right for me to bite my tongue — it's not my
place to offe r tha t kind o f advice — but o n the other hand, I like
you an d you r music , s o pleas e accep t thes e a s thoughts fro m
someone who cares.

It seem s t o m e tha t i f anyon e i s goin g t o decid e wha t yo u
should release to your audience, it's you (and the band, of course).
And equally, if anyone is going to screw up your career, it should
be you!

All this meddling just seems dangerous to me, flying in the fac e
of th e obviou s sincerity  o f your previous record, when i t seems
like you just made the best record you could, then hoped peopl e
would like  it. I  was listening t o Everything  Yo u Want o n my way
across New Mexico and Texas, and it remains a really fine piece of
work, with lots o f great songs. For my money, they're al l "money
tracks."

Maybe you'r e jus t to o nice a  guy , and wan t everyon e t o b e
happy? I can understand that, and again, it's not my place to judge
or dole out unwante d advice . Forgive me if this seems presump-
tuous — I almost deleted it, but i t has been on my mind quit e a
lot since we met, and it demonstrates the kind of meddling of the
"business" in the "music" that alway s bugs me . But if this bug s
you, please forget I  ever said anything!
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Fortunately, Matt took my thoughts in the spirit in which they were
intended, an d hi s answe r expresse d a healthy, creative  response to th e
situation:

Let me first say that I sincerely appreciate your thoughts on my
current situatio n an d i n n o wa y am I  offende d b y your "tw o
cents." In fact , I' m gratefu l fo r you r insight . You're absolutel y
right — I do indeed find myself at times wanting to please every-
one else , leavin g m e t o b e th e unhapp y one . I  a m constantl y
aware of how fortunate I am to be able to make music for a liv-
ing, which sometimes keeps me from asserting myself as much as
I could, or perhaps should. That's not to say that I haven't voiced
my objection s t o thi s "record-makin g b y committee " method .
Indeed I  have , and I  fin d i t incredibl y frustratin g t o hav e my
music become such a product. And yet that product i s the very
thing that sustains me. What a strange balancing act. I absolutely
agree with you that i f anyone screws up ou r caree r it should be
us! We recorded a new song last week called "I'm Stil l Here" that
is getting some passionate responses from The Powers That Be at
RCA, an d i t ma y indeed becom e th e firs t single . It's ironi c tha t
many o f th e lyric s were written ou t o f distast e fo r thi s whol e
process.

It means a lot to me that you would care enough to write down
your thoughts on the matter, and I will keep your words in mind
as I continue to deal with this complicated situation. Thanks.

What Matt said about the lyrics for "I'm Stil l Here" being inspired by
resistance t o th e recor d company' s meddlin g sounde d a  chord wit h m e
that wa s hopeful fo r thei r future , an d echoe d m y ow n experienc e too.
Early in Rush's career, in the summer of 1975, we made our second record
together (th e band's first, self-titled album, with anothe r drummer , had
been released just before I  joined, in the summer of '74, then six months
later we made Fly by Night together). Our secon d record was called Caress
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of Steel,  and we loved that record so much we were sure everyone else was
going to love it too. Only, they didn't.

In retrospect , I  ca n se e that Caress  o f Steel  wa s opaqu e an d obtuse ,
bizarre and esoteric , experimental and stylisticall y "all over the shop," as
the English would say, and its sincerity was perhaps its only real virtue. We
believed in it with all our hearts, and blamed the record company , whose
people seeme d completel y apathetic , fo r it s lac k o f success . We had a
meeting wit h the m t o tr y t o figur e ou t wh y there ha d bee n s o littl e
response in radio play and sales, and I remember one of the "promo guys"
saying, "Maybe it's just not i n the grooves. " We were outraged at such a
lack of faith .

The tou r tha t followe d Caress  o f Steel  wa s th e lowes t poin t i n ou r
career, a string of club dates and small-time opening slots across the U.S.
and Canad a that , eve n a t th e time , w e dubbe d th e "Down-the-Tube s
Tour." By the fal l o f 1975 we were unable to pay our crew' s salaries, or ou r
own, and as we convened t o start work on our nex t album , things were
grim. I was sharing a house in the countr y with som e friends, drivin g a
borrowed ca r t o th e studi o i n Toronto , an d sleepin g o n friends ' sofa s
between sessions . Management was grumbling tha t "W e might hav e to
talk about material," and we learned later that the American record com-
pany, Mercury, had written u s off — literally. We did not figur e a t all in
their financial projections for the following year. The fact tha t they did-
n't simply "drop" us, terminate our contract, was not an act of generosity
or faith, but simple disorganization in the company.

Up to tha t point  w e had stubbornl y resiste d any compromise in ou r
music, naively trusting that if only we could make it good enough, people
would like it. We were certainly aware that other bands tried to mold their
songs t o th e lowes t commo n denominator , t o mak e thei r musi c mor e
radio-friendly, bu t w e were idealistic and innocent , unabl e t o imagin e
being s o mercenar y o r cynical . We hated i t whe n th e busines s peopl e
called our music "product," talked about selling "units," and referred to a
city as a "market." Whe n othe r bands picked u p tha t attitude , and even
that language, we called it "the sickness." I remember hearing a "musician"
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we were touring with being interviewed on a  local radio station before a
show, and actually saying, "We haven't played this market for a while, and
we have some new product. "

In th e fac e o f al l that negativity , our fait h an d determinatio n wer e
shaken. If something didn't happen soon, our careers could well have been
over, and we didn't know what to do . However, instead of caving in an d
trying to make our music more "commercial," we got mad and decided t o
fight. That anger and rebellion went directly into our next record, implic-
itly and explicitly,  and 2112  became our first  real  success. The lyrics of the
side-long title track told a story about individual resistance to oppression
(I remember management warning us, "The record company doesn't want
a concep t album, " an d thinkin g sardonically , "Oh, wel l then") , an d th e
music was so imbued with that emotio n o f angry rebellion, it seemed to
communicate itself to a young audience i n a way no other theme (excep t
sex) can do .

We had decided to stay on the high road, and fortunately, 2112 took off ,
selling more than 500,000 copies in the United States, earning us our firs t
gold record. Now we had th e foundatio n o f an audienc e tha t wa s large,
and loyal, enough, to insulate us from corporate interference, and allow us
to keep recording and touring for at least another 27 years. Unconcerned
about wh y we were successful , o r ho w w e could b e more  successful , w e
were driven by musical ambition and creative synergy, and the only ques-
tion we worried about , as always, was "Now what?"

I could only wish the same for Matt and his band, who were now wind-
ing up on my CD player with a melodic, mid-tempo rocker, "Shackled." The
traffic aroun d El Paso had slowed me down a little, but no w I was on th e
open road again, still pushing eastward. It was late afternoon, cool, windy,
and overcast , and I  had covered 500 miles since morning. The next majo r
junction on the map looked to be Van Horn, Texas, which might be a good
stopping place for the night . I'd have a choice of routes for the morning ,
and a relatively short run o f maybe 300 miles south to my destination, Big
Bend National Park .

Once again,  I selected my current favorite  CD,  Linkin Park's Meteora,
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nodding my head to its insistent rhythms and enjoying it more with every
listen. I set the cruise control on 90, radar detecto r o n guard, and its sud-
den serie s of warning beeps saved me once , as I slowed and anothe r ca r
went racin g past m e — onl y to b e pulled ove r a  few miles later . When
you're committing a n innocent offence , it' s good to have a good defence!

Cruising the I-i o "business loop " throug h Va n Horn, I  checked ou t
the motel possibilities . A couple of Best Westerns at one end, and a t the
other, one of the old-fashioned, independent motel s called The Sands. It
had the requisite restaurant nex t door , and I thought, "What th e heck, "
I'd give it a try.

When I  stepped into the lobby, I saw that i t was attached to the living
room, with a television playing, and an old couple on the sofa. It wasn't a
Mom an d Po p plac e s o muc h a s a  Grandm a an d Grandp a place , an d
Grandma cam e out t o gree t me. Well, "greet" was a stretch, for she just
stood behin d th e counte r and looked a t me, without a  word or a  smile.
When I  asked if she had a room available , she said "twenty-nine dollars, "
and pushed the registration card toward me.

While a little concerned this rate sounded maybe too cheap, I decided to
take the chance, and nodded okay . I went out to the car to get my reading
glasses to fill in the card, and when I returned I tried to joke with her, say-
ing, "When you get to be my age you'll find you need glasses for everything"

She only frowned, and growled, "Don't tal k to me about age"
I tried t o protest , "But — I  was making me older than you" bu t th e

moment was lost. She didn't want to joke.
I parked in front o f the room and shifted my stuff inside, noticing that

the roo m wa s a  little  scruffy , bu t clea n enough , an d I  decide d I  coul d
endure the soft , springy bed for one night.

I turned on CN N to see if anything unthinkable had happened in Iraq,
or anywhere else, and saw the usual bombs over Baghdad and succession
of war experts and "embedded reporters" giving their opinions. The visual
image of this war seemed to be through night-vision lenses . One general
commented, "We need to attrit the Iraqi forces." The meteorology depart-
ment gave a "Battlefield Forecast."
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The report s were anchored by Aaron Brown, who, like all CNN "per-
sonalities," had risen to prominence during a crisis — in his case, the days
following September n, 2001. His on-camera presence came across as sin-
cere, sympathetic, and down-to-earth , but wha t most impressed me was
that he wasn't afraid to think out loud, rather than speak verbatim off the
TelePrompTer, like most network news robots.

A political insider commented on the White House's reaction to all the
second-guessing these experts brought t o the day-to-day conduct o f the
war, sayin g they were greeted with "words you can't say on television. "

Brown remarked that "The notion o f 'words you can't say on televi -
sion' is slightly ironic, when we're showing a war." Final analysis from this
"embedded reporter" : WA R is MADNESS .

Brown also commented o n th e ever-growin g SAR S story , centered i n
Asia and, lately, Toronto, and how it would hav e been a  "huge story " in
other times .

I turned of f the TV and went back to ask the cheery lady for some ice,
then enjoyed a plastic cup of The Macallan while I cleaned the bugs off my
windshield, the n emptie d the CD cartridge an d thought abou t my music
for the following day's drive. Those seemed to be the important priorities :
a clean windshield and a full CD player. Music, and a clear view of the road
ahead.

And The Macallan.
And dinner.
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Ckrus Two
"Drumming at the heart of a moving picture"

It is difficult now to imagine a time when it was rare to see rock music per-
formed o n television — an antediluvian era , as it were, before a  flood o f
music videos became available 24 hours a  day.

During the 19605, if you lived in a small town, or were too young to go
to concerts in a larger city, the only way to see a rock singer or band perform
(or even pretend t o perform) was on a  variety show like "The E d Sullivan
Show," o n Sunda y nights , o r weekl y po p musi c show s lik e "America n
Bandstand," or late r "Shindig" "Hullabaloo," an d "Wher e th e Actio n Is "
("Soul Train" was also great, for "alternative music," and for the dancing.)

As a  young would-be drumme r i n St . Catharines, Ontario , wit h n o
easy access to rock concerts, and no such thing yet as instructional videos
or concer t DVDS , my attention wa s riveted on an y drummer I  saw, from
Jack Teagarden on Dick Cavett's late-night talk show to occasiona l shot s
of Ed Shaughnessy on the "Tonight" show. Buddy Rich often appeared on
the "Tonight" show (given an open invitation by Johnny Carson, an ama-
teur drummer and admirer), but a t that time he was so beyond the reach
of my drumming knowledge and ability that I hardly understood what he
was doing. (Gene Krupa once said, "There are all the grea t drummers i n

129



TRAVELING MUSIC

the world — and then there's Buddy.") Years later, I realized how his music
had impressed itsel f on my mind, and certainly on my ambitions, but in
reality, every drummer I  saw or heard did something I could learn from ,
even if it was what not to do. When my first teacher, Don George , moved
on, I  decided t o carr y on learning alone, and thus al l those drummer s
became my teachers.

In the early '6os, there were a few pop-music movies around, like the
Beatles' A Hard  Day's  Night,  but tha t ha d littl e to d o with music;  it was
really mor e o f a  cartoon . Ther e wa s a n animate d Saturday-mornin g
Beatles cartoon too, but it seemed cheap to me even then (no reflection on
John, Paul, George, and Ringo, I'm sure; the amount of Beatles merchan-
dise, from lunchpail s t o dolls , tha t suddenl y floode d th e western worl d
was another whol e new phenomenon, and no doubt it was way outside
their control, and even their awareness). And again, I was only eleven and
twelve years old then ; to o youn g fo r th e Beatles . I liked som e o f thei r
songs, and emulated th e hairstyle an d clothes lik e every other kid , but I
never really caught the "bug" of Beatlemania. Other than the 45 single of
"If I  Fell " that I  won b y sellin g newspaper subscriptions , I  neve r even
owned a Beatles record (still don't), never sang Beatles songs in my inner
transistor radi o (stil l don't) , an d neve r care d t o se e Help!  o r Yellow
Submarine (still haven't). "My" bands would come later.

Another movi e around th e sam e time was a much stronge r musica l
influence on me — in fact, in retrospect, it was the influence. The T.A.M.L
Show, or "Teen Age Music International," was shown as a Saturday matinee
in my old hometown o f St. Catharines in early 1965, when I was twelve-
and-a-half, and was filmed in October 1964 in my new hometown, at the
Santa Monica Civi c Auditorium (wher e Rush played around 197 6 or '77 ,
with ou r friend s Thi n Lizz y opening , befor e th e tragi c deat h o f Phi l
Lynott, another heroi n casualty) . The T.A.M.L  Show  was an early "pack-
age" performance, bringin g togethe r widel y varying strands o f early '6os
pop music , an all-sta r lineup includin g Marvin Gaye , Chuck Berry , the
Beach Boys, Jan and Dean, the Barbarians, Lesley Gore, Smokey Robinson
and the Miracles, the Supremes, Gerry and the Pacemakers, Billy J. Kramer
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and the Dakotas, James Brown, and the Rolling Stones .
It had been surprisingly difficult to see that movie again, to see if what I

remembered ha d an y relationship t o what I  saw in that dar k theater o n a
Saturday afternoo n almos t fort y year s before. We b site s referre d t o i t a s
"often cited but rarely seen," "never released on home video," and apparently
the Beach Boys segment had been removed immediately after the theatrica l
run, a s part o f fathe r Murr y Wilson's ofte n self-defeatin g machinations .
Eventually I found a  rough, but complete , DVD version of the show.

Shot ove r tw o day s b y directo r Steve n Binde r i n black-and-whit e
"Electronovision" (basicall y high-definitio n vide o transferre d t o film) ,
the production value s were impressive, then and now, with great sound,
elaborate sets and lighting, and choreographed "go-go" dancers (includ -
ing a young Teri Garr) bouncing onstage all loose-limbed an d energetic,
with frenzie d versions o f the dance s o f the earl y '6os : the Watusi , th e
Frug, the Mashe d Potatoes , the Jerk . (They remind m e now of the kid s
dancing in a  "Peanuts" cartoon ; maybe that's where Charles Schultz got
his inspiration.)

Even the opening titles presaged how pop musi c was to be presented
visually in the future, from the Beatles (who apparently didn' t appear in
The T.A.M.I.  Show  because they were working on A Hard  Day's  Night)  t o
the Monkees to the age of rock videos. The opening theme song, "They're
Coming Fro m All over the World," was performed by Jan and Dean , the
show's hosts, over a fast-paced film pastiche of the two of them (wearing
long-sleeved, striped T-shirts) riding Hondas, sidewalk surfing, and driv-
ing go-karts, intercut with shots of the other performers arriving by bus
and car (the Miracles pretending to climb out of the trunk of a taxi).

The doors were opened to a surging crowd of Santa Monica teenager s
looking more '505 than '6o s in their hairstyles and clothes , and althoug h
the performers were remarkably integrated for the times, the audience was
mostly white, with only a few groups of black girls clapping along. Black
or white, the girls in the audience seemed to go into fits of screaming hys-
teria about everybody,  fro m the driving soul music of James Brown to the
lightweight British Invasion ditties of Gerry and the Pacemakers (though
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I confess , "Don't Let the Su n Catch You Crying" played on my youthful
heartstrings — still does).

Smokey Robinson's performance was very strong, and I remember the
tight choreography with the Miracles impressed m e then, and became a
part of singing-group showmanshi p I  would always admire, from the Pips
to 98° . Smokey was especially good o n "You Really Got a  Hold o n Me,"
which clearly demonstrated hi s influence on the Beatles, too, especially as
they covered that very song.

Likewise, Marvin Gaye's performance was impressive, with "Can I Get
a Witness," and "Hitchhike" (an d still the girls kept on screaming!), and it
occurs to me now how much R&B I was exposed to in that movie , and
how it would affect m e in later years.

In contrast, I would never be a fan of slick Motown, which was (I know
now) quite literally manufactured b y an assembly line of writers, produc-
ers, an d sessio n musicians , who ofte n create d a  backing track withou t
even knowing who would be singing on it. Watching the Supremes on The
T.A.MJ. Show  movie forty years later, they struck me as "basically insipid."
Diana Ross, soon to go solo and become the original "diva," so obviously
didn't feel wha t she was singing, but just performed i t (though I  did note
"nice gowns and choreography").

Lesley Gor e wa s onl y seventee n i n 1964 , bu t sh e wa s almos t a n
anachronism already , with her "girl group" sound records (he r own voice
double-tracked, an d produce d b y a  young Quinc y Jones) , '508 hairdo ,
makeup, and skirt suit, but sh e was so poised and professional, and what
a bi g voice she had . Sh e belted ou t "It' s M y Party" an d th e follow-u p
answer song, "It's Judy' s Turn to Cry, " and was particularly great on th e
proto-feminist ballad, "You Don't Own Me." Those dramatic key changes
and heartfel t lyrics grabbed me even as a twelve-year-old, "Don't tel l me
what to do/ Don't tell me what to say/ And baby, when I go out with you/
Don't put me on display."

Interviewed years later about Th e T.A.MJ. Show,  Lesley Gore said the
audience was so loud whe n she sang it was difficult fo r her t o hear th e
orchestra, but th e overal l sound was remarkably good. The bands, by all
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accounts, playe d live , sometime s augmente d b y the excellen t orchestr a
that accompanied the singers. The orchestra was assembled, arranged, and
conducted by Jack Nitzsche, and included musicians like Glen Campbell,
Leon Russell, and drummer Hal Elaine.

Jack Nitzsche sai d he tried to make the arrangements "soun d like the
records," which h e certainl y managed (eve n though man y o f the song s
were cut t o a  minute o r less) , and thos e musicians played so well, espe-
cially Hal Elaine, who just laid the tempos down. The nervousness of some
of the other bands, and their drummers , showed in their tendency towar d
"speediness," especially when it made the vocals hurried an d breathless —
but not when Hal was playing. His drums sounded so great too, which was
certainly a testament to his "touch" rather than the recording technology
of the day. Now I realize that the way I heard those drums al l those years
ago, before I'd ever touched a  drumstick, becam e my ideal of how drum s
ought to sound .

Chuck Berry's role as one of the pioneers of rock 'n' roll in the '505 was
undeniably important , bu t som e sa y he wa s neve r th e sam e afte r hi s
imprisonment under th e Mann Act — transporting a  minor across stat e
lines for immoral purposes — in 1962. By 1964 he displayed no edge , no
cockiness, no aggression , just ingratiating smiles, and seemed content t o
be an "entertainer" (on e definition of the distinction migh t be "perform-
ing" as opposed t o "playing") . H e performed a  lounge-act sor t o f due t
with Gerr y and th e Pacemaker s on hi s son g "Maybellene" (apparentl y
inspired by his feckless tour bus), and from then on he would thrive on a
series o f more-or-les s novelt y song s lik e "Drivin g Aroun d i n M y
Automobile" ("Ca n yo u imagine th e way I felt? / I  couldn't unfasten m y
safety belt"), to his lowest point, and biggest hit, "My Ding-a-Ling."

The Barbarians , though, were a real rock  band , with thei r wild-ma n
drummer who played with one drumstick held in a hook, and they would
soon hav e a  hit wit h "Ar e You a Boy, or Ar e You a Girl?" They actuall y
played once a t our local "Knightclub for Teenagers," the Castle, but I  was
too young to go.

Billy J. Kramer and th e Dakota s and Gerr y and th e Pacemaker s were
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the representatives of "Merseybeat," and not only was Billy J. Kramer man-
aged b y th e Beatles ' manager , Bria n Epstein , bu t severa l o f hi s hits ,
including "From a  Window," had bee n written fo r him b y Lennon and
McCartney. Given their prodigious output in those early years, for them-
selves and others, it occurred to me that this song was perhaps an example
of thei r method , bein g thematicall y simila r t o th e olde r doo-wo p hit ,
"Silhouettes" (which Herman's Hermits covered in that era). Perhaps they
sometimes use d other songs as "templates," in the way that John Lennon
described modeling "Norwegian Wood" after Leonard Cohen's "Suzanne."
Not copying, but emulating,  as in, "Let's write that kind of song."

The Beach Boys definitely used Chuck Berry's "Sweet Little Sixteen" as
the model for "Surfin' USA, " and would eventually be forced to pay him a
cut o f the royaltie s for it . They played and san g very well, though, all in
their matching striped shirts, and unusually, the camera spent a lot of time
on the drummer, Dennis Wilson, as he shook his thatch of blond hair and
pounded his drums while the girls screamed for him. That must certainly
have impressed a  preteen like me , just startin g to ge t interested i n po p
music, an d especiall y the drums , an d hi s influence on a  young English
surf-music fan named Keith Moon was also obvious.

Dennis's older brother Brian, though looking nervous and awkward (a
hint o f the "stage fright" that would soon compel him to retire from per -
forming into his infamous seclusion), delivered his strong, affecting falsett o
on "Surfer Girl" (which, that summer of '65,1 danced to over and over again
with red-haired Doreen Porter in her basement rec room). Watching Brian
Wilson as he was then, young, slender, fresh-faced and smiling shyly, was so
poignant in the knowledge of how life would unfold for him in later years,
as his grand visions led him to the edge of insanity, and beyond. When I
introduced my younger friend Matt to Pet Sounds, he said he thought you
could hear a man on the edge in the music, and by the time that masterwork
was completed (whe n Brian Wilson was only 23!), he was already descend-
ing into prodigious drug abuse and severe mental illness.

Steven Gaines's biography of the Beac h Boys, Heroes and Villains,  is a
harrowing story of "squandered talent and ruined lives," as one back-cover
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blurb put it, and likewise, Jon Stebbins's biography of Dennis Wilson, The
Real Beach Boy, documents that golden-haired surfe r boy's downward spi-
ral int o alcoholism , drugs , reckless , self-destructiv e behavior , an d earl y
death — by drowning, probably during an alcoholic seizure, in the Pacific
Ocean, at Marina del Rey. Some part of Brian Wilson stil l lives on, mak-
ing music, but younge r brother Car l died of cancer in 1998, and Dennis
drowned in 1983, at the age of 39, by which time he had become a pathetic
skid-row alcoholic.

Like the Beatles, the Beach Boys had never been a big part of my musi-
cal history, but I  liked a lot of their songs, certainly appreciated the best of
Brian Wilson's work, and what a story they were — what a California story .
The Wilson brothers, Brian, Carl, and Dennis, grew up in the Los Angeles
suburb of Hawthorne (Dennis the only one who actually surfed o r raced
the fas t cars their songs celebrated). Their early career was masterminded
by their abusive father, Murry, and i t was their mother , Audree, who had
insisted that if Brian and Carl and cousin Mike Love were going to form a
group, Dennis had to be in it too. So Dennis became the drummer (and ,
some say , Brian's mus e t o a  certain degree , as Dennis wa s certainly th e
inspiration fo r the surfing  and ho t ro d songs , and a n early title for the
projected followu p t o Pe t Sounds  wa s Dumb  Angel,  sai d t o refe r t o
Dennis).

Despite Dennis's later growth as a singer and composer, his drumming
skills were limited, and, like everybody else, he was overwhelmed by his
brother's talent and vision. As Brian's composing, arranging, and produc-
ing became more ambitious, and he began to stay home and make records
while the rest of the band went on tour, he began using legendary session
master, Hal Blaine, to play drums on the Beach Boys' sessions. Obviously
there would be psychological conflicts for Dennis, in the family dynamics
and in the sens e of "unearned success " that ha s tormented man y a per-
former, but h e enjoye d th e star' s life , fulfillin g hi s insatiable appetit e for
admiration, money , fas t cars , and women . Unfortunately , that appetit e
was equally keen for drugs and alcohol, and like his early British fan, Keith
Moon, Denni s Wilso n spirale d inexorabl y downward . Als o lik e Keit h
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Moon, Dennis Wilson the man was loved more than he seemed to feel he
deserved, an d h e just seeme d helpless;  h e trie d t o pul l himsel f togethe r
many times, but could never do it.

In hi s biograph y Moon:  Th e Life  an d Death  o f a  Rock  Legend,  Tony
Fletcher wrote that Keith Moon's favorite ballad had been the Beach Boys'
"Don't Worry Baby," and suggeste d tha t perhap s wha t Keit h ha d reall y
needed was for someone to hold him and sing that song to him. At first I
thought tha t suggestio n wa s simplistic an d shallowl y sentimental , bu t
after listening to that song a lot lately, maybe that's what everybody needs :
someone to hold them an d sing, "Don't worry baby, everything will tur n
out al l right."

The revelation of the whole T.A.M.L  Show  movie for me, though, and
a performanc e I  woul d neve r forget , wa s Jame s Brown , who gav e a n
intense, theatrical demonstration o f what soul music was all about. As his
band funke d i t u p i n th e backgroun d (anothe r grea t drummer , wit h a
great sound, and another importan t "impression" on me, I realize now) ,
James Brow n gav e an amazin g performance , wit h wailin g horns , tight
choreography wit h hi s backup singers , workin g ou t o n a  fast son g wit h
indistinguishable lyrics , bu t fo r th e chorus , "You'r e outasight! " then a
powerful repeating call and response, "Are you ready for the night train? "

Then cam e th e show-stopper , "Please , Please , Please, " whe n Jame s
seemed to sing and dance himself to exhaustion, falling to his knees as if he
had collapsed completely. A "handler" came out and put a  cape around his
shoulders and tried to lead him offstage , while the band played on, funk y
and driving . Jus t as James reached th e wings , he threw off the cap e and
exploded onc e more into song and dance, as if possessed by an irresistibl e
power. Then, he collapsed t o his knees again, and once more, the handler
and one of the backup singer s tried to lead him away. James shook the m
off again , tore off his jacket, and, supported b y one of the backup singers,
he starte d u p again , dancing feverishly , onl y to fal l t o hi s knees and b e
helped up and led off again.

This tim e h e cam e back fro m th e wing s an d di d wha t ca n onl y be
described a s a break-dance routine — i n 1964 ! The whole performance
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was just part o f the show from th e Godfathe r of Soul, of course, but fo r
this twelve-and-a-half-year-old i n th e summe r o f '65 , it was all for real,
and I was simply amazed, and never forgot it .

(Recently I was at a party in Los Angeles, and James Brown's Live at the
Apollo album was playing. It sounded so good that I  found myself retreat-
ing from the guests and standing beside one of the speakers, just listening.
He and his various bands were always so good.)

The Rolling Stones closed The T.A.M.L Show,  with a leaping, charismati c
Mick Jagger sometimes imitating James Brown (who they had been worried
about having to follow) , a  remarkably alive looking Keith Richards, and a
smiling, perfectly-coiffed Bria n Jones looking not a t al l like a young ma n
who would overdose and drown a t the bottom of his swimming pool in a
few more years. Charlie Watts sounded reall y good, as they worked throug h
"Round and Round""Off the Hook," "Time Is on My Side" (a song I always
liked, with that "talking blues" rap section in the middle) , "All Over Now,"
and the gran d finale, "It's Alright," with the whole cast of performers and
dancers thronging the stage . Watching it now, I was moved to note , "Th e
Stones rock  (don't know why that's a surprise or a revelation!)."

My tak e o n th e whol e film , i n retrospect , wa s summe d u p i n on e
emphatic word: MAGIC. And I realize now that i t was absolutely my form-
ative musical experience.

During m y searc h fo r Th e T.A.M.L  Show,  I  foun d som e interestin g
background histor y that resonated throug h th e years after tha t landmar k
event.

The opening theme, "They're Comin g From All over the World," was
written b y a  pai r o f high-schoo l student s name d RF . Sloan an d Stev e
Berry, wh o woul d late r compos e th e earl y "protes t song, " "Ev e o f
Destruction " for Barry McGuire. The arranger and orchestra leader , Jack
Nitzsche, who had done a lot of work with Phil Spector, would later work
with th e Rollin g Stones an d Nei l Young, an d scor e films like On e Flew
Over the Cuckoo's  Nest and An Officer  an d a Gentleman (with the hi t "U p
Where We Belong" cowritten with hi s secon d wife , Buff y St . Marie). So
many stories, everywhere I looked .
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The orchestra members Leon Russell, Glen Campbell, and Hal Blaine
would al l work o n late r Beach Boy s recording session s (Campbel l even
filled i n fo r Bria n Wilson o n tou r fo r a  few months), an d th e director ,
Steven Binder, had been directing Steve Allen's late-night talk show, and
brought hi s cre w fro m ther e t o th e Sant a Monic a Civi c Auditorium .
Binder would later direct Elvis Presley's famous "Comeback Special," and
he recounte d a  tellin g differenc e i n tha t experienc e compare d t o th e
sweaty close-ups of James Brown's face in The T.A.M.L Show  — NBC didn't
want him to show Elvis actually perspiring, or with his carefully-designed
hair disarranged .

In an interview in the 19905 , Binder said that when they were assem-
bling the footage for The T.A.M.L Show,  they encountered a  difficult audi o
problem in their mon o mix : how to disguise the unmistakable soun d of
the young girls in the audience chanting "Fuck  me!"

That seems unbelievabl e i n the contex t o f the times, but mayb e that
perceived "context" needs re-examining. Perhap s all along the older gen-
erations had been right  to fear the sexual power of rock 'n' roll (a phrase,
incidentally, sai d to have been a n African-American euphemism fo r th e
sex act). But of course rock wasn't really to blame; there is a basic relation
between any kind of music and sex — sensual, emotional, and physical —
and even that degree of pubescent-female mania predated rock 'n' roll by
a few years (i f not s o baldly stated) . I t seemed to have been born ou t of
nowhere during World War n, with the male-deprived Bobby-Soxer s sud-
denly wildly hysterical over Frank Sinatra (i t hadn't happened with Rudy
Vallee, o r Bin g Crosby!) . The n successiv e wave s o f youn g girl s bega n
screaming and swoonin g for Elvis, the Beatles , and righ t u p to the boy-
bands o f the present day . When Selena was thirteen, I  took her an d he r
friend Mishk a t o se e New Kid s o n th e Bloc k a t Toronto' s Mapl e Lea f
Gardens, which, apart fro m othe r dutifu l parents , was filled with 10,000
pubescent girls. I swear you could smell the sex in that building, a kind of
estuarine electricity.

Puberty and pop music had a cathartic reaction to each other, as those
hormonal change s also alter one's relationship with music, but boys and
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girls responded in different ways. It is a music business truism that young
girls are the most fickle of audiences, being fanatical about the teen sensa-
tion o f th e da y fo r a  yea r o r two , the n losin g interes t suddenly , an d
completely. The summer Selena was fourteen, she came home from camp
and took down all her New Kids posters, and they were over.

In attemptin g t o understan d th e paucit y o f femal e musician s (a s
opposed t o singers ) i n rock music , Camill e Pagli a has pointed ou t tha t
men are simply more obsessive , for both evil and good, and in mention -
ing tha t he r her o wa s Keith Richards, she said there would neve r be a
female Keith Richards because "they simply won't spend the time with the
instrument." (Thoug h it should be noted that one of the most in-demand
bass players in Los Angeles in the '6o s was Carol Kaye, who worked with
Hal Elaine's group of session musicians , "Th e Wrecking Crew" on many
great recordings, including such legendary projects as Pet Sounds.)

On the bulletin board in front o f my desk there's a newspaper clipping
I've held onto for many years, describing the "fantasy careers" of men an d
women in little pie-charts. It is a clear illustration of the complicated, much-
disputed stor y o f the "differences, " the dream-live s o f me n an d women .
Among several thousand adul t Americans surveyed, almost hal f the me n
fantasized about being an athlete, followed by business leader and musician,
while the women were divided evenl y among singer , author, an d doctor .
Therein hangs many a tale of fantasy, if not reality.

The raw sexuality i n early rock music was also apparen t i n a  video
compilation I found in my search for The T.A.M.I, Show  movie. Called That
Was Rock,  the vide o wa s hosted b y Chuck Berry , and containe d a  few
performances from Th e T.A.M.I. Show  and some from another multi-ac t
show presented by Phil Specto r at the Sant a Monica Civic Auditorium
the followin g year, 1965, called "TNT."

That video als o had som e interestin g performance s t o se e and hea r
now, notably a  noisy, savage, mesmerizing performance by Bo Diddley,
accompanied by a trio of female backup singers in long gowns, one play-
ing electric guitar (a sexy visual, and probably somewhat shocking for the
time), and a long-limbed bass player repeating a graceful dance step while
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he an d th e drumme r pounde d ou t tha t trademar k "shave-and-haircut ,
two-bits" Bo Diddley rhythm. The beat became trance-like in its ceaseless
repetition, and the sheer presence of the man himself was riveting — not
arrogant so much as careless, as if to say, "Here I am; dig me, or don't"). In
my early years, I had never paid much attention to the early "wild men" of
rock 'n' roll, like Little Richard and Jerry Lee Lewis, but I was beginning to
understand th e stripped-down , authentic accomplishment  o f what was a
real musical and cultural revolution.

Among the pictures and posters that use d to hang in the psychedelic
"art installation" that was my bedroom when I was a teenager, I remem-
ber a  page from Eye magazine with a pop-art layout of live photos of The
Who, and a quote from Pete Townshend to the effec t that "Rock needs to
go back to the power, glamour, and insanity of the Elvis Presley age."

That quot e cam e int o m y head , al l those year s later , watchin g B o
Diddley, and thinking that what we needed now was more of the power,
glamour, and insanity of the Bo Diddley age . He was no pale imitation o f
the hypnotic, primal pulse of rock music; he was it.

The Ronette s als o appeare d i n tha t TN T show, produce d b y Phi l
Spector, and hi s then-wife, Ronnie Spector , was cute and smilin g a s she
belted out one of his early pop masterpieces, "Be My Baby" (a song Brian
Wilson claimed to have listened to so many times he wore out the grooves
of copy after copy). Ronnie and the other two pant-suited, bouffant-hair-
doed singers seemed much more "there" than the Supremes had, less cool
and aloof as they moved through thei r danc e routines i n the exuberant ,
up-tempo anthem , "Shout."

The Ike and Tina Turner Revue seemed to be the knockout performers
that year, though, and Tina put out amazing energy and sexuality. In later
years, Janis Joplin was said to be the firs t femal e roc k star, but i n retro -
spect, Tina would seem to wear that crown. It can't be a question of color,
as Janis certainly sang "black music."

And Janis Joplin would be a big part of the next Big-Screen epiphany
in my musical development, Monterey Pop.  In June of 1967, the firs t true
rock festiva l too k place in norther n California , a three-day event called
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"The Montere y Internationa l Po p Festival, " an d I  sa w the subsequen t
movie at an "art-house" cinem a in Toronto when I was fifteen. That, for
me, was the movie that put it all together. This was something I wanted to
be part of — indeed, felt par t of.

Even now, Monterey Po p stands as the ultimat e documen t o f the lat e
'6os, both musically and sociologically , and when I  looked back with 50
years of sophistication an d opinionated taste , once again I was curious to
see if what I admired then  still stood up 35 years later. Those bands whose
names I drew so artfully on my schoolbooks, an d whose records I bought
and loved, were they really any good?

I decided to find a copy of Monterey  Pop and watch it again, to see what
I might learn from the past.

As the titles and opening shots of the crowd were shown, the first thing
I notice d wa s that thes e people , the earl y hippies, really were  beautifu l
people. The "flower children " were young and innocent and fre e and ide-
alistic; they were the sons and daughters of what Tom Brokaw called "the
greatest generation, " as their parent s had live d throug h an d fough t th e
Depression an d Worl d Wa r n. Th e generatio n tha t followed , th e tru e
"baby boomers," lived through an d fought the nex t age , the Eisenhowe r
years of conformity and suburban boomtimes, through inexplicabl e wars
in Korea and Vietnam which continued to draf t the young boys, but thi s
time allowed no "heroes," and through the pervasive Cold War which held
everyone under the threat of nuclear annihilation for almost fifty years —
almost my whole life.

Not surprisingly, youth responded with existential abandon, idealisti c
rebellion, socia l nonconformity , Dionysian hedonism , an d flamboyan t
creativity. They were something like the "lost generation" that emerged in
the 19208 from the devastation o f World War i — disoriented, disaffected ,
and dismissive o f the past, living somewhat desperatel y in the moment .
And in their own way, the hippies were a tough generation too. They sur-
vived their own times, they were hardy and adventurous, traveling rough,
hitchhiking around and "crashing" any old place and eating any old thing,
experimenting with communes and drop-in centers, and new attitudes to
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sexuality (though "free love," as T. C. Boyle implied in his '6os novel, Drop
City, may have been more about masculine guil e in taking advantage of
early feminists who wanted to appear "liberated") .

The hippies also famously experimented with recreational drugs (dozens
of different drug s — marijuana, hashish, mescaline, peyote, LSD, MDA, STP,
angel dust, heroin, uppers, downers, amphetamines, barbiturates — some
of them, unfortunately, too often destructive , an d even deadly), and in the
middle of all that inner and outer ferment, or perhaps because of it, they
were able to creat e a n entir e culture  o f style : clothing, music , hairstyles ,
decor, graphics, even organic foods — throwing a whole psychedelic light
on the rest of the world, that soon pervaded all of western society.

And i t still seems as though a t the beginning, at the time of Monterey
Pop, that culture had an integrity and beauty that were not yet tarnished
by commercialization and drug casualties.

The openin g theme to Monterey  Po p was "San Francisco (Be Sure To
Wear Flower s i n Your Hair), " sung by Scot t Mackenzie , an d written by
John Phillips of the Mamas and the Papas . Phillips wa s one of the pro -
moters of the event, inspired by the annual Monterey Jazz Festivals, along
with recor d produce r Lo u Adler (wh o produce d th e Mama s an d th e
Papas, as well as that Scott Mackenzie song).

The homemade basis of the festival was evidenced by early shots in the
movie o f Phillip s an d hi s then-wif e Michell e personall y dealin g wit h
phone call s and busines s arrangements (Joh n on th e phon e t o Dionn e
Warwick, who backed out at the last minute, as did the Beach Boys, citing
Carl Wilson' s draft-evasio n charges —  a  sig n o f th e time s —  thoug h
apparently i t was really because Brian Wilson feare d the y would no t b e
appreciated b y that audience — another sign of the times) .

The firs t liv e appearanc e i n th e movi e wa s by the Mama s an d th e
Papas, who looked and sounded great, their voices blending naturally into
the ric h harmonies o f their recordings . "California Dreamin'" was espe-
cially poignant, i n tha t tim e an d place . And onc e again , there was Hal
Blaine (heard but not seen), who had played on all their records, and often
their live performances as well.
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Next up in the movie were Canned Heat, rocking out with the Willie
Dixon blue s song, "Rollin ' and Tumblin'. " Apparently i t was their firs t
gig outside Los Angeles, and watching them made me think of the auto -
biography, Living the Blues, written years later by their drummer , Fito de
la Parra, who joined just afte r Monterey , was there fo r Woodstock, an d
eventually became the las t survivor . Three member s o f tha t ban d die d
from drug-relate d causes , but mor e fro m habitua l abus e than the acci -
dental overdose s that ha d struc k down others , like Janis Joplin, in ways
that just seemed unlucky. It was also notable that the Canned Heat guys all
seemed to start out on shaky ground, psychologically .

Simon an d Garfunke l als o sounded really , really good, both o f the m
singing beautifully on "Th e 59t h Street Bridge Song (Feelin ' Groovy)." I
was reminded o f their song "America," which my friend Tuck and I  used
to play over and over in his basement. That song still came up in my "hel-
met transistor " fro m tim e t o time , an d I  stil l remembere d ever y word.
Another classic song of the American road .

The outtakes  on the  DVD  version of  Monterey Pop  also revealed won-
derful version s o f "Homewar d Bound " an d "Sound s o f Silence, "
showcasing Paul Simon's place as one of the great songwriters of the age.
(Hal Blain e conies t o min d onc e agai n fo r hi s grea t drumming o n th e
recorded version s o f those songs , a s well a s the Mama s an d th e Papas ,
Scott Mackenzie , the Association , Johnny Rivers, and th e Byrd s — just
from tha t festival! )

South Africa n bandleader Hug h Masekel a helped t o mak e Montere y
truly a n international  pop festival , wit h hi s beautifu l trumpe t playin g
fronting a  mixed-rac e ban d (whic h mus t hav e pushe d contemporar y
mores, i n Sout h Afric a an d i n th e U.S. ) performing a  son g by Miria m
Makeba, "Bajabula Bonke (Healing Song)."

Jefferson Airplan e highlighted th e emerging style of true psychedelia ,
and the two songs shown in the movie made it clear that Grace Slick could
really sing. The bass player, Jack Casady, was also a standout, an d when I
was first auditionin g fo r Rush and we were discussing influences , Geddy
told me Jack Casady was one of his favorite bass players. I was pleasantly
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surprised t o recogniz e th e gentl e balla d "Today, " fro m thei r albu m
Surrealistic Pillow, which I had owned and loved as a teen, and it still stood
up as a fairly sophisticated love song.

(The other psychedelic San Franciscans, the Gratefu l Dead , played at
the festival, but didn't appear in the movie because, according to the direc-
tor, D.A. Pennebaker, every one of their songs was longer than ten minutes .
Too long fo r th e reel s on th e fil m crew' s portabl e cameras , they coul d
never capture a full song.)

Next came the show-stopper, then and now: Janis Joplin. This was the
performance tha t launche d he r career , wit h th e ban d Bi g Brother an d
the Holding Company, and it's not hard to see why. "Ball and Chain" was the
consummate whit e blues performance , with Jani s completel y possessed,
hair flying and feet pounding, wailing out the desperate sorrow of "every-
woman," whose love of a careless man i s an insupportable burden . Cass
Elliott i s shown watchin g he r i n open-mouthed astonishment , and a s I
watched the power of Janis Joplin's total abandonment to the emotion she
expressed so unstintingly with her raspy, Southern Comfort-fueled voice ,
and knowing sh e had onl y another yea r or so to live, I found myself in
tears. Such an unbelievably powerful performance, and such a tragedy to
have lost her.

Next there was a long violin intro to the Rolling Stones song "Paint I t
Black," leading into a  vocal by Eric Burdon, who was then o n the cusp of
leaving behind his roots as an English blues-rock singer in the Animals, and
becoming a kind of champion of the San Francisco scene. He had spent the
winter of '66-'67 in San Francisco, and put togethe r a new version of the
Animals which recorded the great song "When I Was Young" (with a B-side
called " A Girl Named Sandoz, " an acid-roc k od e to th e pharmaceutica l
company which originally made LSD) , then "San Franciscan Nights," and,
later in 1967, the song which celebrated the Monterey Pop Festival experi-
ence, "Monterey."

One line of that brief epic, in which many of the performers were clev-
erly mimicked instrumentall y a s they were sung about, goes "His majesty,
Prince Jones , smile d a s h e move d amon g th e crowd, " an d th e movi e
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showed Brian Jones (who also acted as occasional M.C.) dressed in a fan-
tastic pale-blu e outfit , doing exactl y that, walkin g through a  crow d of
music fans wh o coul d stil l le t a  legendary musician strol l among them,
unmolested.

(Jones also apparently applauded loudly fo r Burden' s version of his
band's song , "Paint I t Black, " and i t occur s to m e now that the Stone s
never really recovered from hi s loss — there seems to have been a  whole
dimension of their music, a depth, that was lost with him.)

During rehearsals for Rush' s Vapor  Trails  tour , in the sprin g o f 2002 ,
the three of us discussed the ide a of each of us choosing an old song by
bands fro m ou r youth, to have something differen t w e could play in the
show, perhaps as encore songs, or alternating "treats" to spice up the set.

For a few years, Eric Burdon's "When I  Was Young" had been playing
back in my mental transistor radio , and I imagined a slowed down, heav-
ier version, with those impassioned, defian t lyrics, "When I was young, it
was more important/ Pain more painful, laughter much louder, yeah . ..
When I  was young" (written when Burdon was twenty-five). Wanting to
check out the original version, I found a "Best Of" collection an d discov-
ered some treasures, largely forgotten but for the occasional oldies statio n
playing "House of the Rising Sun" or "Don't Let Me Be Misunderstood."

For a native son of Newcastle, England, Burdon had on e of the mos t
authentic an d endurin g blue s voices, gravelly and soulful , with particu -
larly fin e phrasin g an d a  natura l styl e tha t seeme d felt  rathe r tha n
imitated. The drumming of Barry Jenkins was solid and sometimes inven-
tive, as in a  single bass drum beat he dropped in the middle of "When I
Was Young" that was just perfect, an d some of his snare rolls as well.

But it was the bass player, Danny McCulloch, who really impressed me.
In the song "Monterey," his playing was so energetic, melodic, and driving
that I could listen to the song for the bass part alone, which is a rare tribute.

Then came the performance that totally galvanized me at age fifteen,
and still gets my blood racing, The Who doing "My Generation."

Although I was already a fan, thanks to Graeme and the Waifers cov-
ering their early singles, The Who were not well known in North America
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at the time, having only toured as an opening act for Herman's Hermits .
But all that was about to change. Pete Townshend stepped to the mic and
said, "This is where it all ends," and they went crashing and thrashing into
that ultimate punk anthem, "Why don't you all f-f-fade away."

As with Dennis Wilson in The T.A.M.L Show,  the camera paid unusual
attention to the drummer, Keith Moon, locking on him and capturing a
sequence o f lunatic facia l expressions , as he thrashe d awa y a t a  rente d
Slingerland ki t (h e alway s played Premier drums, but thei r own equip-
ment couldn't be shipped there in time).

Then cam e th e tota l anarch y o f th e ending : microphon e whirling ,
drums kicked over, smoke bombs igniting, Townshend' s guitar smashing
against mic stands, amplifiers, and finally the stage, as he broke the neck
off the body and left the stage while feedback squealed and hummed. (All
while the stagehands scrambled onto the stage and tried to save the sound
company's microphones for the rest of the festival. )

Nothing could follow that, of course, and in the movie, they cut to the
proverbial "somethin g completel y different, " a  daytime performance by
Country Joe and the Fish, called "Section 43." It was ambient, psychedelic,
early "trance" music, which my modern-day notes could only describe as
"weird as hell." In the mid-'jos, their guitarist, Barry Melton, would share
a bill with Rush at a club in Southern California, when I would be playing
Slingerland drums, in a chrome finish inspired by Keith Moon's Premier
drums on the Tommy  tour.

So many connections i n this musical roadshow.
Next up was Otis Redding, who was so cool and sang so well, first on

an up-temp o numbe r calle d "Shake," and then o n a  classic ballad, "I'v e
Been Lovin g You Too Long," building t o a  powerfu l climax . Hi s ban d
(Booker T and the MGS ) was also great, particularly the drummer, I noted,
and I  summed up m y modern response in a  single word, "Wonderful."
Alas, Otis Redding was to be another tragic casualty, dying in a plane crash
later tha t sam e year. (In fact , afte r Monterey , Otis Redding spent som e
time in San Francisco, where he wrote "Sitting o n the Dock of the Bay,"
recorded just before his death and released posthumously.)
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Next, Jimi Hendrix, about who m m y replacement dru m teache r ha d
said tha t ver y year, "This change s everything." Like my other idols , The
Who, his music was not well known in North America, and Monterey was
the time an d place that change d all that. Brian Jones introduced him as
"the most exciting guitar player I have ever heard."

The argument between Hendrix and The Who over who would go on
before the other i s well-documented (on e story has Hendrix callin g Pete
Townshend a  "honky"), and Hendrix , losin g the decidin g coin-toss , se t
out t o d o al l h e coul d t o overshado w th e explosiv e final e o f "M y
Generation." First of all, there was the way he looked, described by a con-
temporary writer, Michael Lydon, who attended the festival and described
it at length for Newsweek.

Hendrix is a strange looking fellow. Very thin, with a big head and
a protuberant jaw, Hendrix has a tremendous bush of hair held in
place carelessl y by a n Apache  headband. H e i s both curiousl y
beautiful an d a s wildly grotesque as the proverbia l Wild Man of
Borneo. He wore scarlet pants and a scarlet boa, a pink jacket over
a yellow and black vest over a white ruffled shirt .

In hi s fina l number , th e Troggs ' "Wild Thing, " Hendri x playe d th e
melody of Sinatra's "Strangers in the Night" (a current hit) as a guitar solo
— with one hand — then played the next verse behind his back, raised the
guitar to his face an d played it with the pick between his teeth, and then
went into hi s own anarchic finale, with drummer Mitch Mitchell rolling
around the drums and accelerating into a frantic pace. Jimi, down on his
knees and straddling his Stratocaster, douse d i t in lighter fluid , set it on
fire, and then smashed it .

Another toug h ac t to follow , and again , the movi e use d a n abrup t
change o f mood , seguein g to Cas s Elliot's swee t solo version o f "Got a
Feeling." Howeve r differen t thei r moods , Hendri x woul d b e dea d i n
September of 1970, and Cass in '74. Alas, drugs and booze again.

Suitably, somehow , th e gran d final e o f th e movi e versio n o f th e
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Monterey International Pop Festival was Ravi Shankar, who played a long
sitar raga in astonishing unison with a  virtuoso tabla player, Alia Rakha,
and a  woman named Kamala playing another stringed instrument called
a taboura. Apparently Shankar had asked the audience not to smoke dur-
ing his three-hour afternoon performance , and the photographers no t to
take pictures, and he wondered aloud to the audience, "What am I doing
at a pop festival when my music is classical? I knew I'd be meeting you all
at one place, you to whom music means so much. This is not pop, but I
am glad it is popular."

The audienc e seemed to be completel y rap t i n th e spel l cas t by the
music, floatin g alon g with th e intricat e melodie s an d rhythm s a s they
swelled and whirled through strange, exotic movements, finally rising to a
frenzied clima x of prestidigitation and seemingly telepathic communica-
tion among the musicians.

Jimi Hendrix and Mick y Dolenz both looke d awe d as they watched
and listened, and it is interesting t o note that after seeing Hendrix play at
Monterey, Dolen z lobbie d fo r th e Jim i Hendri x Experienc e t o b e th e
opening ac t on a  Monkees tour later tha t year. Predictably, Jimi' s musi c
was not a  success with a teenybopper audience, and he soon left the tour .
(Chris Welch's Hendrix biography told o f a story being invented that the
Daughters of the American Revolution had protested the "sexuality" of his
act, which was a fabrication apparently dreamed up to get some publicity
out of the situation.)

Another celebrit y in tha t audience , Tommy Smothers (also an occa-
sional M.C.), was impressed by The Who's performance, and invited them
to appear o n the weekly comedy show he hosted wit h his brother, Dick :
"The Smother s Brother s Comed y Hour. " My fellow Who fan s a t school
(all three o f us) were thrilled that after doin g the autodestruction act in
"My Generation, " Townshen d grabbe d Tomm y Smothers ' guitar , an d
smashed it too. We thought that was cool.

A few interesting bands played at Monterey who didn't appear in the
movie, for various reasons, some of them included as outtakes on the DVD
release. (On e no t show n wa s an earl y Canadia n roc k ban d calle d th e
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Paupers, who ha d recentl y been signed by Bob Dylan's manager, Albert
Grossman.) Buffal o Springfiel d featured David Crosb y fillin g i n fo r a
recently-departed Neil Young, to th e displeasur e o f Crosby' s ow n band ,
the Byrds , who als o playe d Monterey — a  chain leadin g t o th e variou s
permutations o f Crosby, Stills , Nash , and Young, the Association , Laur a
Nyro (excellent, though apparently her "soul revue" presentation didn' t go
over well with the audience) , Quicksilver Messenger Service, and anothe r
important group of bands: the electric blues tour-de-force outfits like Paul
Butterfield ( I missed ou t o n hi s musi c someho w the firs t tim e around ,
back in the day , but h e was great), the Blue s Project, Al Kooper, and th e
Electric Flag (the contemporary reporter, Michael Lydon, wrote colorfully
about thei r drummer , wh o would late r pla y with Hendrix : "Drumme r
Buddy Miles, a  big Negro with a  wild 'do ' who looks lik e a  tough sou l
brother from Detroi t and who is actually a prep school-educated son of a
well-to-do Omaha family, sings and plays with TNT energy, knocking over
cymbals as he plays").

Such anachronistic racial terms told a story of the times, and the back-
stage politica l drama s tol d som e storie s too , an d hinted a t others . The
festival wa s incorporate d wit h a n honorar y boar d o f governor s tha t
included Donovan , Mick Jagger, the Stones ' manage r Andrew Oldham ,
Paul Simon , Joh n Phillips , Smoke y Robinson , Roge r McGuinn , Brian
Wilson, and Paul McCartney (who apparently recommended The Who).

Among othe r things , ther e wer e racia l tensions . Phillip s sai d later ,
"Smokey was completely inactive as a director. I  think i t might b e a  Jim
Crow thing. A  lot o f people pu t Lo u Rawls down fo r appearing . 'You'r e
going to a Whitey festival, man,' was the line. There is tension between the
white groups who are getting their own ideas and the Negroes who are just
repeating theirs. The tension i s lessening all the time, but i t did crop up
here, I am sure."

The Grateful Dead's manager was quoted as saying about the organizers,
"Of al l the shift y scheme s and scal y exploitations o f the hour , this i s the
most nefarious." Paul Kantner from Jefferson Airplane expressed the divide
that existed even then between San Francisco and Los Angeles, saying that
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Monterey was "totally ruined by Los Angeles interests." Another musician
said, "Does anybody really know where these L.A. types are at?" Country
Joe McDonald called the festiva l "a total ethical sellout of everything that
we'd dreamed of."

It's no t clea r exactl y why they fel t tha t way , for eve n the honorar y
"board of governors" showed the idealistic spirit of the event, and all the
artists were paid only expenses, the proceeds going to a  charitable foun-
dation which seems to have been legitimate. (Phillips talked about inviting
Chuck Berry: "I told him on the phone, 'Chuck, it's for charity,' and he said
to me, 'Chuck Berry has only one charity and that's Chuck Berry, $2,000.'
We couldn't make an exception.")

"The San Francisco groups had a very bad taste in their mouths about
L.A. commercialism," the co-promoter, Lou Adler, reflected, "and it's true
that we were a business-minded industry. It wasn't a hobby. They called it
slick, and I' d hav e to agre e with them . We couldn't fin d th e link. Every
time John [Phillips] and I went up there, it was a fight — almost a physi-
cal fight on occasions . And that was right up t o the openin g day of the
Festival, with th e Dea d — th e Ungratefu l Dead , a s we called them —
threatening to do an alternative festival."

And that was the beginning of the Summer of Love. It continued wit h
Easy Rider  i n 1968 , then th e ultimat e expressio n o f '6o s roc k festivals,
Woodstock, in the summer o f 1969. How close I came to attending tha t
one. Almost seventeen, I was playing in the final version of a band called
the Majority (ever-shifting personnel in that embattled band), and the four
of us heard about the upcoming festival down in New York State. Bob, Rick
(the only guitarist I  ever knew who played "air guitar" by holding his right
forearm across his chest, like a guitar neck, and "fingering" the imaginary
fretboard with his left as he "played" along with the radio or record), Paul,
and I decided to go together in the band van, and two of the guys went over
the border t o Buffalo t o buy tickets, only to be told that the festival had
been canceled. I don't know how or why they were told that, but i t was a
shame. As a consequence, I remember exactly where I was when I didn't go
to Woodstock: at our keyboard player's aunt's cottage, on a lake in Ontario.
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That's wher e I  was when I  was not watching an d hearin g Th e Who,
Jimi Hendrix, Janis Joplin, Santana , Jo e Cocker, Crosby Still s an d Nash ,
and the rest.

But even watching the movie , firs t when i t was released i n 1969, and
now thirty-four years later, it is apparent that something had changed over
the two winters since Monterey. The unselfconscious innocence and ideal-
ism were givin g way to bitternes s an d resentmen t abou t Vietnam , th e
draft, civi l rights , an d othe r socia l an d politica l issues , disillusionmen t
with th e commercialis m and , perhaps , eve n th e increasingl y universal
acceptance of the hippie aesthetic , an d a weary kind o f cynicism with the
"youth movement. "

After Monterey , Brian Jones said, "I sa w a community for m and live
together fo r thre e days . I t i s s o sa d tha t i t ha s t o brea k up. " Afte r
Woodstock, Pete Townshend said he had "hated" it, and told one reporter,
"Listen, this i s the fuckin g America n dream, it' s no t m y dream. I  don't
want to spend th e rest of my life in fucking mud, smoking fucking  mari-
juana. If that's th e American dream, let us have our fuckin g mone y an d
piss off back to Shepherd's Bush where people are people."

At Woodstock , ther e wer e infamou s warnings ove r th e P.A . system
about staying away from "the brown acid, " and people were learning that
getting high coul d be more than a  "bummer." Earlie r that same year the
terrible roll call of rock drug casualties had begun with Brian Jones, over-
dosing and drowning in his swimming pool.

The Summer of Love, and the '6os, ended later that year, too, when the
Rolling Stone s performed (wit h Jones' s replacement , Mick Taylor ) at a
"free concert " in Altamont, California. Tour photographer Etha n Russell
wrote, "The frightenin g thing a t Altamont, an d everyone noticed it , was
how muc h o f the audienc e wasn' t jus t high, the y were gone. Their eye s
were not entranced, but vacant. "

The Hell's Angels motorcycle club claimed to have been hired as secu-
rity by the promoter , Bil l Graham (wh o later foun d i t prudent t o den y
that), but i n any case, they became the eye of a chaotic stor m o f tensio n
and violence . A s the intoxicate d mo b close d i n aroun d th e stage , th e
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Angels' precious motorcycles were pushed over , and the bikers struck back
with pool cues. Mick Jagger tried unsuccessfully to calm the situation, but
violence continued to erupt throughout th e show, until, while the Stones
played "Unde r M y Thumb," a  membe r o f th e Angel s stabbed a  blac k
teenager to death righ t in front of the stage. (Some written account s end
the story there, making it seem like an act of racist brutality, but it was not
until I watched the movie again that I remembered the victim was clearly
out o f control and waving a gun around in the middle of a huge crowd.
Not something he should have been killed for, of course, but a  tellingly dif-
ferent scenario. )

The whole out-of-control event, including the stabbing, was caught in
the movie Gimme Shelter, originally planned to be a documentary of the
Rolling Stones' 1969 tour. Fate provided a  chilling climax to that tour , to
that movie, and, as a symbol, to the generatio n wh o came of age in th e
'6os. It was the end of something.

From the inspiratio n o f Th e T.A.M.I.  Show  a t twelve, I had grow n to
the affirmatio n o f Monterey Po p at fifteen, but whe n I was seventeen and
saw Gimme Shelter for the first time, what I felt was shame.

Music and life taught me a lot during those few years, and what a cast
of teachers  I had. It is said that the man who claims to be self-educated has
a fool for a teacher, but I  have learned from literall y hundreds of people,
in music, in reading, and in life, and they became part of a continuum tha t
continues t o inspire and drive me onward and upward .

At different period s of my development as a drummer, I was directly
guided b y Do n Georg e and Freddi e Gruber , but indirectly , m y inne r
sixteen-year-old woul d foreve r b e inspire d by , among countless others ,
such lifetime exemplars an d touchstones a s Buddy Rich's virtuosity an d
dedication, Ha l Elaine's masterfu l musicianship , and Keit h Moon's exu -
berance and abandon.

Looking back on my development as a person (i n Bill Bruford's excel-
lent phrase , "life beyond the cymbals") , so many names and face s com e
surging up. Old friends and neighbors, o f course, but more important: so
many people who made a positive mark on my life: schoolteachers, drum
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teachers, life savers, guitar players, grandmothers, and even Mom and Dad.
In a world so desperate for heroes that we have to invent them, buying

and selling super-humans mad e from the common cla y of actors, athletes,
or artists, then turning on them when they betray us by being, as old Fred
Nietzsche put it , "human, all too human," maybe the role models we really
need are found all around us, right in our own neighborhoods. Not some
remote mode l o f perfection which exist s only as a fantasy , frustratingly
unattainable, bu t everyda y people wh o actuall y sho w us , by example, a
way to behave that we can see is good, and sometime s eve n people wh o
can show us what it is to be excellent.

Here's to all my teachers.
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"Workin them  angels overtime"

On my way across the Sands Motel parking lot to the attached restaurant ,
I noticed a pair of well-traveled touring motorcycles, an older BMW and a
Honda, parked in front of one of the rooms, and imagined the two motor-
cyclists had taken refuge early. The temperature i n West Texas was only in
the hig h forties , an d th e wind s remaine d stron g an d gusty . Not grea t
motorcycling weather, and once again I was content to be driving.

Motorcyclists sometimes refer to four-wheelers as "cages," and thoug h
I have shared that sens e of superiority when mounted o n a  two-wheeler
— bicycl e o r motorcycl e —  o f feelin g freer , mor e i n touc h wit h th e
scenery, the weather, and the world around me, it was hard for me to think
of thi s ca r a s a  cage.  It fel t mor e like a "module," maybe , a space ship, a
speeding cocoo n o f sensua l peace , fragrant wit h fin e leather , insulating
and pampering me as we arrowed through the day. If not quite as open or
agile as a motorcycle, i t still fel t responsive and ready, still an extension o f
mind and body. Even when I wasn't drivin g the Z-8, it was a pleasure just
to look  a t (tru e love) , and a s I walked to th e restauran t I  couldn' t hel p
pausing an d lookin g bac k t o admir e it s flowin g lines , stil l shin y blac k
under the patina of a thousand mile s of dust and splattered insects.

155
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And I  wondered , not fo r th e firs t time , i f i t wa s possible to lov e a
machine. Males in particular were often belittled fo r their frequent fasci -
nation with mechanical things, and those of us with pretensions to being
more evolved or sensitive could be made to feel guilty about such shallow,
materialistic instincts, as if they were the mark of an atavistic brute. But
the feeling could be more like that felt for art, the resonance of beauty felt,
and more, it rested on shared experiences. Sometimes at the end of a long
day on my motorcycle, I would walk past it in front o f the motel and fee l
moved to give it a pat o f appreciation an d affection . Th e machine an d I
would hav e shared a  long, hard, dangerous journe y together , an d com e
through it all; if the machine had been stalwart and reliable, I would fee l
grateful. Appreciative.

The hardcover, large-format book that came with my Z-8, describing its
evolution and craft, was designed and produced like a work of fine art itself
(wrapped in a swatch of the actual red leather used in the interior, and con-
taining a  Polaroid o f the actua l finished car in the Munich factory) , an d
included a  poem called "Ode to an Automobile," by Wolf Wondratschek.

It's like love.
We want to marvel. And,
Whether for ever or not ,
We want to touch
Things we don't understand .
We want to grasp everything,
Even the invisible .
What might it be,
Besides being a car?

Dismantle its parts
Screw by screw.
Where could the secret lie?
Outside, inside, below,
Or under the hood?
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Are miracles back in fashion?
Does the Garden of Eden now have
A race course? What does it feel like to
Fill the tank of a dream?
It's like love.
Any exaggeration is allowed,
But please: no big talk.

Instead, just let the motor ru n
And mingle what you hear
With the pounding of your heart.

Poetry aside, the Sands restaurant, next door to the motel, was another
in my lifelong series of cultural experiences, a humble local place of cheap
paneling, Formica, and everyda y fare o f meat and potatoes . A couple of
vastly-overweight old ranchers sat at the table next to me, looking as over-
stuffed a s the bee f cattl e the y probabl y raised . Thei r polyeste r cowbo y
shirts wer e bursting a t the sides and ove r their formidable belt buckles ,
and thei r big , roun d head s were topped wit h gian t Stetsons . Strangely,
there was something about their bearing that made me smile to myself, and
take to them. Perhaps just their obvious authenticity. I thought abou t the
reaction I often fel t toward strangers when I traveled, watching them with
their friends or family in a restaurant, an d either liking or disliking the m
on the mos t fleetin g observations , seemingly intuitively, and I  wondered
how reliable those first impressions might be.

Perhaps not very, though there was something more than "superficial
prejudice" about observin g th e way people presented themselve s to th e
world, something mor e than "judging a  book by its cover" in, for exam-
ple, riding my bicycle past a slack-jawed, dull-eyed punk slouching lazily
down the street with an arrogant sneer, or a woman defining herself by a
spare-no-expense illusion of youth and beauty. More than appearance or
clothes or grooming was being seen there; in the largest sense, it was the
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face thes e people wore.
If I  indulged i n shameles s presumptions and stereotypes , these two

good of boy s from Wes t Texas may well have been as opposite to me as
humanly possible. No doubt they cared little about books or art or music,
and quite likely they shared the cultural biases of their environment, with
at least a tendency to be racist, sexist, homophobic, and narrowly religious
and reactionary. Yet despite all that, I sensed they were probably good men
at heart, and if I had a problem and asked for their help, they would prob-
ably give it willingly.

The Sand s Restauran t i n Va n Horn , Texas , reminde d m e o f th e
Cowboy Cafe , i n Tilden , Texas , just a  fe w hundred mile s away , where
Brutus and I had stopped one morning in December of 1996. The Cowboy
Cafe ha d bee n lik e a  Sam Shepard pla y or a  Cormac McCarth y novel ,
showing us something of the changes in "the state of being Texan."

The Dallas show (December 3rd, 1996) had gone well, and the audience
clapped, sang, whistled, and roared their appreciation . They were a happy
bunch, and it was a nice feeling to look out and see people enjoying them-
selves like that — especially when I was sweating and straining so hard for
them. A guy in the middle, back a few rows, was holding up a cellular phone,
its keypad lit up green when the arena was dark between songs. The green
light jerked up and down as he talked into the phone, then as we started
another song, he held it out toward the stage again, perhaps for a friend who
couldn't make it to the show, listening in from work, or from his bedroom.

(Many years ago in Dallas I was sent a custom-made cowboy hat, a dis-
creet, sleek little "five gallon" model, by a member of a local hat-making
family That hat often serve d as my "lyric-writing hat," for I liked to say it
was impossible to take yourself too seriously while wearing a cowboy hat.
When I sent a card to thank the young fan and his family, I  mentioned
how perfectly the hat fit my head, saying, "most people think my head is
bigger than it actually is!")

I could feel I was playing well that night, but i t was never easy; I could
never relax and take it for granted, or let down my professional intensity.
And as always, I was aiming higher. In the end it was a solid nine-out-of-
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ten show, but I  wanted eleven. Journal note: "tried har d to make it great,
but just wouldn't happen! "

A couple of hours out of Dallas, Brutus and I were already asleep when
Dave parked fo r the night i n a truckstop i n San Marcos. When my alarm
went of f in th e morning , I  peeked through th e bu s windo w t o se e wet
trucks, we t pavement , dar k cloud y sky . Muttering "rai n gea r again, " I
pulled on my riding clothes and went out to help Brutus unload the bikes.

We headed sout h through intermitten t rain, but the mild temperatur e
made for pleasant, relaxed riding. The narrow country roads were signed
"Ranch Road " o r "Far m Road, " but th e distinctio n wa s ofte n unclear .
Certainly they smelled the same — manure, that redolence o f my infancy
— and this suggested a kind of scatological symbiosis which might be a
happier way for vegetarians to view cattle ranches: fertilizer factorie s fo r
the vegetable farmers.

In any case, these aromatic road s were plain, narrow strips of two-lane
pavement, with n o shoulder s an d n o powe r lines marring the view over
fields of manicured earth. Somehow the open spaces on the map of south
Texas had led us to expect a desolate land, but i t was obviously fertile, and
artfully cultivated. Plow and disk harrow had combed the brown soi l into
neat contours and swirls, like a Chinese garden, and the fields lay in elegant
fallow. With my farming heritage and farm-equipment background, I had
to admire this example of deft tractor-handling, and "excellence on earth."

The farms gave way to arid, rolling ranchland, and dark herds of cattle
hunched unde r th e dul l sky . A pair o f hawks flew between the fe w bare
trees, their plumage dramatically patterned in dark and light, like magpies.
The scrubby ground cover was green with the recent rain, and occasionall y
dotted with small oil wells, a prehistoric-looking "dipper" rising and falling
in slow-motion rhythm .

Long stretches of empty road carried us through crossroad s towns, little
more than a  gas station an d convenience store, and maybe a farm equip -
ment deale r o r fee d store . The driver s on th e Texa s back roads seeme d
wonderfully aler t and polite, actually seeing us when we came up behin d
them, and pulling as far to the right as they could, even onto the shoulde r
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if there was one, to let us pass. Old guys in Cadillacs, white-haired ladies
in Buicks, cowboys in pickups, and big-rig drivers all waved us by cheer-
fully. Road manners were different around Houston and Dallas, of course,
where territoria l aggressio n (an d traffi c volume ) wer e considerabl y
greater, but we appreciated the back-road customs in south Texas.

At Freer we stopped for gas, and fel t warm enough to take off our rai n
suits and unplug the heated vests. A few drops splattered my visor as we set
off again , and I  wondered if packing away the rain suits had been foolish
bravado, tempting the gods to give us a good soaking. But the rain held off .

Thoughts of breakfast were beginning to gnaw, and I  was tempted by
signs pointing towar d towns a  few miles of f our route , where we might
find a diner. Many of the towns in that part of South Texas had names like
Peggy, Nell, Rosita, Alice, Christine, Charlotte, Marion, Helena, and Bebe,
and I  imagined lonesom e cowboys pinin' fo r the girl s they lef t behind .
(The female population o f frontier Texas, like all the West, was probably
half wives and daughters, and half prostitutes.)

Brutus and I rode on, pinin' for the diners we'd left behind. Finally we
came t o anothe r littl e crossroad s town , calle d Tilden , th e sea t o f
McMullen County. A new brick courthouse with a tiled roof stood on one
side of the road, and opposite it , the Cowboy Cafe .

The walls inside were lined with rows of well-worn cowboy hats, each
tagged with a name and year, and a  poster for a '505 Western movie star-
ring Rex Allen, the "Oklahoma Cowboy." A framed black-and-white glossy
of Rex himself wa s autographed with folksy good humor, testifying tha t
the Cowboy Cafe "filled us up real good."

Brutus and I peeled off a few more layers of clothing as Willie Nelson
played on the radio, then sat down to the strains of "Don't Com e Home
A-Drinkin' wit h Lovin ' o n You r Mind. " Thi s lat e i n th e morning , th e
Cowboy Cafe had only one other customer , a silent man i n a straw cow-
boy hat hunche d ove r his plate. A tiny Mexican woman shuffle d t o ou r
table, her crippled body barely as tall as we were — sitting down. She wore
a large, shapeless T-shir t readin g "Always a Lady," and he r tooth y smil e
and good-nature d bante r soo n ha d u s laughing with her . We looked a t
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each other and smiled; this place was the real thing.
I asked Brutus how he was feeling, and he told me his injuries seemed

to be migrating through his body. This was a week or so after his crash on
the Angeles Crest Highway, when he'd hit that patch of ice and slid down the
road at fifty miles an hour. The worst injury had been caused by the bike's
luggage case coming down on hi s foot , but o f course the res t of him ha d
taken a  hit too . The smashed foo t was feeling better , and his back wasn' t
quite so stiff, but no w his knee was seizing up, and sometimes collapsin g
when he came to a stop and went to put his foot on the ground.

I shoo k m y hea d an d pointe d m y finge r a t him , lik e a n accusin g
mother, "It's alway s something with you, isn't it?"

A tall, lean man cam e in, dressed in neat denim jeans and jacket, and
a collare d wor k shirt . H e sa t a t th e tabl e besid e us , sayin g "Morning ,
Gloria," and afte r a  bit of banter with her, he leaned over to us. He looked
to b e i n hi s fifties , hi s smooth-shave n fac e refined-looking , only mildly
weathered by an outdoor life .

"I see by your licence plates that one of you fellows is from Ontario. "
I raised a hand, "That's me."
He stoo d an d introduce d himself , shakin g ou r hands . "I'm Johnn y

Nicholls, and I  run a  ranch just down the road here. The man who firs t
settled i t was John Fitzpatrick , who com e dow n fro m a  place called St.
Catharines. You know it?"

I laughed, "Sure do — I grew up there!"
"Right near Niagara Falls, right?"
I nodded, smiling.
"See, I've looked into it a/I."
Johnny Nicholls sat down again as Gloria brought his coffee, then con-

tinued. "Uncle John, we called him, he come over to Canada from Irelan d
in the i86os. He wanted to come down here then, but the Civil War was on,
so he started farmin' up there. Then once the War was over, he worked his
way down the Mississippi on the log booms, al l the way to New Orleans,
then mad e hi s way over here, and starte d runnin ' sheep . A coupla years
later, his younger brother Ji m followed him down, but on e cold morning
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his horse was kinda skittish , and i t reared up o n him . Jim was tryin' t o
hold on, and his hand come down on the hammer of his gun and he shot
himself in the leg. Died of blood poisoning. "

We made the appropriate grimaces of sympathy and shook our heads.
"Then old Uncle John, he'd been battlin' with this neighbor of his for

a long time over water rights, and things started gettin' bad. They all used
to sta y out o n the rang e in tents, you know, and on e day this neighbor
come ridin' into Uncle John's camp, shootin' and hollerin', and Uncle John
shot him out of the saddle, dead. "

He paused for effect , then added, "But he got off for self-defence."
Johnny Nicholl s ha d ou r attention , an d sensin g ou r interest , h e

showed himself to be a fountain of local history. This had been Mexican
territory before the Texas War of Independence, in 1836, and the Mexicans
had barred American settlers fro m movin g in. The Irish Catholics , how-
ever, went through the Church in Mexico City, and received permission to
settle there. When the other settlers and ranchers in Texas began to agitate
and organize against the Mexicans, the Irish staye d out a t first, thinking
their "special relationship" with the Church would result in better treat -
ment fo r them . However , the y soo n foun d tha t the y to o wer e bein g
exploited an d ignored, and joined the fight for independence. Apparently
several battles had been fought in the surrounding area .

We asked about the reservoir we'd seen on the map, so big and blue on
paper, but which had turned ou t to be a wide, dry hollow ful l o f skeletal
trees, drowned long ago then left to slowly weather in the dry air. Johnny
told us they'd dammed up the river back in '85, the reservoir had filled up
in '87, then had been dry ever since. Water was obviously a critical matter
in this area, for Johnny discussed the relative merits of the local rivers. He
said they'd had some dry years, but i t was better in this area than farther
north. "Down here, it don't take much rain to make something turn green
enough that a cow can eat it!"

Johnny Nicholls also warned us to watch out for wild pigs on the road,
and I  wondered if he meant the ones I'd read about called "javelinas" (I
pronounced it like the thing you throw).
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"Havelinas," he corrected me , then said no, these ones were bigger and
meaner. Then Gloria brought his breakfast, and a couple of other ranch-
ers came in and joined Johnny Nicholls at his table. All of them looked the
part o f rancher s an d cowboy s in thei r deni m jean s and jackets , high-
heeled boots , and hats . One o f them asked another what wa s going on
"across the road," nodding toward the courthouse, and the other said only,
"The judge isn't in, and no one seems to know what's going on." Sounded
like a scandal brewing in Tilden. Trouble in River City.

As Brutus and I finished our coffee s an d our journalizing, I heard bits
of their conversation, an d suddenly realized they were talking about golf.
Different type s of clubs, and course s they had playe d on. Texas ranchers
talking about golf ? As I noted in my journal, "Don't see m right!"

Then they went on to talk about oil, which seemed a more proper topic
of conversation , accordin g t o m y Texa s script. Thei r conversatio n wa s
sprinkled wit h th e relativ e merit s o f petroleum , it s color , pressur e i n
pounds-per-square-inch, and the percentage of water they were pumping.
Johnny Nicholls shook our hands again as we left, and just south of Tilden
we saw the sign arching above a sideroad, "Johnny and Maggie Nicholls."

Their ranch had been established by "Uncle John" Fitzpatrick, who had
made his way down to Texas from St . Catharines, Ontario, my hometown,
way back in 1866. From then on that little crossroads town and county seat
of Tilden, Texas , took it s place on ou r "menta l maps " for good, and we
would neve r forge t the Cowbo y Cafe , o r Johnn y Nicholls, or Gloria , o r
even Rex Allen, the "Oklahoma Cowboy."

The Sands restaurant was not quite so memorable, but i t "filled me up
real good," and the following morning I was back there for an early break-
fast. No hurry to get on the road today; there were no cities ahead of me
now, and i t was Saturday, too —  n o worr y about beatin g the mornin g
traffic t o Big Bend National Park, just a few hundred miles away now. In
the cool overcast, I filled u p with gas at the truck stop, then headed east
again on I-io.

I started my day with the Miles Davis classic, Kind o f Blue, probably the
all-time greates t improvisationa l jaz z record . Apart fro m th e bi g ban d
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stuff, I  had never been much of a jazz fan, except for a flirtation with so-
called "fusion" music in the 'jos (much of that rock-oriented, really , Brand
X, Bil l Bruford, Jean-Luc Ponty, Weather Report' s all-tim e grea t Heavy
Weather, the CT I catalog, that sort of thing), but I  liked to think I coul d
recognize excellence when I heard it , regardless of genre. As with countr y
music (which we'll "drive through" later), most modern jazz blew right by
me (mayb e Ralph Ellison was right in feeling that jazz died when people
stopped dancing to it), but the few true masters were undeniable, and irre-
sistible. Th e grea t Duk e Ellingto n said , "There ar e onl y tw o kind s o f
music: goo d music , an d ba d music, " an d h e wa s certainly one o f th e
immortals wh o demande d m y admiration, regardles s of personal taste .
Among other singular artists who compelled such appreciation, I would
definitely number Miles Davis.

Though Miles and his cohorts had a lot to answer for — or at least his
imitators did .

In the same way that Ernest Hemingway changed literature forever by
chiseling his prose down to spare, almost taciturn phrases that could still
convey deep emotions (while also licencing generations of would-be imi -
tators), and the lush, carefully-orchestrated painting s o f Jackson Polloc k
allowed to o man y hack s an d dribbler s t o cal l themselve s Abstrac t
Expressionists, the legacy of Miles Davis and other adventurous jazz musi-
cians (perhaps beginning with another great original, Louis Armstrong)
was to unleash a flood of self-styled improvisational instrumentalists who
figured that an aloof soloist noodling scales over an arbitrary set of chord
changes — or a Disney showtune, or a sappy easy-listening ballad — put
them in the same arena as Miles Davis.

It has been pointed ou t tha t a  true abstract painting is still of some-
thing, and similarly , the minimalis t cred o of "less is more" includes the
tacit understanding that less has to mean  more. It takes a certain subtlety
of taste to understand what a master has accomplished, let alone to imitate
it. There was nothing random about what Miles Davis achieved with Kind
of Blue  — the musician s wer e a carefully chose n ensemble o f masterfu l
players who could help him achieve the sound, musical content, and over-
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all mood he envisioned: Cannonball Adderley on alto saxophone, the leg-
endary John Coltrane on tenor sax , Bill Evans on piano , Paul Chambers
on bass and James Cobb on drums.

The recording was made over two days in 1959, and in the liner notes
Bill Evan s described th e backgroun d t o th e sessions . "Mile s conceive d
these setting s onl y hour s befor e the recordin g date s an d arrive d wit h
sketches which indicated to the group what was to be played. Therefore,
you will hear something close to pure spontaneity in these performances."

Spontaneity, perhaps , bu t thes e musician s wer e no t "flyin g blind, "
playing any old thing whenever they felt like it. The vision of their leader
gave them a  road map, and Miles Davis was surely guiding every step of
the journey, and the environment. H e had hired the vehicle (the players),
mapped th e highways and background scener y (th e musical structures) ,
and conjure d the weather (th e bluesy, muted mood ) h e envisioned . Bill
Evans went on to describe the pieces as "frameworks which are exquisite
in their simplicit y and yet contain al l that i s necessary to stimulate per-
formance with a sure reference to the primary conception. "

Key words there : "sure referenc e to th e primar y conception. " Evans
also mentione d that i n eac h case , the firs t "complete take" became th e
master, and perhaps they simply stopped when things went awry, calling
it a "false start." That's another difference i n trying to create something so
delicate and risky in the studio, rather than in front o f an audience. In the
recording studio, an uninspired performance can be redone, or attempted
another day , but onstag e you liv e an d di e b y wha t come s ou t i n th e
moment (o r you should;  fo r goo d o r ill , mos t musician s see m to judge
their self-worth by the credo, "You're only as good as your last show") .

At that Gratefu l Dead concert Liam and I attended in Atlanta, Mickey
Hart told me he didn't expect to have a good show that night, because the
band had played an inspired performance two nights previously, and the
good ones tended to come in cycles of four, for some reason. So even for
a band celebrated for their improvisation ( I once heard a young stagehand
at a theater in New Jersey nod his drooping hair and say, "Yeah man, I dig
a Dead jam"), it was not only hit and miss, but more miss  than hit .
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As with s o man y aspect s o f hones t music , the balanc e of arranged
music an d improvisatio n t o b e performe d ought t o b e determine d b y
what the musicians like  (Jack London wrote that the two most powerful
words in the English language are "I like" — though a n argument coul d
be made fo r "I want"). Th e character o f a group's musi c ough t t o be a
reflection of their shared character, presented in a framework they were all
truly comfortable  with , musically and personally .

My partners an d I never wanted to improvise to o much in front of a
paying audience, just because of that lack of consistency, and because we
liked to know where we were going, in a given song, and on a given night.
As live performers, we preferred to have a strong foundation tha t would
always be at least good, and then o n the occasional "inspired " perform-
ance (whether every fourth one or not), have the freedom to stretch ou t
from there . Even my drum sol o was constructed i n that mold , s o that I
had an arranged series of movements t o work through, with set patterns
to make the transitions, bu t there was always room for variations, and an
ongoing series of experiments under development. From night to night I
kept the same basic structure, length, and content, but a s a whole, it was
never the same twice.

Pure improvisation had been an important par t of my musical educa-
tion early on, though. In St. Catharines in the late '6os, the Niagara Theatre
Centre was a downtown coffe e house, its walls plastered with day-glo Che
Guevara posters. They occasionally screened underground movies like Bob
Dylan's Don't Look Back and John Lennon in How I Won the War, and also
featured performanc e art b y such local cultura l insurgents as the Pert h
County Conspirac y and th e Nihilis t Spas m Band. On Thursda y nights ,
there were open jam sessions, and members of the half dozen or so local
rock bands were paid $10 each for taking part (a welcome payday in those
days, when we were lucky to have one or two high school gigs per month).

There wer e some goo d player s among us , bu t w e were young an d
relatively clueless , an d I  suspec t th e whol e thin g wa s pretty pathetic .
(Fortunately the audience was young and relatively clueless too.) I remem-
ber lot s o f endles s twelve-ba r blue s ramble s ("Storm y Monday " every
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Thursday), psychedeli c excursions , an d tha t sociopathi c singe r doin g hi s
Jim Morrison "I Am the Lizard King" routine. But I guess we were learning.

In Living With Music, Ralph Ellison wrote of the jam session as the jazz
player's "true academy," and of the place of improvisation in the education
of a musician, an d in the eventual development o f a "unique voice."

Here i t i s more meaningfu l to spea k not o f course s of study, of
grades and degrees, but o f apprenticeship, ordeals, initiation, cer-
emonies, o f rebirth . Fo r afte r th e jazzma n ha s learne d th e
fundamentals of his instrument and the traditional technique s of
jazz — the intonations , th e mute work, manipulation o f timbre,
the body of traditional styles — he must then "find himself," must
be reborn, must find, as it were, his soul. All this through achiev-
ing tha t subtl e identificatio n betwee n hi s instrumen t an d hi s
deepest drive s which wil l allow him t o expres s his ow n uniqu e
ideas an d hi s ow n uniqu e voice . He mus t achieve , in short , hi s
self-determined identity .

These concept s carrie d equa l weigh t i n roc k music , fo r th e seriou s
practitioners; a n individua l voice was likewise valued, a s were technical
fluency and eloquence on the instrument. If rock tended to be more vocal
than instrumental , the n th e voic e coul d b e considere d anothe r sol o
instrument, along with electri c guitar , and that iconic six-strin g ha d its
own pantheon o f expressive and passionate voices: Hendrix, Santana, Jeff
Beck, Dave Gilmour, and so many more.

The guys on my bus during the Vapor  Trails  tour, driver Dave and my co-
rider, Michael, were talking one night as we drove away from a show about
what an underrated guitarist our Alex was, and I had to agree. In the crowded
hierarchy o f electri c guitar-slingers , speedy exhibitionism an d "ba d boy "
attitudes often seemed more admired than purely musical values, and Alex's
highly origina l sens e o f melody , phrasing , orchestration , an d rhythmi c
ensemble work did indeed seem underrated. His solos, especially, flowed ou t
as the genuine expression of ineffable emotion , yearning, and exaltation.
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Watching Alex record hi s solos in the studio was a powerful musical
experience, a  process so different fro m th e methodical , painstaking wa y
the res t o f our records were made. Lights dimmed, h e stood behind the
mixing console , betwee n th e speakers , an d playe d t o th e prerecorde d
backing track, ripping ou t a  completely spontaneou s performanc e every
time. He played with total abandon, total surrender, his body nodding and
twisting like a puppet to his own fingers, rapt in the physical expression of
his soul. Again and again he would play to the same track, recording each
pass, and every time through the solo was entirely different, hardly repeat-
ing a single note.

In the truest sense, Alex was completely unselfconscious, hardly aware
of what he was doing, and the objective ears were provided by our othe r
bandmate, Geddy, and the coproducer. After four or five takes, they would
send Alex out of the room and listen through what he had done, making
note of the finest passages from each take. Usually a finished performance
would be edited togethe r fro m severa l sources — the beginning of take
three, cutting to take four, then back to take one, for example. In any case,
the performanc e wa s stil l spontaneous,  bu t selecte d fro m moment s o f
inspired, sublim e spontaneity . A s Somerse t Maugha m wrote , "Onl y a
mediocre man is always at his best."

In my instructional video, A Work  in Progress, I quoted producer Peter
Collins's response to my own efforts t o combine careful preparation with
a spontaneous performance: "Don't leave spontaneity to chance."

Significantly, on our most recent album, Vapor Trails,  Alex had rejected
the whole tradition of obligatory guitar solos, choosing to develop instru-
mental sections of the song s with layered creations of textured sounds ,
backwards guitar notes, and background vocal effects .

A lot of our songwriting had been based on improvisation, too, and in
much the sam e selective way. During our concer t tours, we often begi n
our afternoon sound checks with an "excursion," where one or another of
us starts playing something, the others join in, and off we go. (If Alex was
in the mood , h e would sometime s ste p to the microphon e an d deliver
amazing comedic performances, long-winded, bizarre stories about crew
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members and current events, which culminated mos t recently in his rants
during "La Villa Strangiato" on th e Vapor  Trails  tou r —  neve r the sam e
twice, an d rangin g fro m th e sublimel y hilariou s t o th e merel y funny. )
Over the years those jams and explorations were often recorded for future
reference, and at the end of the tour, when we were back in the songwrit -
ing mode, they were mined fo r golden nuggets .

Similarly, when we began the songwriting for Vapor  Trails  in 2001, after
five year s of no t workin g together (followin g my persona l tragedies , as
recounted i n Ghost  Rider), Gedd y and Alex set up in the studio an d just
started playin g together, recording everything , then goin g back late r t o
search for interestin g piece s of inspiration. Afte r nearl y thirty years, the
three o f u s ha d worke d togethe r i n man y differen t ways , th e "grou p
method" gradually refine d ove r time to accommodat e eac h o f our spe -
cialties and preferences, to allow me to work on the lyrics and the dru m
parts slowly and methodically, on my own; Alex to be both spontaneou s
and obsessive with his guitar parts; and Geddy to be painstaking in end-
less refinement of the arrangements and vocal parts.

I have always liked the saying, "No work of art is ever finished, it is only
abandoned" bu t i n regar d t o recordin g an d mixing , Gedd y prefer s the
other version, "No work of art i s ever finished, it is only taken away."

And oh, is there a metaphor for life in that. I don't think any life i s ever
truly considered finished, in the sense of completed and ready to give up, but
some lives are certainly abandoned, one way or another (out of resignation,
fear, surrender, grief, insurmountable limitations , eve n suicide), and some
are definitely taken away — too soon, too soon .

And s o it was with popula r musi c too , tha t a  particular styl e neve r
seemed to be really finished or used up, but more often taken away, some-
how — not by the artists themselves, but by external forces. Rock 'n' roll
had n o soone r bee n born tha n i t was co-opted b y marketers and faker s
and reduced to a slick formula, as it would be again and again, forcing the
rebels and visionaries to play along, fade away , or fight back. Fortunately,
some of them were willing to fight, and there were also occasional revolu -
tions fro m th e "garag e bands" that brough t bac k sincerity . A s soon a s
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popular musi c becam e to o difficul t fo r teenag e beginner s t o emulate ,
whether technicall y or technologically, there would be a rebellion: punk ,
grunge, even rap. As soon as a pimply-faced kid with a second-hand gui -
tar o r microphone couldn' t play what was on the radio , befor e lon g he
would put something new on the radio .

The record companies seemed to think they controlled the music busi-
ness, but th e reality was much more reactionary, and more like bankers
gambling with venture capital. They could, and did, spend millions trying
to create  a hit ( a long article by John Seabrook in the July /th, 2003 issue
of Th e New Yorker,  calle d "The Mone y Note," examined the stat e of th e
modern-day record business — as distinguished from th e music  business
— and captured the cynical, artless mechanics of this process), but when
the Next Big Thing came blaring out o f a scruffy clu b in New York, or a
garage in Seattle , al l the salesme n coul d d o was scramble al l over each
other trying to capitalize on the new revolution .

In jazz, for example, the big bands had fade d awa y in the late forties ,
and their declin e was variously blamed on artistic exhaustion, economi c
conditions, or a changing audience. Ralph Ellison had an interesting per -
spective o n that , an d how the sam e forces governe d roc k musi c b y the
early '6os:

Cultural forms, especially forms of popular music, become trivi-
alized through the effort s o f promoters to package novelty. This
has a negative effect on art. The jazz of the thirties and forties was
not exhauste d artistically ; they wer e supplante d b y promoter s
who were more interested in making money than in art. The big
bands wer e broke n u p b y agent s who convince d sideme n tha t
they would make more money by going on the road as members
or leaders of small combos. We can't overlook the economic con-
ditions that made it difficult t o maintain a  big band, nor the war,
but the agents were largely responsible. In this country the direc-
tion of culture is always being tampered with by people who have
little concer n fo r art , an d ye t their manipulation s hav e conse -
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quences in other areas of the society, often leading to chaos in our
lifestyles and moral disorientation. As with the Beatles, who with
their Liverpool-accented rebellion and Afro-American influence d
music hit this country and its young like a ton o f bricks. I think
that som e of the attitude s promote d b y the boppers , thei r dis -
couragement of the dancers, the legend of [Charlie] Parker's drug
habit — such things helped make the Beatles phenomenon possi-
ble. The artistic qualit y of the Beatles' music was masked by their
irreverent behavior. It sounded easier than it actually was and this
was helped b y the us e of electrified instrument s an d thei r cos -
tumes. Such details made many white kids believe that they could
create a  do-it-yoursel f typ e o f music . A s I  indicate d i n th e
Minton's piece , so many who didn't grasp the agony of Parker or
the music he created imitated hi s drug-taking and irresponsibil -
ity. Suddenl y yo u couldn' t visi t friend s wh o ha d adolescen t
children without having to listen to them bang on guitars and lit-
tle electric pianos. And yet for all its tastelessness, a t a time when
Johnny Hodges was hardly makin g a  living, suc h nois e becam e
the source of great wealth and facile celebrity .

On one of the Rush tours around 1980, we had a night off in Evansville,
Indiana, at the Executive Inn, and a few of us from the band and crew, and
from ou r opening act, Max Webster, went down to the "show bar" to see
Woody Herma n perform . Lik e Budd y Ric h i n hi s late r years , Woody
Herman had kept his big band going in difficult economic times by hiring
young musicians fresh ou t of college music programs, but Woody's band
played hi s chart s competently , an d lik e Budd y again , h e ha d alway s
included a lot of modern arrangements in his repertoire.

Also like Buddy, Woody Herman had had seriou s problems with th e
IRS, had eve n famously los t hi s home, s o he was out ther e o n th e roa d
from necessity , not desire . He was almost seventy , stooped an d sagging,
but h e tootle d hi s clarine t wel l enough , an d th e ban d sounde d good .
However, it was sad to see that by the time of his second show, at 11:00 on
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a Sunday night, there were barely a dozen people in the audience, most of
them long-haired rock people — us.

Visibly disgusted, Woody finally walked off the stag e while the ban d
played, only to reappear wearing a trench coat and standing on the dance
floor i n fron t o f the band, frowning an d gesticulating as he stormed off,
leaving the band to fill in their time with a little impromptu "rehearsal. "
The one time I'd seen Frank Sinatra perform live, in Toronto in the late
'/os, Woody Herman and his "Thundering Herd" had been the backing
orchestra, but thos e kind s o f gig s were rare fo r a  big band i n moder n
times, and it was sad to see one of the all-time great bandleaders obviously
reduced to a struggle for survival.

Back in 2003 , after a  thousand miles of Interstate 10,1 was finally able
to get off the freeway, at Kent, Texas, where I turned off onto Highway 118,
a two-lane headed south. Looking over the map the previous night, I had
decided it looked like the most scenic, circuitous route down to Big Bend,
through what was obviously the emptiest part of all Texas, crossed by the
fewest roads . A scattering o f ranches bordered th e lonely road, dry, hilly
country under a gray sky, and I settled into a fast, yet relaxed pace.

Kind o f Blue came to an end, and a lush, waltz-time string arrangement
heralded a  completel y differen t piec e o f work , i n ever y way : Dusty
Springfield's cult classic, Dusty in Memphis. Dusty was a British pop singer
known fo r wha t sh e describe d as "big, ballady things," and thi s record
combined her with American producers and the legendary Memphis R&B
musicians who had backed artists like Wilson Pickett and Aretha Franklin
(though apparentl y Dusty was never actually in Memphis, a s her vocals
were overdubbe d i n a  Ne w Yor k studio) . Recorde d i n 1968 , Dusty i n
Memphis produce d the hit single, "Son of a Preacher Man" (later featured
in the movie Pulp Fiction,  which gave it a brief revival in her lifetime —
she died of cancer in '99), but the album seemed to languish in obscurity
for many years. I kept hearing or reading about it here and there through
the '/os and '8os, then ended up searching out the CD in the early '908, not
from hearing the music, but because I kept hearing so much about it.

If I  read a well-written book review , sometimes I  fee l prett y sure I'll
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like a  book befor e I  eve r read it, and similarly , Dusty i n Memphis  mus t
have been spoken of by people whose opinions I trusted, or in terms that
spoke to me, for I always had a  feeling abou t it . At that time it remained
difficult t o find , an d I  enliste d a  frien d o f mine , Skip , who collecte d
obscure CDS , to trac k i t dow n fo r me . Once I  heard it , sure enough , i t
became one of my perennial favorites, especially for "morning music" (the
first song rather racil y celebrates early-morning eroticism, opening with
the lines, "Just a little lovin'/ Early in the morning/ Beat s a cup of coffee /
For starting off your day").

The whole album has a certain easy mood, as comfortable as the com-
panionship o f a n ol d friend , and i s also eas y on th e ear s (despit e th e
primitive use of stereo, which shoves the drums way off to the right chan-
nel with the horns, backing vocals on the left, and bass and voice down the
middle), wit h s o many  grea t songs. Just reading down th e lis t o f com -
posers is impressive: no fewer than five by Gerry Goffin an d Carole King,
and the rest by Mann/Weil (another former couple as well as songwriting
partners, like Goffin an d King), Bacharach/David, Bergman/Legrand, and
two great songs by Randy Newman, "Just One Smile" and "I Don't Want
To Hear It Anymore."

Great songs, great musicians, great arrangements, especially the hor n
and string charts by Arif Mardin (who wrote the arrangement of "Picking
Up th e Pieces " drummer Stev e Ferrone played wit h Buddy' s band o n
Burning For Buddy}, an d backing vocals by the Swee t Inspirations, while
soaring over it all was Dusty Springfield's incomparable voice, sometimes
light an d ethereal , sometime s edg y and narrative , then growin g big and
bold and opening to a wide vibrato.

The road ahead of me began to wriggle as it climbed int o th e Davis
Mountains, an d I  didn't pass another ca r for miles. Feeling the Z- 8 bal-
ancing power and grip so effortlessly, the series of linked curves tempted
me to step up the pace, attack those corners, smooth them off , then accel-
erate to the next one , brake, turn smoothl y whil e the tires "gave" just a
little. Falling into a rhythm and keeping the car always balanced, like ski-
ing through a series of carved turns, I took my right hand off the shifte r
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and pressed the button o n the console marked "Sport," and felt the accel-
erator becom e mor e sensitive , mor e responsive , followin g a  differen t
electronic "map " i n tha t intelligent , adaptabl e ca r (th e differenc e wa s
described i n that hardcover book that came with the car as "smooth and
easy or sporty and eager"). Thank Munich it still had a manual transmis-
sion, thoug h mos t moder n supercar s ha d Formul a One-styl e "paddl e
shifters" o n th e steerin g wheel , where a  flick of one hand o r th e othe r
could upshift or downshift automatically .

It wasn't just hidebound nostalgia, I hope, that made me cling to the
notion that balancing clutch, brakes, gearshift, steering, and throttle with
hands and fee t and mental concentratio n wa s a satisfying, graceful ac t of
coordination an d control. Something like playing drums, I suppose, and
likewise, who cared if electronic drums could play more precisely, more
"efficiently," than any human drummer?  They were not more fun. Maybe
an electroni c contro l unit  coul d progra m an d instantl y updat e th e
engine's ignitio n an d fue l delivery , but no t it s drive r — he , like I  was,
should be driving quickly along a curvy road and rowing up and down the
gears, right foo t dancing between gas and brake as I worked on my heel-
and-toe downshifts.

That was a technique one didn' t ge t to use everyday, especially in Los
Angeles. Just as on the motorcycle I had learned the racer' s technique of
squeezing the brake lever hard with my right two fingers, and at the same
time rotating the throttle quickly as I blipped down the gears, at a racetrack
driving schoo l I  ha d learne d th e traditiona l heel-and-to e metho d fo r
making smooth , rapid-fir e downshifts. Like another near-obsolet e tech -
nique tha t ha d challenge d m e fo r years , telemar k skiin g ( a traditional
technique o f downhill skiin g using cross-country bindings, with one ski
initiating the turn while the other follows, heel raised, both knees bent, in
an elegant crouc h which rises then bends again to carve the next linke d
turn), it wasn't easy to do, but it was beautiful and satisfying when you got
it right. Back off the throttle and brush the brakes to shift the car's weight
forward, simultaneously da b in the clutc h peda l with the lef t foo t whil e
the righ t foo t swivele d to keep braking with on e side while raising th e
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engine revs with the other side of the same foot, downshift to second, then
let out the clutch and feed in the gas. The motto of Automobile magazine
in its early days was cogito ergo zoom — I think, therefore I speed — and
that was how I felt about it .

During the Test  for Echo  tour i n '96 , Brutus and I  were riding cross-
country one time, and stopped at a Cracker Barrel restaurant in Tennessee
on a Sunday morning. A black couple came in behind us, the woman large
with a flowered dress and hat, the man small and skinny in a suit and tie.
He was smiling kind of sheepishly as she harangued him with a  pointing
finger, presumably about his driving: "You workin' them angel s overtime
— you workin' them angels overtime!"

From the n on , Brutu s and I  ofte n use d tha t lin e o n eac h other , t o
describe the way we lived, on and off the bikes, and it had continued to be
a metaphor for my life. I didn't think I was foolhardy, or irresponsible, bu t
a certain level of risk in life seemed worthwhile for the promised return —
excitement and treasured experiences — and though I didn't really believe
in "them angels, " if I had them, I guessed I kept them pretty busy.

In a seldom-visited corne r of my mind, I knew I probably couldn't get
away with carrying on like that forever, but i t still seemed the right way to
live — a s i f ever y day were m y last , though hopin g desperatel y that i t
might not be. My five decades so far had been filled with a serious amount
of risky behavior: bicycling, fast driving , smoking, drinking, recreationa l
drugs, motorcycling, and even a vast number of journeys by air, by bus, or
worse, by ferry (the most dangerous mode of public transport). Someday,
I had to realize, one of those might get me.

The only consolation wa s that I could only die of one thing, and there
was no knowing what that would be, or when it would strike. Earthquake,
aneurysm, plane crash, any of the dark multitude o f cancers — who knew?

Carrie sometimes type-casts me as a "risk-taker," even a "daredevil," talk-
ing of the way I drive, motorcycle, and live,  and I  guess it's true. How do I
equate being "intelligent" with being moderately (I say) self-destructive?

Thrills? Yes. Sensuality? Yes. Sheer cantankerousness? Yes .
One mornin g not lon g ago I was riding my motorcycle along Santa
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Monica Boulevard in West Hollywood, just on my way to the deale r for
some service work, when I stopped a t a red light and smelled something
burning. I looked all around, then finally down, where my mind went elec-
tric at the sight of a ball of flame around my right cylinder head. With an
astonished curse , I kicked down the sidestand an d got off , circlin g warily
around front to see that a  sheet of newspaper had wrapped itself around
my exhaust pipe and caugh t fire . I  kicked the charre d paper away , an d
everything was fine, but the flames had been right beside the fuel injector ,
and right under the gas tank, and it certainly could have been a deadly dis-
aster, one of those "freak accidents" you hear about .

As I bicycle to the YMCA down Wilshire Boulevard in Santa Monica, rid-
ing between parked cars and two lanes of oblivious traffic , avoidin g buses
and signal-free turners, I often think that bicycling is actually the most dan-
gerous thing I do — especiall y when I read the stor y about the English
musician, Mar y Hansen , fro m Stereolab , bein g killed o n he r bicycl e in
London. Not your typical "rock star" death, but it happens. Everything does.

On the wall of my Quebec house hangs a beautiful lithograph on plex-
iglas of an artfully interpreted, multicolore d bicycl e wheel. It was created
by Canadian artist Greg Curnoe, who was killed by a truck while riding his
bicycle on an Ontario country road, and the artwork was dedicated to his
friend, "Doc," who was also killed while riding his bicycle.

So no sense playing it too carefully, at the cost of missing out on worth-
while experiences, opportunities, o r simply fun. Like Jack London's credo,
"The proper functio n o f man i s to live, not t o exist. I shall not waste my
days in trying to prolong them. I shall use my time."

Or Fred Nietzsche again, "'Was that life?', I want to say to death. 'Well
then, once more!'"

The reward I felt for "workin' them angels" was not about conquering
fear, or getting away with being foolhardy, but simply the quest for excite-
ment — the kind of excitement you live to tell, or write, about. I do not
like fear . O n m y motorcycle, for example , anytime I fel t a  thrill o f fear ,
even as a result of someone else' s sloppy, careless driving, I would blame
myself, and make a silent vow not to let that situation happen again.
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My friend Mendelso n Joe taught m e that lesson , when I  firs t starte d
riding a  motorcycle, i n 199 4 (finally gettin g ove r that teenage minibik e
trauma!). After I  had been riding for a few months, I wrote to Joe and told
him I felt I had achieved a reasonable competence on the machine, "from
now on, if anything happens, at least it won't be my fault."

Joe wrote back and said, "It's always  your fault," and I realized he was
right. It was up to me to be vigilant, and not to put mysel f in a position of
vulnerability —  where that guy could cu t m e off , or that woman coul d
turn left in front of me — and it was up to me not to take a corner too fas t
to deal with a patch of gravel or a stalled truck.

There's a  motorcycle safet y acrony m calle d SIPDE , for scan , identify ,
predict, decide , and execute. Scan your surroundings a t all times, identify
potential danger s and th e apparen t intention s o f othe r traffic , predic t
what they might do, decide how to protect yourself , then execute the nec-
essary maneuver . Th e ke y element o f thi s proces s migh t b e sai d t o b e
imagination, in being able to observ e a situation i n the present , picture
several possible scenarios in the future and evaluate them, then imagine a
course of action to fit each possibility. Similarly , when I see someone rid -
ing a  motorcycle in shorts , sandals , and a  tank top , I  can only wince at
their vulnerability , an d pu t i t down to a  failure of imagination:  they are
apparently incapable of picturing what might happen.

So, the missio n wa s to see k excitement, but minimiz e vulnerability ,
and avoid fear .

And, a s I  experience d excitement , minimize d vulnerability , an d
avoided fear o n that narrow, curvy highway in Texas , after abou t twenty
miles o f tha t enjoyabl e danc e with ca r an d road , th e highwa y divided
ahead of me. I paused to consider the alternatives. A light rain had starte d
to fall, and on the map the right fork showed as a longer loop through the
Davis Mountains. Both routes ended at Fort Davis, and both were marked
with the dotted lines of a scenic road. The right road was signed "Sceni c
Loop 166, " and thoug h i t was longer, I was in n o hurr y that day , and I
decided to take it, despite the rain. It was, after all , the high road.

The narrow two-lane curve d highe r int o th e mountains , amon g tal l
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yellow grass, dense green junipers, an d distan t rounded hill s an d rocky
outcrops. As I drove, I glanced down a t the outsid e temperature on the
display screen and watched it fall from the 408 down through the 305, and
then all the way down to a  frigid 28°F .

By then the rain had turned to sleet, filling the air with driving pellets
of ice, and the roadside was bordered in a clumpy white blanket of snow,
which must have fallen overnight . I  slowed down in such slippery, curvy
conditions, and in some areas I felt the car's traction-control kick in, con-
trolling wheelspi n a s my wide tires scrabble d a t a  crumbling surfac e o f
gray ice. Once again I thought abou t what I would do if I were on my
motorcycle i n thos e conditions . Turn around , I  guessed , and try t o go
around anothe r way. Though I couldn't help sometimes feeling a twinge
of guilt for doing it "the easy way," that day I was again glad to be driving.

Paul Young' s Other  Voices  kep t m e compan y throug h th e Davi s
Mountains an d the snow and ice, another on e from the library of music
that endures. I had been listening to this one from time to time for more
than te n years , since firs t hearin g hi s version o f the Chi-Lite s hit , "Oh
Girl," and the theme from the movie Baghdad Cafe,  "Callin g You. "

Other Voices was definitely a product of its times, having been recorded
in the halcyon late '8os on what must have been a sizeable budget, in stu-
dios in London, New York, and Los Angeles, with several producers and an
all-star assemblage of musicians, including Dave Gilmour, Stevie Wonder,
Steve Winwood, Pino Palladino (one of my favorite bass players, who took
over John Entwistle' s demandin g jo b followin g his tragic deat h fro m a
heart attack , apparently cocaine-related , just befor e Th e Wh o tou r i n
2002), and two of my favorite drummers as well, Vinnie Colaiuta and the
wonderful Manu Katche.

Manu's unique style seemed to be at least partly a result of his heritage
— a mother from France and a father from the Ivory Coast — and he incor-
porated the rhythmic, syncopated stabs of West African pop music into the
driving backbeat of American funk. Manu's drumming had been showcased
on severa l landmark recordings , wit h Pete r Gabriel , Robbi e Robertson ,
Sting, and several of the songs on this Paul Young album. I had the pleas-
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ure of working with Manu on the Buddy Rich tribute sessions, in May of
'94. Like most of the gues t drummers , Man u played on one of Buddy's
signature arrangements, a tune called "No Jive," joined by Brazilian percus-
sionist Mino Cinelu, who had worked with Miles Davis and Weather Report.

Together they wove a rhythmic spel l that began with subtl e insinua -
tions of the pulse, locking int o a  syncopated introduction , then meldin g
into the driving, rock-funk meat of the song. Toward the end Manu played
a solo that was utterly, head-shakingly amazing — so sophisticated tech-
nically, yet so exciting viscerally, that for this listener (an d drummer ) i t
represented the kind of seemingly effortless mastery we were honoring in
Buddy himself.

Like many drummers, Manu was a quiet, gentl e soul awa y from th e
drums, and a nice person to work with, so warm and personable. He was
living i n Montrea l a t the tim e wit h a  French-Canadian girl , so we had
some "commo n ground, " too . Th e Brazilia n percussionist , Mino , wa s
equally sweet, and both o f them pressed their home phon e numbers on
me before we parted.

Among musicians, i t is generally accepted tha t drummers ar e "differ -
ent," particularly i n thei r sens e of community . Perhap s that i s partly a
shared humilit y fro m bein g relegated to th e "background" mos t o f the
time, and fro m th e lac k of respect they were sometimes given by othe r
musicians. (Includin g a  myria d o f "drumme r jokes, " like "Ho w man y
musicians in your band?" "Four musicians, and a drummer," or, "What do
you call someone who hangs out with musicians?" "A drummer")

The fraternity among drummers was often warm and real , and when
Gene Krupa was sick with leukemia later in his life, Buddy Rich arranged
a celebratio n i n New York to bring togethe r Gene' s friend s and forme r
bandmates, growling , "It seems to me you should giv e flowers to the liv-
ing" Whenever Buddy and Gene played their traditiona l "drum battles, "
friends coul d see that Buddy , despite his reputed ego, actually held back,
so as not to make his friend look bad .

The Buddy Rich tribute projec t was another exampl e of the brother -
hood o f Planet Drum, when we had many of the finest drummers of the
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day working for union scal e to pay tribute t o another drummer . Nearl y
everyone we asked to take part showed up ready to play, excepting only a
few (Vinni e Colaiuta , Terr y Bozzio, Louis Bellson) who were out o f th e
country during our brief two-week window of recording time. Even with
two drummers comin g in an d ou t o f the Manhattan studio each day, a
bond was forged, and by the time we worked together, and maybe broke
bread together later, nearly every one of those drummers became a friend.

Manu's drummin g o n "N o Jive " took th e centra l rol e i n a  drivin g
ensemble, with ample space to "play out," but his playing on the Paul Young
record wa s more typica l o f hi s wor k a s a n accompanis t —  restraine d
and sensitive , yet no les s exciting. I  especially loved Manu' s compelling ,
aggressive-but-relaxed (a n alternat e definition of "menacing?") backbeat
and lyrical , dynami c fills in "Righ t Abou t Now, " and h e offere d subtl e
nuances to "Stop On By" and "Softly Whispering I Love You."

The other drummers o n the record, Vinnie Colaiuta an d Neil Conti,
were als o ver y accomplishe d players , an d wit h sta r turn s lik e Dav e
Gilmour's guitar work and Stevi e Wonder's virtuoso harmonica solo on
"Calling You," all creatin g a  fram e aroun d Pau l Young' s raspy, soulfu l
vocals, it added up to a satisfying musical meal.

I slowe d throug h th e smal l tow n o f For t Davis , and the n th e roa d
ahead of me became flat and straight, a line leading away to the vanishing
point, not anothe r car in sight. I had been watching for a stretch of road
like this, to really let out the horses and see how fast this car would go. The
owner's manual claimed its top speed had been "electronically limited" to
155 mph, a s most Germa n car s seemed to be (in a  bow to the Europea n
Union, in return for the German insistence o n retaining their stretches of
autobahn with unlimited speed limits), and I had also read that this cut-
off poin t had bee n establishe d becaus e the BM W engineers fel t th e car' s
front end became too aerodynamically light beyond that speed. For me, it
was time to find out.

I reache d dow n an d turne d th e stere o off , then grippe d th e whee l
firmly at the ten-to-two position , an d presse d my right foo t down.  The
engine roared , th e wind roare d an d th e blurry pavemen t an d smeare d
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landscape came rushing at me. In a matter of seconds the speedometer hit
155, and jus t held it , the ca r hardly straining , an d th e fron t en d feelin g
completely stabl e an d "planted. " Unrestrained, th e ca r would willingl y
have gone faster, but as another car appeared in the distance and grew rap-
idly closer, I decided that was fast enough, and I had been there. Workin'
them angels again. I eased back to 100, which now seemed a leisurely pace,
and turned the music back on.

Parachutes, by the Britis h band Coldplay , was their highly successful
debut i n 2000 . A restrained, reflectiv e serie s of moody songs , enhanced
texturally b y guitar s an d keyboards , an d drive n b y a  solid , dynami c
rhythm section , create d an overal l listening experience of luxe,  calme, et
volupte. Th e song s wer e wove n int o on e anothe r lik e a  serie s o f
Impressionist paintings unfolding one into the next , and I  once read an
interview with on e o f the ban d member s sayin g they had intende d t o
make a piece of music you could sit down with your girlfriend and listen
to all the way through.

The morning remained cold, in the mid-forties, even in the lower ele-
vations, and through Alpine I noticed a Saturday gathering of motorcycles
outside restaurants. A couple of Harleys cruised the main street, the rid-
ers wearing sweatshirts, scarves, and heavy gloves with their leather jackets
and chaps. As I continued south , the roadside was dotted for miles with a
spread-out line of dozens of bicyclists, all wearing rain gear, plastic hoods
drawn up under their helmets, long-fingered gloves, and neoprene booties
over their shoes. They looked cold,  and I turned up the heater .

For the next 80 miles I fell into a kind of trance, lulled by a long, empty
road, a  brisk, but vigilan t pace under heavy gray skies , and m y current
favorite CD of all, Grace, by Jeff Buckley. I had been saving this one for just
such a time and place, and I smiled and nodded along as he and his great
band launche d int o "Moj o Pin. " The voic e o f a  tortured angel , a rich
palette of electric guitar sounds and styles, an overall variety of rhythmic,
melodic, an d dynami c shifts , an d a  first-rat e productio n jo b b y Andy
Wallace (perhaps best known as a wizard mixing engineer, brought in at
the fina l stage of a  project to bring i t al l to lif e again , from Nirvan a to
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Linkin Park to our ow n Test  for Echo  album) and recording engineer Clif
Norrell (who had also worked on Test  for Echo,  and became known to us
as "Wee Kiltie," after we saw a photo o f him a s a child wearing a kilt; this
also led to weeks of haggis jokes).

Grace was the firs t and only album completed b y Jeff Buckley, son of
the '6o s folk-rocke r Ti m Buckley , wh o die d youn g o f a n accidenta l
heroin-morphine overdos e righ t i n m y adopte d hometow n o f Sant a
Monica. Jef f woul d als o di e tragicall y young,  i n Memphis , drowning
rather mysteriously in the Wolf River just as he was about to start record-
ing his second album, in May, 1997. According to David Browne's Dream
Brother-, a biography of both Tim and Jef f Buckley, their deaths had both
been accidental, yet almost inevitable in other ways — their shared per-
sonality traits of obtuseness, willfulness, and a kind of stubborn naivete .
They ha d bot h wrestle d wit h th e principle s o f "artisti c integrity " ( a
phrase that seems sadly quaint these days) against the juggernaut of com-
merce, but to o ofte n the y chose th e wrong battles , the wron g lines t o
draw. For example, Jeff had fought hard to have Tom Verlaine produce his
second album, although the record company was against it, and when the
demo session s with Verlain e turne d ou t t o b e disappointing , eve n t o
Buckley, he insisted on working with him, out of some quixotic resistance
to "caving" to the record company. Meanwhile, of course, only his own
work was going to suffer .

Jeff Buckley's short life also stood as a testament to the twin principles
of success , at least artistically, for he was both gifte d an d dedicated (the
pillars o f greatness) . He had concentrate d o n hi s guita r playin g in hi s
teens an d earl y twenties , studyin g a t th e Musician' s Institut e i n Lo s
Angeles, practicing incessantly, and paying his dues in bands and as a solo
performer long before he made Grace. (I was surprised to read that when
he was twelve, his prized possession was a Rush Hemispheres picture-dis c
hanging on his wall, and that in his high schoo l bands he played "Tom
Sawyer" and "The Spirit of Radio" — how nice to feel like a small part of
the musical development of such an artist.)

On th e subjec t o f dedicatio n t o a  craf t i n addition  t o talent , I  was
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struck by the words of Ralph Ellison, about his transition fro m trying to
be a musician to trying to be a writer.

Interviewer: D o you think your musical training gav e you a dis-
cipline o r a n understanding o f a need for discipline i n orde r t o
approach a new artistic craft ?
Ellison: Yes, you didn't expect to be able to play because you fel t
something. You were taught very quickly that there were ways in
which the body had to be taught to react, to project itself, to relate
to th e instrumen t an d to th e score . S o you began t o disciplin e
yourself that way. At Tuskegee I had to get up at five o'clock in the
morning and stand in an open window and blow sustained tones
on th e trumpe t fo r a n hou r befor e breakfast . S o when I  go t t o
writing I said, "Well, if it worked for music it must work the same
way for writing." And therefore I wrote many short stories, and in
fact I attempted a  novel six months afte r I  decided I was going to
try to write. But I put these things asid e because I  looked upo n
them a s what they were: just exercises which would allo w me to
learn something o f the nature of the craft . You see, with writing
people ge t the feelin g tha t a  writer i s someone that feel s thing s
passionately; tha t all you have to do is go to a typewriter o r pick
up a pen and pencil and put your feelings down . And of course
nothing is done that way.

Important lessons for the would-be musician o r writer there, and what
Ellison describe s ver y much mirror s m y ow n growt h fro m musi c int o
prose writing — attempting stories, essays, even a novel, all of them merely
exercises to learn how to express myself in words, and later put aside).

Grace had been out for a few years, but somehow I missed hearing it at
first, and then, in the wake of my tragedies, I wasn't hearing anything new
for a  while. As with Dusty i n Memphis, though, I seemed to keep hearing
about Jef f Buckley . During the Test  for Echo  sessions , I  remember And y
Wallace and Clif Norrell talking about working with him, and later, Geddy
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asking m e i f I  ha d hear d him , an d Ale x noddin g i n agreement . Jef f
Buckley's name just seemed to pop up from time to time in "better circles."
He drowned i n 1997 , just before my own losses began, but I  remembe r
hearing about that, too, and that he was the son of Tim Buckley. I partic-
ularly associate d th e father  wit h th e beautifu l son g "Mornin g Glory, "
covered on the firs t album by Blood, Sweat and Tears (the Al Kooper ver-
sion of the band, on a well-crafted, pioneering album from 1968 that stil l
sounds remarkably good) .

Not long before my Big Bend journey, Carrie and I had attended a din-
ner party a t the home o f some friends over in the San Fernando Valley ,
with two other straigh t couples and a  gay couple (always a good combi -
nation, for thi s heter o homophile) . During after-dinne r show-and-tell ,
one o f the ga y guys showed a  sampler from a  film he was directing. The
moody footage of sex and romance in Singapore played out over the most
beautiful soundtrack , a  song so great I  had one of those "How did I not
hear thi s before?" moments. "Hallelujah, " i t wa s called, by Jef f Buckley,
and everyon e i n th e roo m seeme d equall y transfixe d b y the hauntin g
song, possibly offending the director by gushing more over the music than
his film-makin g (though as ever, such great music only made the visuals
more powerful). I also had to laugh when he mixed up his Buckleys, and
said Jeff was the so n o f William F. Buckley.

In the film's credits I noticed th e song was written by one "L. Cohen,"
and guessed (correctly) that it would have been Canada's Leonard Cohen,
a long-running institution of folky, intellectual, quirky, lugubrious-voiced
songs like "Suzanne" and "I'm Your Man," and a body of work that, if not
mainstream, was widely admired enoug h t o have spawned a tribute b y
other artist s doing his songs, called I'm Your  Fan. From Dream Brother, I
learned tha t Buckle y had picke d u p o n an d learne d "Hallelujah" fro m
John Gale's version in that tribute.

The next day I went to the record stor e and bought Grace,  and took it
with me on a two-day trip up to Big Sur in the Z-8.1 played it once, and I
turned it up. I listened to it again, and fell more in love with it every time.
So many great songs — all of them — and the songwriting , the playing,
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and especiall y the singing,  were so original, so powerful, and s o accom-
plished, tha t th e traged y o f hi s loss , afte r makin g onl y th e on e recor d
(though a  flood o f demos and live recordings was released in his wake),
seemed ever more poignant. It was clear to me that Jeff Buckley had been
one o f the fe w Great Ones , a  one-in-a-billion talent, a  true voice o f his
generation, and at thirty, he had hardly begun. Whatever is left behind in
the passing of a rare talent, so much is always lost.

Asked in a 2003 interview what he was listening to lately, Jimmy Page
replied, "Nothing that's had the impact on me that Jef f Buckle y did," and
coincidentally, i n the same issue of Mojo magazine , Elton John was asked
about his favorite all-time record, and he cited either Nina Simone at Town
Hall o r Jef f Buckley' s Grace:  "Lik e a n albu m mad e b y someon e fro m
another planet. " (Also interesting tha t Nina Simone was one of Buckley's
many influences, which ranged from Nusra t Fateh Ali Khan to the MC5. )

The rea l avatars of popular musi c ove r the years seemed obviou s t o
me, bu t lik e everybody' s lis t o f suc h all-tim e greats , it ha d t o remai n
arguable. I never included those who were merely popular, or even just tal-
ented, but th e true artist s who were lightning rods , signal fires, receivers
and amplifiers and transmitters — those who held thei r audience , heart
and sou l an d Zeitgeist  i n thei r ver y being , an d san g i t bac k t o them .
Flaubert sai d a  novel shoul d b e "a mirror movin g dow n th e road, " an d
that's a fair idea l for a song, a musician, a band, and a  career.

Another French writer, Emile Zola, said, "A work of art i s a corner of
nature seen through a  temperament," an d if we dissect that sentence with
Aristotelian precision , and giv e prope r weight t o th e ide a o f "tempera -
ment" — soul — then i t speaks of something true and profound .

A thought which I picked up somewhere and used about Buddy Rich,
"Genius is the fire that light s itself," seems apt i n the contex t o f the true
souls, the ones who were helpless to pour themselve s out , to give every-
thing they had, to burn like a comet — and indeed , some of those fires
disintegrated on contact with the atmosphere, became an auto-da-fe.

Any pantheon ha s deities o f greater or lesser magnitude, bu t m y art-
history avatar , Professor Gombrich , fel t an artist should be judged by his
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or her best work, and thus I would nominate the best work of artists like
Duke Ellington, Frank Sinatra, Billie Holiday, Patsy Cline, Brian Wilson,
Bob Dylan, Joni Mitchell, Pete Townshend, Jimi Hendrix, Janis Joplin, Bob
Marley, Roger Waters, Kurt Cobain, and my latest nominee, Jeff Buckley.

There are some obvious "institutions" missing fro m m y list, like Elvis
Presley and th e Beatles , and though i t is not m y purpose to quarre l with
others' tastes, that just reflects a feeling about Elvis and the early Beatles being
reactionary talents, repackaging other people's fires (original black music, in
both cases, rock and R&B), and making it palatable to a white audience.

Elvis's first producer, Sam Phillips of Sun Records fame, said he ha d
been "lookin g fo r a  white boy wh o coul d sin g black," an d man y early
Beatles songs were covers of black American hits, from "Twist and Shout"
to "Please Mr. Postman." Interviewed during the Beatles ' first American
tour, i n 1964 , Joh n Lenno n state d tha t thei r influence s were al l fro m
American music, especially, as he termed it, "colored American music."

Elvis Presley had a golden voice, and certainly John Lennon and Paul
McCartney wrote an unbelievable number of catchy pop tunes , many of
them trul y great , bu t the y als o skillfull y adopted th e trend s occurrin g
around them: American music, from Memphis to Haight-Ashbury.

In Nick Hornby's Songbook,  he wrote a series of thoughtful essays on
songs he loved, and produced one of the few books on a personal love for
pop music . Readin g Songbook, it occurred t o me that Hornby's feelings
about pop musi c so paralleled my own that I  agreed with nearly every-
thing he had to say — except the music. I liked almost nothing  he liked,
except his own work, and i t seems probable that he would like nothing I
liked, including my own work.

In discussing a song called "Smoke," by the Ben Folds Five, he drew an
incisive bead on the Beatles as emblems of the '6os.

It's possibl e tha t thi s sor t o f craf t goe s unnotice d becaus e
"Smoke" is "just" a song, in the way that "Yesterday" or "Some -
thing" weren't "just" songs. The young men who wrote them were
also, unwittingly or not, in the process of changing the world (or
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— to attempt to cover all the arguments in one clumsy parenthe-
sis — in the process of being given credit for changing the world,
unwittingly or not) . This inevitably means that a n awfu l lo t o f
attention wa s focuse d o n thei r talen t —  which , afte r all , was
ostensibly the only world-changing tool at their disposal. If you're
singers, and you're changing the world, then people are bound to
look pretty closely at what you're singing — because how else are
you doing it? As a consequence, some very good, very pretty, very
sharply written, brilliantly produced an d undeniably memorable
songs have been credited with an almost supernatural power . It's
what happens when people are deified . Th e eighteenth-century
British schola r Edmon d Malon e calculate d tha t Shakespear e
"borrowed" two-thirds — 4,144 out of 6,033 lines — from othe r
sources for Henry iv  parts i, n, and in. And though Henry  iv  is a
minor play, the point is that this stuff was out there, in the world,
and Shakespeare inhaled it . What he exhaled was mostly genius,
of course, but i t was not genius that came out o f the blue; it had
a context.

The Beatles had a context, too, but they seem to have inhaled that
along with everything else: they have hoovered up and become the
sixties, and everything that happened in that extraordinary decade
somehow belongs to them now. Their songs have therefore become
imbued wit h al l sorts o f magi c tha t doesn' t properl y belong t o
them, and we can't see the songs as songs any more.

The wor d "inspiration " come s fro m th e sam e roo t a s th e Frenc h
inspirer, t o breath e in , an d th e Beatle s certainly breathed i n wha t was
around them , were inspired b y it , from Budd y Holly (afte r whos e band
name, th e Crickets , the y chos e thei r ow n name ) t o Chuc k Berr y t o
Smokey Robinson to Phil Spector to Bob Dylan to Brian Wilson.

Considering the brief span in which the Beatles actually worked (fro m
their first hit in 1963 until they stopped touring in 1966 and broke up com-
pletely in 1969), they definitely had a  context, though i t has indeed been
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"hoovered up " by baby-boomer nostalgi a and oldies radio stations. Thei r
more ambitious works, like Sergeant Pepper, were clearly influenced by the
work of other pioneers, like Brian Wilson and Pete Townshend (as Lennon
and McCartney admitted, citing Pet Sounds and Th e Who Sell Out). Their
prolific songwriting and appealing voices combined with George Martin's
adventurous production (a n often underrate d par t o f the Beatles chem-
istry) kept them at the forefront o f popular music for those few years, but
the Beatles have echoed down the subsequent decade s like a sonic boom,
deafening people not only to what else was going on, but even, as Hornby
pointed out, to the songs themselves .

As George Martin wrote, "without Pet Sounds, Sergeant Pepper would -
n't hav e happened . Pepper  wa s a n attemp t t o equa l Pe t Sounds,"  an d
McCartney stated, "No one is educated musically until they've heard Pet
Sounds. It is a total, classic record that is unbeatable in many ways."

Martin als o wrote that when they were working on Joh n Lennon's
"Strawberry Fields Forever," Paul McCartney was worried that it was "too
weird," and wrote "Penny Lane" to be released with it, and be more widely
appealing.

After thei r break-up, Lennon wrote a vicious song about McCartney
called "How Do You Sleep?" and that angry ad hominem attack ("Thos e
freaks was right when they said you was dead/ The one mistake you made
was in your head") showed the depth of his contempt fo r his former part-
ner. Although McCartne y wen t o n t o produc e som e good wor k o n his
own (Ram,  particularly), it is interesting that neither of their solo effort s
seemed eve n hal f a s good a s the Beatles . Despite thei r differences , an d
Lennon's wish to follow an artist's vision, they seemed to feed each other.

Their separate comments abou t their manager, Brian Epstein, also told
a tale. John Lennon once said, "Brian put u s in suits, and we made it very,
very big. But we sold out. The Beatles' music died then." Paul McCartney
seemed to deny anything negative ever said about the Beatles: "People used
to say we were manipulated. We were never manipulated." An interviewer
mentioned t o McCartne y tha t som e peopl e ha d criticize d Th e White
Album by saying that it ought to have been a single album rather than a
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double (somethin g this sixteen-year-ol d reviewer had sai d at the time, in
a scathing review in my high-school newspaper) , and he replied, "Shut u p
— it's the Beatles' White Album" a s if that's all there was to say about it .

As a teenager in the late '6os, I remember being confused abou t what
the Beatles were supposed to be. I liked "rock" music, but they seemed more
like "pop" music, sometimes almost the dreaded teeny-bopper, bubblegum
music my young-musician friend s and I so despised. I was growing into a
sense of the principle o f "artistic integrity " in music, and i t didn't fee l as
though th e Beatles shared that defiant rebellion an d desperate sincerity .

Similarly, I  remembe r bein g disappointe d whe n th e Rollin g Stone s
yielded to censorship an d management pressur e and changed the lyrics of
"Let's Spend the Night Together" to "Let's Spend Some Time Together," so
they woul d b e allowe d t o sin g thei r lates t singl e o n "Th e E d Sullivan
Show." I t seeme d t o m e then, and stil l seems now , that i f they couldn' t
change the realit y of censorship, they could certainly have sung a differ -
ent, less-offensive song . Or chosen not to appear .

Conversely, whe n th e Door s performe d "Ligh t M y Fire " o n th e
Sullivan sho w an d wer e aske d t o chang e th e line , "gir l w e couldn't get
much higher, " they agreed , but whe n Ji m Morrison go t to tha t line , he
sang it louder instead. They were banned fro m the show after that, but the
statement ha d bee n mad e —  th e Door s wer e rebels , while th e Stones ,
despite their image, were not.

A few years earlier , whe n Elvi s firs t performed o n "Th e E d Sulliva n
Show," hi s hi p gyration s wer e considere d s o outrageousl y sexua l tha t
the cameras onl y showed him from the waist up . That tells a story abou t
the changin g more s of the pas t 50 years, and a t least he didn' t agre e t o
change his movements fo r the camera. However, as Elvis's career went on,
the power of his manager, Colonel Tom Parker, took away whatever gen-
uine rebellion he might have possessed. What thoughtful listener can hear
Elvis sing "My Way" in his later years without a  wince of embarrassment?
From th e chees y movies an d Vegas-styl e spectacles, to hi s descen t int o
drug addiction and physical decay, it's hard to believe Elvis ever did any-
thing his way. And as for, "I've traveled each and every byway," Elvis never
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left th e Unite d State s excep t t o serv e in th e arm y i n German y for 16
months — he was never "allowed" to perform in other countries becaus e
Colonel To m was a n illega l immigran t fro m th e Netherlands . A great
singer, perhaps, but no kind of an artist

Again, I'm sure everyone has their own list of immortals, but those are
mine, and Jef f Buckley was the latest addition. And the more I listened to
"Hallelujah," th e more I  appreciated th e skil l o f Leonard Cohen' s song -
writing, too. The lyrics, especially, were so well crafted. The first stanza sets
up the character perfectly, evoking a romantic, idealistic-yet-resigned, bit-
tersweet persona tha t imbues the whole song. "Well, I heard there was a
secret chord / That Davi d played, and i t pleased th e Lord/ But you don't
really care for music, do ya?"

Then it steps up a register, with lovely irony and metaphor, "It goes like
this, the fourth, the fifth/ The minor fall, and the major lift/ The baffled king
composing Hallelujah. " The following three verse s develop a  continuin g
series of images and metaphors into an examination of religious experience
("Your faith was strong, but you needed proof/ You saw her bathing on the
roof/ He r beauty and the moonlight overthre w ya"), a fading relationshi p
("There wa s a time, when you le t me know/ What was really going o n
below/ But you no longer show that to me, do ya?") which builds in turn
to a poignant celebratio n o f intimacy ("Bu t remember whe n I moved in
you?/ And the holy dove was moving too/ And every breath we drew was
Hallelujah"). Simpl y gorgeou s poetry , especiall y whe n delivere d b y th e
expressive instrument of Jeff Buckley's voice, already, at such a young age,
able to embrace and express that combination o f romanticism, idealism ,
resignation, an d bittersweet irony .

One night in Big Sur I went out fo r a  late drive on the Pacifi c Coas t
Highway, top down in the cold wind, wearing a hooded sweatshirt , leathe r
jacket, and driving gloves , with the heat turned u p (th e usual Canadia n
style of convertible-driving, even in July), and the stereo turned way up,
playing "Hallelujah " ove r an d over , as I  followe d my racing headlight s
along the dark, winding highway.

The othe r song s i n th e collectio n range d fro m th e hard-drivin g
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"Eternal Life" to Nina Simone's wistful "Lilac Wine" to a reverent, soaring
a capella deliver y of Benjamin Britten' s "Corpus Christi Carol."

So, on the Texas trip, I had saved Grace  for just such a  special part of
the drive, finally away from the interstate and driving an empty two-lan e
through a  wide landscape , unde r a  big gra y sky. Occasionally I  wafte d
through a  spell of light rain , but no t enough to disturb visibility o r trac-
tion, so the conditions allowed me to drive and listen comfortably.

I stoppe d i n th e tin y roadsid e settlemen t o f Stud y Butt e fo r ga s
("Stoody," again, where Brutus and I  had stoppe d back in '96) , and a s I
took the winding road toward the park itself, a sudden flurry of snowflakes
swept in, and by the time I reached the park gates, it had settled into a ver-
itable blizzard. I saw a solid mass of something gray and prickly beside the
road, and I slowed down to see my first wild javelma, or collared peccary,
resembling a wild, bristly, snow-speckled pig as it grazed at the roadside,
then trotted into the misty brush.

As I pulled up at Big Bend National Park's entrance gate to pay my fee,
the range r leaned ou t o f the booth and I  asked her, with a  wave at the
snow filling the air around us, "Is this usual?" She said no, and apparentl y
it hadn't even been predicted by the weather service, but up to eight inches
had already fallen in the highest part of the park, the Chisos Basin (about
5,000 feet), and the road up there was closed. On March 29th, I might have
expected that in Canada, a thousand miles north, but no t i n West Texas.
As I drove along the park road, visibility was down to a hundred fee t or so,
and the snow began to blanket the roadside. Even the limited view made a
dramatic contrast , th e whit e blanke t beneat h th e deser t flor a i n sprin g
bloom, a  bright frostin g o n the branches of the creosote , green with tiny
yellow flowers, and the slender stems of the ocotillo hung in red blossoms.

In these lower elevations, the snow melted o n contact with the pave-
ment, so the park road remaine d dark and we t as I drove slowly along,
sensing rathe r tha n seeing the risin g scener y around me . Big Bend was
among th e larges t o f America's nationa l parks , coverin g eigh t hundred
thousand acres, and it also had the advantage of being one of the least vis-
ited. Apparently Big Bend received about three hundred thousand visitors
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a year, compared with, for example, Grand Canyon, which had to accom-
modate five million .

At the visitors center in Panther Junction, I parked among a few other
cars and RVS , already powdered wit h snow . My first mission was to col -
lect the national park "passport stamp" for the front o f my journal, and
then I looked around the displays of the park's natural history (especially
loving the three-dimensional tabletop relief map of the area), and at the
racks of books. National park visitors centers often had good reading for
a junior natura l scientist , an d among them I  had discovered wonderful
nature-loving guides with wider scopes, like Edward Abbey and Wallace
Stegner, and passionate naturalists like Joseph Krutch (The Desert Year),
Ann Zwinge r (The  Mysterious Lands),  Edmun d Jaege r (The  California
Deserts), and the granddaddy of them all , Aldo Leopold (A Sand County
Almanac).

The othe r traveler s milling around the visitors center looked chilled
and a  little bewildered by the cold and snow, and I listened to their con-
versations wit h th e rangers behind thei r map-covere d counter . Som e of
them wer e trying to reac h the lodg e in Chiso s Basin , at the to p o f the
steep, winding road which had been closed because of heavy snow. I had
been planning on taking that Green Gulch Road too, as it led to the only
restaurant in the park, up at the lodge. The rangers said the road up to the
Basin would likely be closed for a few hours, until the plows got the snow
cleared away, but the y seemed confident it would be open later.

I ha d originall y trie d t o ge t accommodations a t th e lodge , bu t th e
rooms and cabins had been full y booked. An internet overview of othe r
accommodations i n the area had led me to Lajitas , twenty miles west of
the park, which I remembered from when Brutus and I had stopped there
for breakfast . I  decided to drive over that way, and i f the weather didn' t
improve, I would check into the Badlands Hotel, and see where I would be
living for the next two nights.

With no lunch available, I stopped at the Panther Junction gas station
and picked up some peanut butter cups and a bottle of water, then drove
back to the west. The weather seemed to lighten a little, the snow tapering
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away, and the sky less bruised. The volcanic peaks to the south formed a
monumental, snow-streaked chalice around the Chisos Basin.

I passed a sign for a turn-off to the south, and pulled over to look at the
park map . Seeing the meanderin g lin e of the Ross Maxwell Scenic Drive
leading down to the Rio Grande, past Burro Mesa, Mule Ears Viewpoint,
and the Santa Elena Canyon Overlook, I decided to go that way.

The musical accompaniment fo r this relaxed scenic excursion was Isaac
Hayes again, this time the soundtrack from Shaft,  a  perennial favorite since
I saw the movie back in '71, when I was living in London. I remember see-
ing it with a  couple of European friends, and how differently they viewed
what I saw as a campy, humorous, mayb e even satirical look at American
life. The Europea n kids saw it a s a serious expression of American street
brutality and gun-happy violence, and yet they also seemed to admire it as
an image of ultimate coolness , black American style.

Shaft ha d a  rich, luxurious sound , both in the orchestrations  and the
recording quality, with a bright sparkling top-end on the drums and cym-
bals (especially the emblematic hi-ha t part in the main theme), a punchy,
rounded bass , an d a  full-bodied presenc e t o th e string s an d brass . For
many years I had used Shaft a s one of my test records, to audition a stereo
or the sound system in a new car, and it remained an audio feast as well as
a relaxing flow of music for a scenic drive.

Although the gray clouds stretched from horizon to horizon, the mois-
ture seeme d t o hav e falle n mostl y i n th e mountains , whic h generally
received twice the annual rainfall of the surrounding desert. The plains to
the wes t seeme d unaffected , and th e roa d wa s smooth, dr y pavement .
During the stretches of bad weather, I had put away the radar detector, but
now I plugged it in again, knowing I wouldn't be able to stick to the park's
45 mph speed limit. In a fast car on a perfect road, with hardly any other
traffic, that would be inhuman .

I stopped a  couple of times at roadside overlooks to admire the scale
of the scenery without distraction , looking far across the creosote plains,
punctuated with yucca, mesquite, and acacia, to ancient, eroded volcani c
cones, mountains of rubble, distant blue bluffs and isolated formations of
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gray rock, an d u p close , th e yellow-flowere d yucca an d red-blossome d
ocotillo. My memory had retained but a small sense of the vast scale of the
landscape, both horizontally and vertically, and I felt as I had on that sec-
ond visit to Grand Canyon, as though the distances and dimensions were
too overpowering for the mind to hold, or for memory to retain.

A delightful thirty-mile cruis e brought m e to the Santa Elena Canyon
Overlook, and I parked the car and walked across a dry wash of sand and
gravel. Followin g a  trai l throug h tamarisk , prickly pear , mesquite, an d
ocotillo led me to where the high rocky walls formed the narrow canyon,
and a  thin strea m o f greenish-brow n wate r ra n betwee n sand y banks,
maybe fort y o r fift y fee t wide . This modes t flow seemed anythin g bu t
"grande," and I couldn't believe I was looking a t the famed river, the bor-
der between two great countries, and that the opposite wall of the canyon
was actually Mexico. I remembered seein g a reference to Terlingua Creek ,
and saw on the map that it was a tributary of the Rio Grande, flowing in
near where I stood, and I thought perhaps this narrow canyon and thread
of water were the creek, not the river.

But no, this was it. Apparently in modern times much of the river's flow
through th e park actually came from the Ri o Conchos, o n th e Mexican
side, while the American water was largely diverted for irrigation or lost to
evaporation. Th e river must have been much greate r before those man -
made changes in the 20th Century, and as for how such a mighty canyon
was formed, the national park brochure pointed out that i f you paddle d
an aluminum canoe in the river , you would hear the hissing of abrasive
particles against its hull. "The river is like a relentless, gravity-powered belt
sander that has been running for millions of years." Perhaps this gorge had
evolved somethin g lik e th e Gran d Canyo n had , th e lan d slowl y rising
around the river, resisting the flow and intensifying its abrasive drive to the
Gulf of Mexico.

Late in the afternoon I  pulled into the small settlement of Lajitas an d
parked behind the main part of town, which had been made into an imag-
ined replica of a western main street. "Old Town" was closed to traffic, with
a row of buildings in unfinished timber along an unpaved street, watering
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troughs, hitching posts, boardwalks covered with simple balconies in fron t
of the Badlands Hotel, a  row of small art gallerie s and gif t shops , and an
adjacent comple x o f restaurant s an d meetin g rooms. In th e seve n years
since Brutus and I had been there, the project had been moving upscale,
adding a nine-hole gol f course, a hunting preserve, a recently-opened spa ,
and more accommodations in Old-West-style annexes called the Officer s
Quarters (stil l unde r construction ) an d th e Cavalr y Post . No w callin g
itself a  resort,  its slogan was "The Ultimat e Hideout, " an d th e We b site
touted the location o f Lajitas on the Comanche "Great War Trail," and its
accessibility by private jet. Both may have been wishful thinking .

The Badlands Hotel continued th e Old West theme inside , with a two-
story, galleried lobby, and a  large Tiffany-style ligh t fixtur e abov e one o f
those four-sided centra l sofas . My room had dark wood wainscoting an d
beamed ceiling, patterned wallpaper, and simple wooden furnishings. The
plumbing seemed "authentic" a s well, for I never did get hot water out of it.

I pulled the heavy, old-fashioned wooden chai r out onto th e balcony,
overlooking the wooden buildings and the backdrop of dry hills, furrowed
mountains, an d a clearing blue sky. Pouring a finger of The Macallan over
some ice, I sipped and reflecte d o n the day, then found mysel f compelled
to get up and dig out my notebook. I  hadn't thought t o make this a "jour-
nal" sort of journey, and so far had only used it to continue my collection
of national par k passport stamp s inside the cover. But at the outset I  had
been thinking abou t a  new writing project. Now those clockwork wheels
seemed to be carrying me toward an answer to that "Now what?" question.

"Thinking today as I drove through majestic scenery in my 'dream car,'
music blasting, that I'm a lucky guy these days!"

That was certainly an unusually bright notio n fo r me, viewed throug h
the lens of my recent history, and thinking abou t tha t feeling , I  have to
hope othe r peopl e have shared it , however rarely, however fleetingly. For
all of us, life i s mostly a gray matter, with occasional patches of blue, and
maybe a few of black, and the starburs t flashes of yellow are the eterna l
diamonds we hold in memory to show that lif e is precious.

By saying that lif e i s mostly " a gray matter," I  don' t mea n a  cynica l
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dismissal o f life a s colorless and boring , but rathe r a  description o f th e
more-or-less neutral , undramatic , comfortabl e rhyth m o f th e regular ,
humdrum, neither-up-nor-down processio n o f ordinar y day s — wor k
and play . There is a quiet happiness, a  contentment, i n tha t gray which
more often shine s in memory than in the momentary present, but some-
times I pause and appreciate its steady warmth and light — the hearth.

Blue represents the sad days, the bad days, the nights when sleep won't
come. And black is when you are weighed down by the worst of life, real
or imagined —  impending doom , the feeling of being cursed, wretched ,
and utterly miserable. When you were truly "in the black," that succession
of gray days seemed like a bright, happy place to be.

Yellow, though, were the brief flashes of existential joy, comets of exul-
tation, the lightning bolts of pure excitement that seem to sizzle through
your nerves and veins like electricity. Yellow was the supernova of ecstasy,
the sensation that perhaps embodied a  rarely used word like "glee."

Those moments i n my own life have been so few, so memorable, tha t
I ca n remembe r eac h o f the m a s discrete vignettes , brie f interstice s of
epiphany, as film clips of moments that reach right back to my teens.

Slouching throug h th e mean hallways of Lakeport Secondary Schoo l
in 1969 with The Who playing in my head, and feeling a sudden desire to
do a Pete Townshend jump right there. So I did. Walking through Golde n
Square in London in 1971, and a sudden flurry of snowflakes filled the air.
All at once I felt like running, and my feet seemed to fly above the pave-
ment. I was in London, pursuing my dream, and life was good.

Sitting down at the end of 1986 and writing a little list, just for myself,
called "Wh y I t Wa s the Greates t Year! " The Power  Windows  tou r fro m
January t o May , playing wel l an d enjoyin g man y bicyclin g adventure s
between th e shows ; then a  June bicycle tour wit h friend s fro m Munic h
over the Alps to Venice, fulfilling m y quest t o se e all six Bugatti Royales
(two in Reno, one in Costa Mesa , one in Detroit, an d two at the former
Schlumpf collectio n i n Mulhouse, France); a family summer on the lake
in Quebec with friends and relatives visiting, a solitary lyric-writing week
in September, then starting work on our Hold Your  Fire album, getting my
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first Macintosh and using it to write lyrics, a short story, and several mag-
azine articles ; an d learnin g t o us e th e new-fangle d samplin g gea r fo r
electronic drum s an d writin g a  sol o marimb a piec e calle d "Piece s o f
Eight" (It was a good year!)

September 14,1987,1 stood at the summit of Mount Kilimanjaro, hav-
ing passe d m y 35th birthday durin g th e ascent . Fro m th e glacier s an d
barren rocks of Uhuru Peak, at 19,340 feet th e highes t point i n Africa, I
looked down to the clouds far below, broken only by the distant peaks of
Mount Mer u and Mount Kenya . I recorded a  message on my microcas-
sette recorder : "I'm bringin g this t o yo u liv e fro m Uhuru , th e highes t
point in Africa, the top of a continent, and it feels like the top of a world.
So exciting, and I'm so proud to be here."

On a  motorcycle trip i n Newfoundlan d in 1994 , Brutus and I  were
walking ou t t o th e bike s afte r stoppin g a t th e Visitor s Centr e i n Gros
Morne Nationa l Park . For some unknow n reaso n (combinatio n o f rea-
sons, more likely), I felt a  sudden wave of such perfect contentment  sweep
over me that I would remember that moment forever .

And now I had spent the afternoon driving through Big Bend National
Park in my dream car, majestic scenery passing before my speeding wind-
shield, and long-loved music pouring out of the speakers. Another yellow
day, to remember on a gray one.

But there was always a balance. I had been luckier than most, no ques-
tion, but I had also been tmluckier than most, and just as I tended to go to
extremes, so , it seemed , di d m y life. As I put i t i n th e son g version o f
"Ghost Rider," "From the lowest low to the highest high."

I have the job I used to dream of, and I wouldn't trade it for anything,
but sometime s i t has been too demanding — those endless tours, those
long stints in the studio, separated from home and loved ones, alienation ,
illness, relationship troubles, the distressing intrusions from strangers —
and there have been times when I have hated it. I still enjoy the simple act
of playing the drums as much as I ever did, just sitting down and playing
whatever come s out , o r eve n rehearsin g by playin g alon g wit h ou r
records, as I used to do with the radio. But of course that's not the same
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as pounding out a  three-hour Rush show night afte r night , at a predeter-
mined tim e an d place , wit h th e weigh t o f reputation an d expectation ,
from mysel f and others, on every performance.

Still, there are the golden moments: fiddling with a song lyric for days
on end, each day thinking it' s going nowhere and tempted to throw it in
the trash, when suddenly there's a turning point, a brief flash of faith  —
"It's going to work" (though that flash of exultation is quickly forgotten as
I apply myself to making  it work).

Or grinding through da y after da y of pre-tour rehearsal s with Geddy
and Alex, struggling with technology and technique, until suddenly it all
comes together, and we lock into the transcendent synerg y of playing as
a band.

Overall, I have to say it's a pretty hard job, but it is counterbalanced b y
commensurate rewards : creative satisfaction, lots o f time of f (i n recen t
years, anyway), and ... good benefits.

When Bob Dylan was asked how he justified his wealth, he said, "For
every dollar I've made, there's a pool of sweat on the floor."

Being a professional musician wa s the dream of my youth, and it was
still like that for me, work I would truly describe as a dream job. But that
had not made getting there, or staying there, easy.

Though afte r fift y years of living, I am sure that no one's life is easy.
Another Rush song, called "Mission," from 1987, was inspired by a con-

versation I  ha d wit h Gedd y abou t peopl e w e knew i n ou r ag e group
(mid-3os, at the time) who remained dissatisfied with their lives, unfulfilled,
and asked us questions like , "How old were you when you knew what you
wanted to do?"

It seemed like we had always known, but I decided to try writing a song
from that point of view — not as someone who already had a mission, but
someone who was searching for one (or , if not activel y searching, a t least
waiting).

In praising grea t works o f art, music , books , painting , architecture ,
and movies, the "narrator" o f the verses says, "I wish I had that instinct ,
I wish I had that drive. " The chorus celebrate s the heroes — "Spirits fly
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on dangerou s missions , imagination s o n fire " — then , i n the middle -
eight section (reall y a middle-thirty-two), I pulled the focus back to the
struggle and suffering some of those artists had gone through to live their
lives and produce their works: "If their lives were exotic and strange, they
would likel y have gladly exchanged them / Fo r something a  little mor e
plain/ Maybe something a little more sane."

I had been thinking o f people like Vincent van Gogh, Virginia Woolf,
or F. Scott Fitzgerald, people who lost themselves  in the struggle for their
art, but in the conclusion of the stanza, I tried to step all the way back and
speak for everybody, i n a line that Geddy put his whole heart into singing:
"We each pay a fabulous price, for our visions of paradise."

I am married to a dream girl, but the path that brought me to her was
harsh and paved with broken glass. It left me cut and bleeding and scarred
for life , and the price I paid for where I am now was almost more than I
could survive.

I kne w how i t was to fee l lucky , but I  also knew how i t wa s to fee l
cursed. On a winter's day back in 1999,1 stood in my snowshoes on a point
above th e froze n lake , looking ou t acros s th e grayish-whit e landscap e
through th e whirling snow. I felt a  sudden urg e to howl like a wolf, and
suppressed it at first, then thought, "Why not?", and let it sing out. A prim-
itive wail of solitude an d existential loneliness .

If I was driving my dream car, to earn it I spent six months awa y from
home, rehearsin g for months an d the n traipsin g aroun d th e Americas,
playing 6 6 long , har d shows , an d again , passin g m y fiftiet h birthda y
pounding an d sweating on a  stage in the Calgar y Saddledome. Non e of
that was a dream.

But i t was also not reall y a choice.  I had t o keep doing those things ,
even the touring, because that's what I do — that's what musicians  do.

When I first began to encounter the German word schadenfreude, whic h
I no w know refer s t o tha t ignobl e huma n tendenc y to tak e pleasure in
another's misfortune , I  couldn' t fin d th e compoun d wor d i n m y littl e
German dictionary . I  trie d t o deciphe r it s meanin g b y lookin g u p th e
component words , and fro m schaden  an d freude  I  worked ou t m y ow n
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home-made translatio n o f "tarnished joy, " interpreting i t to mean some-
thing predominantly good that also included a dark shadow as its necessary
component, like adventuring through China or Africa — with dysentery.

Becoming successful, but giving up your peace of mind, or even your
previously-unappreciated anonymity .

A wonderful ne w life, at the cos t of a previous life sho t to hell. ("We
will pay the price ...")

That definition of schadenfreude  wa s not accurate to the word's accepted
larger meaning, but the concept was sound, and I might use it as a metaphor
for my life: "tarnished joy." Possibly everybody would.

But still, I won't deny it, overall I am a lucky man, and once in a great
while I even feel tha t way.

There are things I still wish for, but I envy no man.
After makin g that happy journal note, "I'm a  lucky guy these days!" ,

and reflectin g fo r a  few minutes on al l the reason s why, I had anothe r
thought, and wrote down the first inspiration for that elusive next writing
project I'd been fretting about :

"A story could be written just around the music I've listened to on this
trip."
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"Drumming at the heart of an English winter"

It use d to b e sai d that i f you stood i n London' s Piccadill y Circu s long
enough, you would meet everyone in the world. I doubt if that's true any-
more, but i n July of 1971,1 had a  fateful meetin g in Piccadilly Circus that
changed the course of my stay in England, and, in far-reaching ways, my
whole life.

The mont h before , I  ha d flow n int o Gatwic k Airport , sout h o f
London, on a $200 charter flight. I was eighteen, had never flown in an air-
plane before, never lived on my own, never been more than a few hundred
miles from home, and the only "foreign countries " I'd ever visited were a
family campin g trip to Montrea l fo r Exp o '67 (whic h only felt foreign ,
being a  World's Fair, and i n French-Canadia n Quebec), and th e Finge r
Lakes region in Upstate New York.

My parents, my girlfriend, and the guys from J.R. Flood and their girl-
friends had gathered at the Toronto airport to see me off, resplendent in my
red corduroy double-breasted jacket and bad, shoulder-length perm. After
the all-night flight, I was met at Gatwick by my childhood friend, Brad, and
his two English "mates," tall, cadaverous Bill and short, puckish Pete. Brad
had moved to England with his mother and her husband a couple of years
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before, and when they returned to Canada after a year, Brad decided to stay
He worked as a "fitter's mate" (plumber's apprentice) and lived in a bedsit-
ting room in a northern suburb of London called New Barnet.

Carrying my brand-new, plastic, folding suitcase with the inevitabl e
Canadian fla g sticker s on th e side , I  followed the streetwis e young lads
onto the train. Once it was underway, they led me from our second-clas s
seats to a  first-class compartment, then promptly lit up a  huge English-
style "spliff" — as a welcome-to-England gesture, I guess. A little shocked,
I declined, trying not to appear rude (or worse, uncool), but I was already
so excited I had stayed awake for the whole flight. Plus it was about 8:00
in the morning.

As the trai n rolle d throug h th e countryside , so lush an d green , and
into the sprawlin g suburbs o f south London , I stared aroun d a t al l the
strangeness: the narro w little "terraced" houses al l in row s of brick an d
chimneypots, the tiny back gardens with clothesline s and garden sheds,
the little cars all on the wrong side of the road — it was all so delightfully
foreign, an d exotic . My first lesson that th e res t of the world really was
more different tha n I knew or imagined .

When we reached Victoria Station an d changed to the underground ,
we were issued a  small yellow ticket, but Pet e and Bil l told u s to thro w
them away; it would be cheaper i f we said we'd lost them, and paid th e
"lost ticket" rate. Once again a little shocked , I did what they said, and
rode the old Northern Line (smelling of coal, as much of London still did
in those days) to its very end, the High Barnet station.

In letters we exchanged during the months before my arrival, Brad and
I had agreed that I could stay with him for awhile, and we pulled the mat-
tress off his single bed and made it into two. We spent that day, a Sunday,
walking around nearby Hadley Wood, and the next day Brad went to work,
and I  started learning my way around. Befor e leaving home, I  had gone
through the credits in my record collection and made a list of the addresses
of record companies and management agencies in London. I looked them
up in the London A-Z atlas and tracked down the addresses, walking around
in th e rai n an d marchin g into thes e office s drippin g wet , clutching my
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manila envelope of 8" x 10" photos of me playing with J.R. Flood.
Certainly I  was naive, and als o painfully shy, but I  was just so deter-

mined. It wasn't a s though I  thought I was all that great of a drummer ( I
wasn't), or that the London music scene was just waiting for my arrival (it
wasn't); the thing was, I just wanted i t so bad. I followed the map of the
underground, the "Tube," all over the vast, rainy city, and never got past a
single receptionist — though some of them were sympathetic. I'll alway s
remember on e o f the m hearin g m y story , an d saying , i n he r chippe r
English way, "Well... you're very brave? with a rising note on the end sug-
gesting, "brave, but daft"

The other possibl e avenu e for finding a band wa s the weekly music
papers, the musicians' want-ads in the back of Melody  Maker  and the New
Musical Express.  I didn't have any drums yet, because my dad had built me
a wooden crat e containing m y little set of Rogers drums and my record
collection (wha t else did an 18-year-old music fanatic need?) , and sen t it
to England by boat, so it wouldn't arriv e for six weeks or more. But in my
naivete and determination, I  decided I would go to some auditions, and
try to borrow drums from othe r drummers. (Why I thought they would
be willing to help another applicant , I  don't know, but i t seemed reason-
able to me . I guess because we were all "brother drummers, " and, again,
because I wanted it so bad.)

My first audition was held in a relatively affluent part of West London
(exceptional fo r it s detache d house s an d leaf y streets) , a t a  suburba n
house belonging t o th e bass player' s parents . I  "rang up " and mad e an
appointment, then showed up early and asked the drummer before me if
I could use his drums. Not surprisingly, he was a little reluctant, but finally
relented, afte r asking , "You're not a  basher, are you?"

I assured him I  wasn't (thoug h I probably was), and while we waited
for al l the band member s t o sho w up, I  listened t o thei r conversation s
about obscure American and British jazz musicians I had never heard of.
They seemed dismissive, even contemptuous o f the English rock bands I
liked: The Who, Deep Purple, Jethro Tull, King Crimson, Pink Floyd, and
Led Zeppelin . Othe r youn g English musicians would ech o thi s kin d of
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snobbery, a  confuse d mentalit y o f bein g chauvinisticall y British , an d
thus generally anti-American, yet feeling American music was innately
superior to their own. The other drummer mentioned Jon Hiseman, the
drummer i n a n adventurou s jazz-roc k Englis h ban d o f th e time ,
Colosseum, that I liked, but the bass player sniffed, "He's so busy"

The other band member s arrived , seeming aloof and snobby to me,
and when the other drummer finished his audition, I went into the small
room jam-packed with equipment, and sat down behind his drums. The
keyboard playe r announced, "This firs t tun e i s in seven, " which mean t
absolutely nothing to me at the time, but I kept quiet and just tried to join
in when they started playing . The keyboard player, bless him, was kind
and patient , and sai d that I  seemed to have a good "feel" for odd times ,
and I stumbled through a few more complicated bits before they brought
the audition to an end.

Knowing it had all been over my head, I was crestfallen and humbled ,
yet somehow not discouraged; a week or so later I actually called the bass
player to see if the position had been filled. Of course, it had, but I simply
pushed on , pursuing m y dream. And fro m the n on , I  se t out t o lear n
everything I could about playing in odd times, encouraged by that key-
board player' s kindness, an d i t would become an important par t o f my
musical development, even as that kind of complexity became so much a
part o f the musi c of the day , in exploration s and experiment s by what
would one day be called "progressive rock" (or , more dismissively, "prog
rock") band s lik e Yes, King Crimson , Genesis , Gentle Giant , Emerson ,
Lake, and Palmer, the Strawbs, Caravan, Kansas, and so many more.

During the late '6os and early '/os, the qualifications for what it took
to be a  rock drummer seeme d to keep ramping up exponentially . Unti l
that time, all you had to know was how to keep a simple 4/4 backbeat and
play "Wipeout," but suddenly you had to be able to play all these compli-
cated arrangements , od d tim e signatures , an d eve n exoti c percussion
instruments. It seemed the bar had been raised awfully high, and it was all
a bit daunting — and yet, for this ambitious young drummer, it was excit-
ing, both challenging and rewarding.
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My second audition was a whole other thing. Held in a room above a
pub in North London, it was for a band entirely made up of handicapped
musicians. I didn't need any drums for this one, as the audition was con-
ducted by the band's current drummer on his drums, as he had to leave to
have an operation on his legs. He had polio, with leg braces and crutches,
and pointed to his double-bass-drum setup , and told me, "I use two bass
drums to do what other chap s do with one." There was a trumpet player
with one arm, the keyboard player was in a wheelchair, and the guitarist
and bas s playe r wer e blin d (guide d aroun d b y thei r girlfriends , wh o
apparently dressed them with a  certain sens e of humor —  I remember
you needed dark glasses, like they wore, to look at their shirts).

Some of the hangers-on were equally "specially abled," blind and crip-
pled an d stunted , an d ami d thi s Felliniesqu e scene , I  bega n t o fee l
uncomfortable, eve n kind o f guilty. I waited through a  few of the othe r
drummers, and decided : a ) This band isn' t very good, and b) This is all
really weird. I slipped away.

Meanwhile, weeks were passing, and at the end of a month in London,
I was running out of money. I had arrived with $200 to live on (my ever-
supportive parents had agreed to match whatever money I could raise, and
when they paid for the charter ticket, that's what I had managed out of my
savings and selling my record player), and it was getting low. I had become
well acquainted with the London Transport system as I rambled throug h
my list of record companies and management agencies, but I hadn't found
any opportunities, or any promising "drummer wanted" ads in the music
papers. I decided not to waste my dwindling resources, but just try to wait
until my drums arrived, and something would come up.

By early July, when Brad went off to work in the morning in his dirty
boiler suit , I  wa s goin g ou t fo r walk s aroun d th e neighborhood  an d
Hadley Wood on the rare fine days, or staying in our room to read. I found
a couple of paperbacks in the closet that Brad's former roommate had lef t
behind, an d that go t me started again . It was time fo r books to become
part of my life once more.

Especially one o f them: a  science-fiction epic called Fall o f the Towers,



206 TRAVELING MUSIC

by Samuel R. Delany, which would have a profound effect o n my life, in so
many unexpected ways, both in my future reading and early lyric-writing,
such as 2112 and Cygnus  x-i.  In retrospect , ho w amazing I should com e
across that particula r book , so poetic, richly-imagined , an d original , by
that particular writer, who still ranks among the best in the genre, I think.
My only previous exposur e t o scienc e fiction had bee n a  short stor y I
studied in high school called "The Ruum," written by Arthur Forges (and
what an interesting web-search that was!) in 1953. Similar to the way a few
novels an d play s were drilled int o m y head a t the tim e withou t muc h
seeming effect, o r affect , later they would resonate in ways I could never
have suspected — I actually did learn to read properly, or at least I learned
that there was a way to read properly. Along with Julius Caesar  and A Tale
of Tw o Cities, I still remember the plot line of "The Ruum" in great detail,
after more than thirty-five years.

As the weeks went by, Brad and I had adjusted to living together pretty
well, and decided to move into a larger room in the same house. Soon I
was spending my days curled up on the tiny settee, watching the rain come
down and reading book after book. The corner shop took trades, two for
one, out of their rack of used paperbacks, and I started plowing through
Agatha Christie mysteries and adventure stories from "The Saint" series,
and even some more science fiction, classics like John Wyndham's Day of
the Triffids  an d Th e Midwich Cuckoos  (made into a movie, Children  o f the
Damned, which I had seen as a Saturday matinee back in St. Catharines).
In one of Wyndham's books I read his definition of what he felt the genre
should be: "Extraordinary things happening to ordinary people," which I
still think is pretty good, and transcends the genre to cover all storytelling,
as the best science fiction can do.

My money continue d t o dwindle , an d I  wa s down t o m y last few
pounds on the Sunday in July when I had that fateful meeting in Piccadilly
Circus. Brad and I took the Tube into Central London, to the Tottenham
Court Roa d station, the n walke d down Shaftesbur y Avenue to where it
opened out among the neon-lighted buildings, the circling black taxis and
red double-decke r buses , the statu e o f Eros, and th e millin g crowd s of
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tourists and Londoners. There, in Piccadilly Circus, I suddenly recognized
a familiar face — Sheldon Atos, from St. Catharines, who had once built a
primitive ligh t sho w fo r m y firs t band , Mumblin ' Sumpthin' , fo r ou r
"Battle o f th e Bands " performance a t th e YMCA . Sheldo n wa s living i n
London, marrie d t o a n English girl , and working for a  chain o f touris t
shops in Carnaby Street and Piccadilly. And, he thought he might be able
to get me a job.

Sheldon's boss, Bud, employed him mainly as a handyman, and always
called him "Stan," for the toolmaking company , Stanley, and soon that's
how I knew him too. Bud was another Canadian, thirtyish, with piercing
gray eyes, sharp features , and a  longish, late-mod hairstyl e that , like his
expensively casual wardrobe, was always perfect, every hair in place. Bud
had started a "Print Your Name in Headlines" concession near the Houses
of Parliament , an d buil t i t into a  wide-ranging tourist-milking empir e
(the "S. Morgan Jones Group," an anglophile appellatio n tha t was appar-
ently some version of Bud's real name). He owned several shops around
Carnaby Street , an d souveni r an d printin g concession s i n Piccadill y
Circus, Coventry Street, and across from the Houses of Parliament .

Carnaby Street's fame as a symbol of "Swinging London" had made a
deep impression o n the world durin g the early '6os and the mod era , a
brief explosion of fashion that had burst out of a couple of clothing shops
on that previously-obscure backstreet. Like the hippie era that supplanted
them, the mods created and adapted their own fashions, music, and atti -
tude, and as with hippies, beatniks, punks, rappers, and every "new" youth
movement (an oxymoronic pattern recurs in the notion o f young people
expressing their individuality by following the latest fashions), there seem
to have been two different kind s of mods: the working-class, street-level
teenagers celebrated in The Who's Quadrophenia  (especiall y the film ver-
sion, which I watched for "research," but appreciated for its gritty realism),
and the kind o f shallow dilettante dryly satirized in the Kinks ' mod-era
song, "Dedicated Follower of Fashion" ("one week he's in polka dots, the
next week he's i n stripes") . Throug h al l that, the internationa l myt h of
Carnaby Street endured, and even by the early 'jos (and for years after), it
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remained th e secon d most-visite d touris t attractio n i n London , afte r
Buckingham Palace.

Carnaby Street was nothing special to look at: a humble, narrow little
street, only a few blocks long, tucked behind Regent Street. Historically, it
was noteworthy only for being described by Charles Dickens in Nicholas
Nickleby: "A bygone, faded, tumbledown street , with two irregular rows of
tall, meagre houses." He also wrote about the street's inhabitants i n a way
that was strangely recognizable a hundred years later, "The fowls who peck
about the kennels, jerking their bodies hither and thither with a gait which
none but tow n fowls ar e ever seen to adopt , and which any country hen
would be puzzled to understand, are perfectly in keeping with the habita-
tions of their owners. "

By 1971, both sides of the street were lined with shops, many still sell-
ing stylish, youthful clothes , like the origina l John Stephen outlets , wit h
many more capitalizing on the tourist traffic, like Kleptomania, Pop Shop,
and I Was Lord Kitchener's Valet (whose owner demonstrated the street's
profitability by cruising to work in a Lamborghini Espada, a fantastically
low-slung exotic that remained my idea of a "dream car" for many years).

My new boss, Bud, drove an Aston Martin, then late r a  Ferrari Dino ,
from hi s estate in the country. His most recent business acquisition was a
large shop from the original Carnaby Street days with the suitably-swinging
name, "Gear." He had taken over the three-story building with a basement
stuffed fro m floo r to ceiling with old merchandise, mostly cheap, stylish
homeware and gifts . My first assignment wa s to organize and inventor y
that jumble, and that was when the experience of working for my dad at
Dalziel Equipmen t ("Pronounc e i t D-L, " said th e promotiona l stickers )
through al l those summers and holidays, stocking the parts department
and updating the inventory, really paid off.

It seemed to me that wha t worked for tractor part s an d baler twine
ought to work for other kinds of merchandise, and I used my dad's parts
department a s a mental pattern , linin g u p al l the boxe s of Unio n Jac k
teacups, Carnab y Street-sig n ashtrays , Eas t India n throw-pillows , pin k
and orange polka-dotted trash cans, and boxes and boxes of a book called
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Carnaby Street,  written b y Gear' s previou s owner , To m Salter . Afte r I
stacked the m i n numbere d rows , I taped of f the floo r an d ceilin g an d
labeled shelve s to make sections o f those rows, and wrote them al l out in
a neat list of descriptions and locations.

Bud seemed impressed with the job I had done , and my next assign-
ment was to clea r out the basement o f another, smalle r building h e had
bought from Tom Salter, a three-story block of offices with a tiny ground-
floor sho p and a  basement full of similar merchandise, a couple of streets
away on Ganton Street . I was given a large wire cart to fil l with boxes and
push them over to the basement of Gear, and though i t was strictly man-
ual labor, I found myself caught up in the challenge of making those boxes
diminish at one end and the satisfaction of seeing them pile up at the other.

As I slowly emptied the basement on Ganton Street, the ancient walls
of brick and plaster were revealed, and cemented into the wall we discov-
ered bones that dated fro m the Great Plague in the ijth Century , when a
"pesthouse" had stood on the site, "for the entertainment of persons that
shall have the plague."

When I was sorting merchandise i n the Gear basement, the other shop
managers woul d sto p b y to pic k u p som e posters o r othe r stock , an d
someone would fil l a little pipe or roll a joint with hash and tobacco, and
pass i t around . Despit e a  few experimental puff s o f "dirt weed" back in
Canada, and on e o r two LS D experiences, London was where I really dis-
covered the marijuana high, the warm, fuzzy cloud in the brain, the giggly
camaraderie, th e flights of imagination an d fancy, and the way the musi c
playing in the shop sounded when I walked upstairs, richly textured and
powerfully dimensional. M y mind seeme d attenuated, righ t brain up , lef t
brain down .

One day a thrill of excitement rippled along Carnaby Street, and some-
one came in to announce, "Yul Brynner's on the street!" The famous actor
walked into Gear, looking expensively dressed, with radiant bald head and
air o f celebrity, and a n expensively-dresse d blonde glowin g on hi s arm.
Standing in front o f the counter whic h contained ou r "head shop" para-
phernalia, he pointed a t some pipes of hand-blown glass , and asked me if
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they were any good. I smiled and said, "Well, they passed quality control,"
and he smiled and bought one .

In th e mai n stockroo m below Gear, I adapted m y storage system to
stock and keep track of the usual wares of the S. Morgan Jones Group, all
of it souvenir tourist-trash wit h a 100 percent marku p ("at least," stressed
Bud), like Beefeater dolls , toy London taxis , double-decker buses , Union
Jack carrie r bags , Carnaby Stree t teaspoons , an d dozen s an d dozen s of
posters o f pop stars , still s fro m Easy  Rider  (unbelievabl y popular wit h
Europeans), and the ever-popular jokey ones, like two of our best sellers:
a photograph o f a pair of hands emerging from a  toilet, and a black-and-
white phot o montag e makin g u p a  field of femal e breast s (American s
liked those ones) .

Then there was the one called "Women's Lib," which showed a woman
in a suede miniskirt standing beside two men at a urinal. Sign of the times.
(Around that time I saw some graffiti on the side of an old brick building,
"Women's Lib Means Not Having To Sleep on the Damp Bit.")

Posters were such a big part o f the S . Morgan Jones Group business
that Stan had invented a poster-rolling machine: a sewing-machine moto r
rotating a  long aluminum tub e with a  slit along its length. You inserted
one edge of the flat poster into the slit, pressed the treadle to turn the tube,
and put the rolled poster into a plastic sleeve. Tape a number over the end,
and it was ready to stock in the gridwork of the huge custom-made shop
fixtures, with each poster displayed in big plexiglas frames that hung at eye
level and swung on hinges, like pages in a book.

Brad soon came to work for Bud too, putting aside his dirty boiler sui t
and ill-paid job as a fitter's mate. We only made about £20 ($50) a week,
and our rent, even for a single room at the far end of the Northern under-
ground line , was £5 each per week , so to mak e a little more money we
often worked day and night shifts at the souvenir shops in Carnaby Street
and Piccadill y Circu s (hand-printin g endles s bogu s newspaper s wit h
"Your Nam e i n Headlines, " "So-and-s o dine s a t Buckingha m Palace, "
Wanted posters, bullfight posters, that sort of thing).

Bud employe d abou t twent y young people, fro m a  wide variety of
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nationalities (hi s only prejudice was against English  workers; he thought
they were lazy), including several other Canadians , Spanish Paco, Dutch
Carla, India n Dhillon , African-America n Leonard , Jewish-American
Rebecca, Ne w Zealander s (Kiwis ) Pat , Gavan , an d Dave , Iris h Mary ,
German Angela, South Africa n Paul , and Ahmed and a  couple o f othe r
Persians (fro m Iran , it was called by then, but the y alway s called them-
selves Persians). We also had tw o English kids, Elli s and Mary , but the y
were both gay, which perhaps made them more "acceptable" t o Bud than
ordinary Englis h people. In any case, Ellis and Mary soon became two of
my closest friends — the firs t (openly) gay people I'd ever known, and a
pattern o f not just tolerance, but appreciation,  was thereby set for life.

Other endurin g cultura l exposure s were Stan taking me around th e
corner to Bloom's deli and introducing me to corned beef sandwiches and
lathes, and Dhillon inviting me home to dinner, and mischievously telling
his Indian mother that I liked really hot curry. As a Canadian kid who had
grown u p o n suc h exoti c delicacie s as macaroni an d chees e and por k
chops with appl e sauce, the spicies t thing I  had eve r tasted was canned
spaghetti. I nearly died.

Stan als o introduce d m e t o Robin , fro m Carlisl e i n th e nort h o f
England, telling m e h e was in a  band tha t neede d a  drummer. English
Rose, they were called, and an earlier version of the band had appeared in
a movie called Groupie Girl Robin was the guitarist, and they had a singer,
keyboard player, and bass player, an "equipment manager" with a van, and
a manager, who was promising to get them a  recording contract. I t was a
band, in London — of course I would join.

We practiced a  few evenings at the singer' s fla t in West Hampstead,
with acoustic guitars and me drumming on my thighs. The original mate-
rial was cowritten by the singer, Jimmy, and keyboard player, Lynton, and
consisted of more-or-less classic British pop songs , with background har-
monies and simple arrangements ("The postman delivered a letter, to the
house up on the hill, ooh , ooh, ooh"). So, at least they were not hard t o
learn, especially compared with J.R. Flood's quirky, complicated, extende d
arrangements.
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One rain y night i n August we piled int o th e va n an d drov e to th e
Docklands area of East London, winding through the vast grids of ware-
houses to pick up my crate of drums and records. Now we could practice
properly, moving int o th e basemen t o f Po p Sho p (anothe r S . Morgan
Jones Group outlet on Carnaby Street, which Robin managed at the time).
The band's manager came to see us in the cramped little room, and when
he thought we were ready, he arranged for us to record a demo. He also
arranged som e small, "showcase" gigs at pubs around London , and was
full of promises about all the great things he was going to do for us.

Meanwhile, I began to learn a little more about my bandmates.
Robin, for example, lived way in the East End of London, in a rough

area calle d Plaistow , with a  pretty young psycho named Irene . She was
insanely jealous, even of Robin' s devotio n t o music , an d on e mornin g
Robin came to work nearly in tears — Irene had taken a saw and cut his
beautiful Rickenbacker guitar in half.

Though the guitar was probably stolen anyway. In The Masked Rider,  I
wrote a little about those years in London, and told o f joining the band
whose va n an d amplifier s were al l stolen , an d whos e "road manager "
made his living by burgling petrol stations. That was English Rose.

In October of 1971, after about two months with them, the other mem-
bers convinced me to "give up my day job," and go full-time. When I told
Bud, he gave me a smile that, in memory, seems to have been "knowing."
He said if it didn't work out, I could come back to work for him, and that
was good to know — though I couldn't imagine any circumstances under
which it wouldn't work out. I was on my way!

We loaded up our gear and piled into the stolen Ford Transit van, and
headed up the M-I , pausing for the wedding of the bass player, Paul, and
Carol in Leicester. Then we headed farther north, to play a few small clubs
in norther n towns . I  remembe r Keswick , and Whitehaven , an d bein g
struck by the beauty of the Lake District, then staying in Carlisle for a few
days with Robin's parents, five of us "dossing" on floors and sofas , and his
sweet Mum bringing us cups of tea in the morning .

On the way back to London, I was riding in the passenger seat of the
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van around Marble Arch in the middle of the night, heading to Maida Vale
to dro p of f the keyboar d player , Lynton. The larcenous roa d manager ,
Peter, was driving, and I was telling him my whole tale of packing up and
coming to England. He said, "That will make a good story for the music
papers one day!"

It did, six or seven years later, but a t the time it wasn't a  happy story.
English Rose's manager had failed to find a  record company that was

interested i n the demo tape, and he was also failing to come up with any
gigs, so in effect th e band ceased to exist because of a total lack of interest.
But we kept hoping, or at least I did.

The manager did get me one session job, hiring me to "sub" in the stu-
dio for another band he managed, and I played on a two-song demo for a
'5os-style "Rocker" outfit calle d Je t Black, playing the othe r drummer' s
drums, in his band, while he sat in a chair in the corner looking glum.

The £10 session fee was welcome, but give n my limited experience in a
recording studio, and nonexistent experienc e at being a session musician ,
I don't think I  was too impressive . In some musicians' storie s I've read ,
such a n opportunit y woul d hav e been a  springboar d t o mor e sessio n
work, but not for me.

With November coming on, I had no job, no band, and no money. I was
falling behind on my shared rent with Brad, but I was sure the music thing
was going to pick up soon, and I just needed a little money to get by until
then. I asked Peter if he might be able to help me get some "work," and I
never forgot how he refused to let me get involved in his shady activities, but
slipped me a five-pound note from his ill-gotten gains a couple of times.

Winter settle d in , cold and damp, and sometimes th e streets of New
Barnet were obscure d b y the legendar y pea-sou p fogs . I' d b e walkin g
along the pavement (sidewalk) through a solid gray cloud, unable even to
see the car s whispering by on th e stree t beside me . And i t was so cold
everywhere, chilly to the bone indoor s an d out , an d Brad and I would
come home to a damp room and feed two-shilling coins into the electric
meter so we could turn on the "electric fire" (even sounds primitive) an d
huddle around it.
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To fill the time, I was somehow inspired to start creating a patchwork
suit, and I began painstakingly sewing one little two-inch square at a time
onto a n ol d pair o f my velvet pants an d a  denim jacket of Brad's. Ou r
record player was a cast-off turntable wired through a tiny guitar amp, but
we did have a pair o f headphones, and I  would si t and listen to music ,
while I folded and stitched all those tiny patches, like a miniature version
of one of my grandmother's quilts. Eventually I got Brad interested in the
project a s well, and h e late r describe d i t a s "one o f the cooles t uncoo l
things I  eve r did! " W e finished al l of the pant s an d mos t o f the jacket
before I  lost interes t — and I  never did wear them. But , it had been a
cheap and harmless pastime.

Too often Bra d and I  lived on Fra y Bentos canned steak and kidney
pudding, a s it was cheap and filling , an d we could heat it up in boilin g
water on our hot plate. But just like when I ate too many pears off the trees
in our yard as a child, from then on (and to this day) the very thought of
Fray Bentos steak and kidney pudding made me nauseous.

That was also the winter o f the coal strikes, with rotating three-hou r
power cuts, and some nights we'd be unable to read, listen to music, warm
ourselves at the electric fire, or heat up anything to eat.

Through some connection, in late November I got a job filling in for one
night with a band called Heaven, but the gig turned out to be hell. Heaven
were a moderately-successful white R&B band, with six or seven members
and a decent singer, and they picked me up in a large Mercedes van with air-
craft seats (serious status for the times). I loaded my drums in the back, and
we drove north to Salford University, just outside Manchester. This time, the
other members of the band were nice enough, but the keyboard player was
an unpleasant, arrogant autocrat. (And another word that starts with "a.")

He never spoke a word to me, just sat in the front passenger seat, radi-
ating an aggressive, superior attitude. When the driver put on a Pink Floyd
tape, he growled, "Not thos e out-of-tune cunts," and we rode in silence
again.

The challenge was insurmountable: Heaven played all their own mate-
rial, I'd neve r heard any of it before , an d eve n now it's hard to imagine
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they thought we could do the show without a  single rehearsal. Typically,
there was no written music , and even if there had been, my sight readin g
was nowhere good enough for that — it was like a language I had learned
and never used.

Backstage at Salford University, the bass player and I set up our equip -
ment an d trie d t o wor k throug h som e o f th e rhythmi c feel s o f th e
different songs , but there was certainly no time to learn the arrangements,
and I  was supposed t o just "follow him." I  thought I  survived the show
pretty well, considering, but i t was hopeless.

And then the y ripped m e off . When the y droppe d m e back a t New
Barnet in the wee small hours, the road manager gave me £10, and I had
been promised £20. When I  protested, he said, "That's what I  was told."
Bastards. (Ah , but where are they now ...)

That Christmas of 1971, my grandma put up the money to fly me home
for the holidays, and I went back to St. Catharines al l "anglicized" (afte r a
whole si x months) , wit h m y ne w corduro y sui t fro m Lor d Joh n o n
Carnaby Street, patterned sweater-vest , and affecte d accent . In January I
flew back to England, onl y to be held fo r several hours by Immigration .
The problem was that I  only had about £2 in my pocket, barely train far e
to New Barnet. However, I told th e officer s I  was going straight bac k t o
work for Bud, and I did.

I was much wiser about the harsh realities of the London music scene,
and the harsh realitie s of life, an d I  had taste d poverty . I could se e that
making a living in music was going to be tough, but, I  had als o learned
that working at a "normal" job could offe r certain rewards of security, self-
sufficiency, an d even satisfaction.

Soon after returning to work for Bud, he made me manager of the Pop
Shop (though I  was only the "manager" of myself; there was just me and
Ahmed, who worked the print-your-name-in-headlines press in the cor-
ner). My drums were still in the basement of the shop, so I could continue
practicing durin g lunch breaks or after work, and during the quiet winter
days when few tourists wandered into ou r little shop, I fixed i t up a little,
arranging the posters an d souvenirs nicely on walls and shelves, painting
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wooden te a chests to make poster storage , and drawing neat little price
signs for everything .

As with my warehouse organizing, Bud seemed impressed, and when
Leonard, the tall black American, quit his job managing Gear, that job was
offered to me: manager of the flagship store of the S. Morgan Jones Group,
even the boss of a small sales staff. I  was still only nineteen years old, and
definitely daunted b y the responsibility, bu t a s I said to Bud' s managing
director, the New Zealander Dave, "I guess it's the next logical step."

In truth , I  was a lousy boss — at least from a  management point of
view. I hated to tell people what to do, and simply expected them to do
what they were supposed to . If they didn't, sometimes I  would stay afte r
and do it myself, like a couple of times when Brad and I spent the whole
night listening to record s an d cleanin g th e shelve s and poste r display s
(kind of fun, really, and an experience to be in the middle of London as it
slept and came to life again , and stil l to be in the shop when everybody
arrived for work again).

When the street wasn't busy, I couldn't bear to maroon somebody at
the lonely back counter, with no one to talk to. All of us were friends, Ellis,
Mary, Rebecca, and I , and i f there were only a few people in the store, we
tended to gather by the center counter an d talk. Bud's office was upstairs
from Gear , and a s he walked in an d ou t (wit h what Rebecca called hi s
"phalanx" of friends and yes-men), he would send Dave down to tell me
to put someone on the back counter. (Once the whole staff signed a copy
of Tom Salter's Carnaby Street for me, and Bud's inscription read, "As you
go through life, don't forget to keep an eye on the back counter." I never
did learn that lesson, metaphorically speaking.)

One o f my most importan t jobs (t o me , anyway) was choosing th e
music to be played over the store's sound system, and apart from my own
favorites-of-the da y lik e Ye s (Time an d a  Word,  particularly , whic h I
recently listened to and was freshly impressed by its energy and imagina-
tion), Todd Rundgren (especially The Ballad ofTodd  Rundgren,  though I
was a big fan of all his work for many years), and Who's  Next  (pounding
out th e dru m break s on thos e great-soundin g Sweda cash registers) , I
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tried t o accommodat e everyone' s taste —  eve n the lesbia n wh o like d
Melanie, th e ga y gu y wh o like d ipio' s megaphon e singers , an d th e
unwashed hippie girl who only wanted to hear the Rolling Stones' Sticky
Fingers —  ever y day. 1971 was a  big yea r fo r singer-songwriters , an d I
remember hearin g a  lot o f Rod Stewart , Elton John , James Taylor, Cat
Stevens, Neil Young's After  th e Gold  Rush  an d Harvest  (stil l great) , and
Carole King's Tapestry (abou t a thousand times) .

Our music blasted ou t into the street ful l o f tourists, and could defi -
nitely attrac t the m inside ; amon g the classi c people-magnets were th e
soundtrack fro m the movie of Woodstock,  especiall y the side with Sly and
the Family Stone's "I Want To Take You Higher," and a  live album by Rare
Earth, with a sidelong version of "Get Ready."

With the long Tube ride to work every day, forty-five minute s each way,
some new lifetime-habits were forged: I started buying a morning paper on
the way in and an afternoon paper on the way home, and doing the crossword
puzzles. I was also continuing to read books, following recommendations
from some of the other kids I worked with, becoming entranced with the
Lord o f the Rings trilogy and readin g it through twice. Rebecca decided t o
quit working at Gear and go back to America, and she brought in a box of
books to divide among Ellis (the "hero" I wrote about in "Nobody's Hero," in
1993, wh o died of AIDS in the late '8os), the Dutch girl Carla, and me. I ended
up wit h a  good selection of English Lit from writers like Cyril Connolly,
Kingsley Amis, William Trevor, Graham Greene, and Somerse t Maugham,
and a  few great exotics, like Gabriel Garcia Marquez and Jorge Luis Borges,
introducing m e to the powerfu l Latin-America n style of "magic realism. "
Another Canadian I  worked with, Tom, gave me a  copy of Portrait of the
Artist as a Young Man.  S o at least my "liberal arts" education was continuing.

On my way home from wor k one day, I stopped a t the smal l tobac-
conist b y the Oxfor d Circus tube statio n fo r the Evening  Standard,  an d
noticed a book I remembered from high school, The Fountainhead. It was
one o f the volumes the "Junior Intellectuals" a t Lakeport High use d t o
carry around (on "display," I realize now), along with The Lord of  the Rings
and James Joyce's Ulysses.
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To a 20-year-old struggling musician, The Fountainhead was a revela-
tion, an affirmation , an inspiration . Althoug h I  would eventuall y grow
into and, largely, out of Ayn Rand's orbit, her writing was still a significant
stepping-stone, or way-station, for me, a black-and-white starting point
along the journey to a more nuanced philosophy and politics. Most of all,
it was the notion of individualism that I needed — the idea that what I felt,
believed, liked, and wanted was important an d valid.

As Nietzsche said, "Self interest is worth as much as the person who has
it. It can be worth a great deal, and it can be unworthy and contemptible. "

Young musicians hav e to mak e philosophical choice s early , whether
they realize it or not. Like joining the union, for example, at age fifteen —
though that wasn't really a choice, because you couldn't play in any of the
union halls, even the Knights of Columbus or Legion buildings, without a
union card .

But fro m th e ver y beginning o f playing i n bands , w e faced choice s
about what music we would play: the music we loved, or the music others
wanted us to play. Thinking back to Mumblin' Sumpthin' and that bizarre
lecture about the prostitute from Jac k Johnson i n the back room o f the
roller rink, that had been the kind of resistance that set me on a lifelong
course as a "contrarian," determined to find a  way to play music I loved,
even if I had to make my living by other means.

During my second year in London, I was still pursuing my hoped-for
music career , at least part time, and I  met a  bass player from Newcastl e
named Ian. He was putting together a band with guitarist Tony, and singer
Bobby, and we started rehearsing together in the evenings . Their harder-
edged, riff-driven musi c was more to my taste than English Rose's sugary
pop had been, and their original material was interesting and challenging
— an d rathe r mor e imaginative than th e band nam e they decided on :
Music.

The singer had recruited a manager from somewhere (in every band I
was in, from Mumblin ' Sumpthin' onward, there always seemed to be a
slick young man wh o wanted to ge t into th e music business by being a
manager). Through that summer of '72, we played a few clubs and pubs
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around London , includin g th e legendary Marquee, where The Who got
their start , and a t Brighton University, but onc e again, it al l fizzled int o
nothing. Apparently the manager had been trying to entice industry types
to come and see the band, but hadn' t been getting any interest. Lat e one
night, afte r wha t looke d lik e i t woul d b e ou r las t gig , th e hire d va n
dropped me and my drums at Pop Shop, and I remember the bass player,
Ian, smiling at me, grabbing my shoulders and saying, "You're going to be
great, man. You just need discipline"

I puzzled over that for a long time, but i n retrospect, I guess he meant
that I played too much, and too imprecisely. So I learned to be precise.

A couple o f weeks later, the guitaris t fro m Music , Tony, asked me if I
wanted t o join him an d a n electric-piano playe r playing "soft jazz " in a
London businessmen's club . The extra money would be welcome, and I
said I would give it a try. We set up in a corner, me with a couple of drums
and a  pair o f brushes, an d plinke d ou t sof t standard s ami d a  crowd of
portly, stuffy , loudly-drinkin g "managin g directors, " al l wearing what a
friend o f mine called "twelve-piece suits."

It was unbearable — I felt cheap and humiliated, squirmin g a t having
to play mindless music for heedless boors, and after two sets, I apologized
to the other guys, packed up my drums, and left. It was the only job I ever
walked out on, and I'm not proud o f it, but I just couldn't stand it.

That was the course I would follow, refusing to compromise music for
anything, and i t could be said that, in a way, I devoted myself to musical
integrity a t the expens e o f personal integrity , in a n idea l sens e of doin g
what I  wanted. For other young musicians I  grew up with, the principl e
was reversed; the poin t o f honor fo r them was to mak e their livin g as a
musician, no matter wha t they had to play, and they would more-or-les s
happily work in polka bands, or country group s — whatever they had to
do. Nearly all of those musicians I grew up with moved into other , more
practical professions , bu t som e of them continue d t o pursu e their ow n
ideal of musical pragmatism, playing wherever and whatever they could ,
and I have to respect that.

In music and in life, I think the concept of "enlightened self-interest "
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made a good foundation to build upon, and even as I grew and changed
over thirty years of life experiences, it pleased me to think that my ideas
and behavior still rested upon that premise. The self-interest just contin-
ued to grow more enlightened .

But even more important than the books and the life-lessons I encoun-
tered in London was the music I was exposed to by living there in the early
'/os, especially live music. Sunday afternoons Brad and I could go to con-
certs at the Roundhouse in Chalk Farm and see four o r five bands for 50
pence (just over a dollar). Sometimes they were good, sometimes not, but
it was always interesting. Among many forgotten bands (though somehow
I remember names like Marsupilami, whose guitar player I once talked to
between sets , looking fo r "tips" on findin g a  band), we saw Sha-Na-Na
there, and Al Kooper backed by a band called Hookfoot, containing many
of Elton John's studio musicians. A free concert in Hyde Park with Grand
Funk Railroad (okay) and Humble Pie (great), Pink Floyd at the Rainbow
(magic), and i n Septembe r o f '7 1 we saw The Who a t the Ova l Cricket
Grounds, playing all the stuff from Wh o s Next, with Rod Stewart and th e
Faces. I also talked Brad into seeing Tony Bennett at the London Palladium,
which we both enjoyed as a "classy" event. (Tony Bennett always worked in
London with a wonderful English drummer, Kenny Clare, and there was a
funny moment on his live Get Happy recordin g when Tony introduced him
after a  drum break as "Kenny Clarke," a black American jazz drummer,
then quickly corrected himself.)

In the sprin g of my second year in London, Brad and I  moved to a
larger, three-room flat , though it was just as far from Central London — at
the extreme southern end of the Northern undergroun d line , in Collier' s
Wood, near Wimbledon. Still, being so far out o f town, the rent was rea-
sonable, and we were especially proud of our tiny back garden overlooking
the southbound railroad tracks .

Now that we had a  proper front room, we even rented a television, so
we could watch "Monty Python's Flying Circus" every week. I borrowed a
couple hundred pounds from Bud (paying him back £5 a week) to buy my
first decent stereo: Denon turntable, Sansui amp, and Celestion speaker s
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(something else I learned abou t in England, buying and maintaining th e
sound system s in ou r variou s shops). I t took m e two days to carr y the
boxes home o n the Tube , but I  was so proud o f that system I wouldn' t
even let Brad touch it . That seems petty and selfish now, but alon g with
my drums (whic h I also didn't like anyone else playing), that stereo was
like an altar to me, sacred and precious .

Music was still the only real indulgence in my life, and now that I had
a steady income, every couple of weeks I could afford to buy a new album.
Like the tobacconist in New Barnet which took "trade-ins" on books, the
tiny record shop at the end of Carnaby Street would trade two old records
for a  new one, and I began trading in some of the "older" ones I'd brought
from Canada. Along with the rock albums of the day, I also began buying
some o f "m y father' s music " —  Fran k Sinatra , Ton y Bennett , Duk e
Ellington, and Count Basic. (One day I tried putting on a  Sinatra record
in the shop , but th e othe r kids didn' t "get it. " The girls teased me, "You
must be in love"}

And just as I was introduced to pot-smoking in London, I also discov-
ered th e socia l sid e o f alcohol , gatherin g i n th e pu b wit h friend s o r
bandmates. Somethin g had happened to me in childhood regardin g beer,
for I  would never develop a taste for it (I remember my Dad giving me a
sip of his beer when I was six or seven , and i t always  taste d that bad t o
me), and in those day s I drank ( I blush t o admit) Scotc h and Coke (ah ,
was I ever so young?). My taste soon progressed to Scotch and ginger ale,
then Scotch and water, and finally, the proper glass of straight single malt
with three ice cubes.

Before then, I might have been really drunk exactly once in my whole
life, a woozy, numb-lipped, ultimately nauseous teenage experience, but in
London, a s I crossed int o m y twenties, I  discovere d tha t drinking , lik e
smoking marijuana, could be a civilized, grown-up ritual that did not have
to be the path to addiction an d ruin.

Cole Porter' s " I Ge t a  Kick Out o f You" was written i n 193 4 for th e
Broadway musical "On th e Sunn y Side of the Street, " and feature d this
second verse: "Some get their kicks from cocaine / I'm sur e that if, I took
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even on e sniff , 'twoul d bor e m e terrificall y too. " Acceptably witty an d
sophisticated i n the 19305, but not when Sinatra recorded it, in the 19508,
in that hyper-conservative climate of fea r an d ignorance . The verse was
amended to "Some like the perfume of Spain," then again later to "Some
like a be-bop refrain/ I' m sure that if, I heard even one riff , 'twould bore
me terrifically too."

In th e Londo n o f th e earl y 19705 , w e didn' t kno w anythin g abou t
cocaine yet, and apart from hashish, the only other drug commonly avail-
able was LSD . Back in Canada , I  had experience d a  couple o f enjoyable
"acid trips," featuring al l the tourist attractions of heightened senses and
visual specia l effect s (neve r an y hallucinations , in th e sens e of seeing
something that wasn't there, but vivid colors and patterns, and intellectual
insights that were entertaining and, sometimes, truly transcendent). For
me, a t least (certainl y not fo r everybody) , the LS D experience could give
unique perspectives on life and everything in it, sometimes absurd, some-
times sublime. As with my near-drowning experience, an acid trip seemed
to take me through a panorama of my whole life up to that time, turning
my whole young brain inside out and allowing me to sif t through every-
thing i n it . Fo r some people , perhap s alread y fragil e o r unstable , tha t
experience could be too much to endure, but it could also offer spectacu -
lar sensory experiences and mental adventures.

In the fal l o f 1972, in ou r Collier' s Wood flat, Brad and I  took a well-
planned, carefully-orchestrated LS D trip. We locked ourselves into our fla t
on a Saturday night, filled the electric meter with coins, and settled back
to listen to Moody Blues records, smoke cigarettes, and discuss the mean-
ing of life.

Sometime during that timeless night, we came up with a phrase that
made us smile, a phrase we continued to circle back to all that night, and
we decided it was the ultimate Meaning of Life .

"You get up in the morning and you go to work."
It seems to me that phrase still goes a long way toward defining an exis-

tential modus  operand^ an d pretty much sums up the way I have lived my
life, whether selling souvenirs on Carnaby Street, stocking farm equipment
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parts, playing drums on a relentless concert tour, writing lyrics, writing a
book, grieving the loss of my family, or setting out o n a  long drive across
the American Southwest. You get up in the morning and you go to work.

But by the end of 1972,1 was becoming disillusioned. Having grown up
a lot in those eighteen months , supportin g myself , working for a living,
knocking around the small-time London music world without success (or
notice!), I had learned a little more about how the world worked. Even if
I "got good, " it didn't mean I was going to be successful , an d the choice
seemed to lie between playing good music and starving, or making a poor
living playing bad music . Once again, life seemed to be standing still, and
I was feeling that itch again. Now what?

A "dear John" letter from my girlfriend back home helped make up my
mind, and by Christmas I  was back in St. Catharines with my drums and
records. I worked with my friends Keith and Steve (who would later "set me
up" with their younger sister, Jackie, with whom I would share 22 years of
married life an d the joys and sorrow s of Selena) at Sam the Record Man
through the busy holiday season, then went to work for my dad at Dalziel
Equipment, starting as assistant parts manager to a quiet older man, Bruce.

Mom went with me to look at apartments, and we settled on one that
was dirty and neglected, but cheap, and Mom agreed it had "possibilities."
She and Dad and sister Judy helped me paint and carpet the place, and for
the first time I had my own home. In the summer of 1973,1 was suddenly
promoted t o parts manager, when Bruce quit to take another job , and by
then I had bought m y beloved M G convertible, had it painted purple , and
was roaring aroun d i n i t on night s an d weekends (an d spendin g many
evenings trying to repair it in the service shop a t work, learning how to
replace exhaust systems, do valve jobs, and troubleshoot English electrical
systems). I had a nicely-decorated "bachelor pad," complete with waterbed,
the stere o I  ha d bough t i n England , an d eve n a  room fo r m y drums ,
though they were covered with circles of carpet over the drums and cym-
bals, so I could play them without disturbin g the neighbors .

But i t was not enough . I was disillusioned abou t the musi c business,
but not about music,  and I missed playing in a band.
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My former bandrnates fro m J.R . Flood, guitaris t Pau l an d organis t
Bob, had a new band called Bullrush, and they were still the local favorites,
but they already had the best drummer around , Glen Gratto. (That sum-
mer I saw posters around the area for a concert featuring Bullrush and, by
some agent' s inspiration , two similarly-name d bands , Mahogan y Rush
and ... Rush. But I didn't see that show.)

I started talking with a local manager, Arnie Dyker, about helping me
put togethe r a  band o f my own, an d mayb e he coul d fin d u s jobs fo r
evenings and weekends. I mentioned a young guitarist whose playing had
impressed me, and although he was in another band, he was far too good
for them. When I suggested to Arnie that we ask him to join my new band,
he said I was "Machiavellian," but I didn't see the harm — I'd have a better
guitar player, and the guitar player would have a better band.

Arnie and I also recruited another guitarist I respected, Brian Collins,
and used the name of his previous band, Hush, once we had a singer and
a bass player. In Brian's parents' basement, we started learning cover songs
we liked, rangin g from Genesi s to Fran k Zappa t o par t o f The Who' s
Quadrophenia-, then hi t th e bars . While I  was away, the drinkin g ag e in
Ontario had been lowered from twenty-one to eighteen, and now the bars
were the place s to play , ofte n fo r three - o r four-nigh t stands . Thi s was
tough on me, playing until 2 o'clock in the morning, then getting up at
7 a.m. to go to work, but at least I was playing again, and playing music I
liked. I started urgin g Arnie to get us more jobs, so we could make a liv-
ing at it. Maybe we should mov e to Toronto , get a record dea l — I was
getting all ambitious again .

One hot July morning in the summer of 1974, a white Corvette pulled
up in front of Dalziel Equipment. Another drummer fro m the area, John
Trojan, climbe d ou t o f th e passenge r seat , an d introduce d m e t o th e
driver, Vic Wilson, on e o f the manager s of a  band fro m Toront o called
Rush. All I knew about them was seeing those Bullrush, Mahogany Rush,
Rush posters from the previous summer , but apparentl y the y had been
playing bluesy hard rock around the Toronto-area bars for a few years, and
had recentl y released an independent Canadia n albu m financed by the
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management company. The manager said the album had been picked up
by an American recor d company , Mercury, and a n American tou r wa s
being planned for later that summer. It sounded very exciting (though by
that time I had learned to be skeptical of a manager's promises).

Because of health and interpersonal issues , the band was parting com-
pany with thei r curren t drumme r an d lookin g fo r a  new one, so John
Trojan had told them I might be suitable. And, they were offering a  salary
of $125 a week — a decent living, playing rock music!

When my dad got wind of this, he knew just what to say, "Maybe you'd
better go talk to your mother." Mom agreed that I should give it a shot, and
a fe w days later, I  borrowed he r Pinto , packe d m y drums int o i t (the y
wouldn't fit in my Lotus Europa), and drove to a warehouse in the eastern
suburbs of Toronto. As Geddy and Alex and I  played together, we seemed
to respond to each other's "energies " right away , and even after, when we
sat around on the floor talking about "Monty Python's Flying Circus," The
Lord o f the Rings, and bands we liked.

They said they'd let me know, and over the next few days, I had an attack
of insecurity — I didn't think I had played well enough at the audition, and
realized I  really wanted  tha t gig . I started pesterin g the manage r on th e
phone for another chance, but he just kept saying, "It's up to the guys."

Finally, a few days later, I got the word, and the sudden excitement and
activity were overwhelming. We were going to be goin g on tour,  in th e
United States,  and with the record company advance, we went to a  music
store in downtown Toronto and bought al l new equipment, including a
double se t of chrome Slingerlan d drums. This , for sure, was going to be
the high road.

The firs t show , opening for Manfre d Man n an d Uria h Heep a t th e
Civic Center arena in Pittsburgh, in front o f 11,000 people, was only two
weeks away, so we had a lot of work to do. But first, I had to tell the guys
in Hush. Calling a meeting at Arnie's house, I explained that I was leaving
the group because of this big opportunity, and Brian Collins wasn't very
happy about it. He gave me a disgusted look and said, "I guess everybody
has their price. "
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Fifteen years later, when Brian became an editor a t The St. Catharines
Standard, he contacted ou r offic e abou t th e possibilit y o f me writing a
story for my hometown paper. He published my two-part "Memories of a
Port Boy, " and when I mentioned t o Brian how ironic hi s parting sho t
seemed in retrospect, he didn't remember saying that.

Through Brian , I wa s also reacquainte d wit h Arnie , and h e didn' t
remember calling me "Machiavellian" either . Just as Margaret Ashukian
didn't remembe r bein g "surprised" t o lear n I  ha d principles , an d Ia n
Murray probably wouldn't remembe r saying , "You just need discipline"
People "tattoo" you for life like that, then don't even remember.

In an y case , on Augus t 14 , 1974, Geddy an d Ale x an d I  fle w fro m
Toronto to Pittsburgh fo r that first show together, and so began all that.
Like a verse from "I've Been Everywhere," our lives would be spelled ou t
in itineraries : "Reno , Chicago , Fargo , Minnesota , Buffalo , Toronto ,
Winslow, Sarasota, Wichita, Tulsa, Ottawa, Oklahoma, Tampa, Panama,
Mattawa, La Paloma ..."

You get up in the morning and you go to work.



"Filling my spirit with the wildest wish to fly"

America's national parks are said to be its crown jewels, a string of temples
to natura l beauty strung across the nation , from Haleakal a in Hawaii to
Denali in Alaska to the Everglades in Florida. Outside of Alaska, the largest
national parks are set in the frame of the American West, and their names
alone are a poetic roll call of Americana: Glacier, Crater Lake , Redwood,
Yosemite, Sequoia , Joshua Tree, Zion, Canyonlands , Arches , Organ Pipe
Cactus, Grand Canyon, Yellowstone — visions of soft-focus fantas y if you
haven't experienced them, sharp images of sublime memory if you have.

Living in Southern California gave me easy proximity to all that sanc-
tified natura l beauty, and because I used the national park s regularly on
my overnight motorcycle trips, I valued them highly — they mattered  to
me. I  ha d bee n fortunat e enough t o hav e visited nearl y all the majo r
Canadian an d American parks in the West, many of them several times,
and I sympathized with those who tried to save the parks, whether from a
philistine governmen t threatening to drill for oil in Alaska's Gates of the
Arctic, or simply from the ravages of their fata l popularity.

Denali National Par k in Alaska , home o f the nation' s highes t peak,
Mount Denali (formerly Mount McKinley), had closed its roads to public
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traffic, providing shuttles for hikers, campers, and sightseers. Other over-
crowded parks , lik e Yellowstone , Yosemite, and Gran d Canyon , were
considering tha t remed y a s well . I n a  way , it wa s a  positiv e sig n tha t
Americans crowde d t o thei r wildernes s area s in suc h numbers , takin g
advantage of and appreciating the natural beauty in its pristine state, but
of course that very pristineness was threatened by too many vehicles, too
many humans. One park ranger told me that fewer than ten per cent of
those visitors ventured more than a hundred yards from their cars.

Another remed y fo r overcrowde d park s migh t b e addin g mor e o f
them, like a business whose demand outgrows its supply, or making them
bigger —  expandin g operation s du e t o publi c demand . Perhap s the y
ought to amalgamate some of the public lands around them, whose signs
described them as "Land of Many Uses," which, as Edward Abbey pointed
out, too often meant "Land of Many Abuses." Under that designation, the
Bureau o f Lan d Management ha d littl e powe r t o protec t thos e publi c
lands from the destructive invasions of logging, mining, and overgrazing,
and hardly any rangers to enforce what few restrictions they had.

Big Bend National Park, with 1,252 square miles, protected a vast area of
the American side of the Chihuahuan Desert , and described itself , in the
park newspaper, as "one of the largest and least visited of America's national
parks." It certainly felt bot h large and empt y to me , as I drove across its
width at sunrise on Sunday morning, aiming for Rio Grande Village, on the
eastern side of the park. Checking the list of park activities at the visitors
center the day before, I had noted a guided birdwalk at 8:30 the next morn-
ing, and decided that experience might be worth getting up early for.

My love of birds went back to earliest childhood, to a set of little books
my grandmothe r had , wit h shin y red , yellow , blue, an d gree n covers .
Grandma showed me how to trace the illustrations of the American robin,
the ruby-crowned kinglet, the scarlet tanager, and so on, with pencil and
tracing paper. I have those books now, the outlines still visibly imprinted
by m y childhoo d tracings , amon g a n ever-growin g collectio n o f field
guides to th e bird s o f North America, Europe, East Africa, West Africa,
Mexico, Brazil, Hawaii, Tahiti, and the West Indies. (I also remember, at
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four o r five , sittin g on the head o f my bed pretending to be a perching
bird, lik e th e derange d characte r i n th e movi e Birdy,  o r lik e a  child' s
expression o f a  title by Rupert Mine's excellent lyricist, Jeanett e Obstoj,
"The Wildest Wish To Fly")

Grandma als o had a  collection o f little bird card s that cam e insid e
boxes of Red Rose tea. Mrs. Pirie next door used to sav e those cards for
me, but she didn't seem to drink enough tea to keep my collection grow-
ing. I asked my mother to buy Red Rose tea so I could collect more of the
cards, and was mystified when she protested that she and Dad didn't like
tea. Whatever did that have to do with it?

The cards were photographed and written by Roger Tory Peterson, the
most famous bird-watcher o f the day , and he was a hero to me the way
hockey players were to other boys. My ambition was to be a professional
bird-watcher, and a t the ag e of seven I decided to star t a  bird-watching
club, and asked all my friends i n the second grade to meet at my house
after school. They all said they would, but I stood in the driveway for over
an hour, and no one showed up. Disappointed and quietly disillusioned, I
learned an important lesson about what people would say, and what they
would do.

Once I was standing in the driveway watching my dad wash and wax
the red-and-whit e 1955 Buick Century "convertible hardtop," and just as
he finished, with a final proud swipe of the chamois across the gleaming
fender, a robin flew over and dropped a white package on the hood. Dad
turned to me and grumbled, "See, that's what your birds do! "

But I  carrie d o n lovin g birds, al l my life , wit h binoculars an d fiel d
guides and backyard bird feeders. In fact, I never understood how others
could no t be fascinate d by birds ; ho w fo r othe r peopl e thos e dartin g
flashes o f colo r an d motio n coul d see m like jus t anothe r par t o f th e
world's backdrop.  But then, so many things just seemed interesting to me,
as my curiosity late r sprea d to wantin g to kno w the name s of tropical
fishes on the reef , the kinds of coral, or clouds, the names of trees in the
forest, shrubs in the desert, and lately, even the nature of the rocks and dirt
from which it all sprang.
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I had only been on one guided birdwalk before, in East Africa, but i t
had been a good experience, seeing much that I would have missed on my
own, and sharing it with like-minded enthusiasts , so I was mildly excited
about this opportunity , and determined not to be late and possibly miss
it. Rangers, gas station attendants, and hotel clerks gave me varying esti-
mates of the time necessary to drive from Lajitas to Rio Grande Village, a
distance of 65 or 70 curvaceous miles.

Thinking abou t it that night over dinner, at the Candelilla Restaurant
beside the hotel, I decided to allow plenty of time, and set off shortly afte r
6:30 a.m. , nourishe d onl y b y a  cu p o f in-roo m coffee . Th e par k ma p
showed symbols for a visitors center , campground, ga s station and store ,
and maybe I would find some breakfast-like sustenance there, even a muf-
fin or donut .

Given a bright, clear Sunday morning, with not a single other vehicle,
or stirring of wildlife, I immersed myself in the drive and the scenery, and
the soundtrac k fro m Frida  onc e again . Atmospherically , i t wa s goo d
"morning music," and its combination o f traditional Mexica n songs and
modern interpretation s seeme d righ t fo r a  day in which I  would rang e
from a  few miles to a few feet from Mexico.

I reached the end of the road in Rio Grande Village almost a n hour
early (journa l note : "illegally, bu t ver y enjoyably!") , t o fin d everythin g
closed up tight. The meeting point for the birdwalk was described as the
"amphitheater parkin g lot, " s o I  foun d that , parked , an d ha d a  loo k
around in the early morning stillness. The amphitheater was a half-circle
of wooden benches facing a white-painted plywood screen, where rangers
gave night program s and slid e shows for the campers , and I  followed a
meandering path from there along the grassy picnic grounds by the river.
A flock of turkey vultures roosted in a large dead tree (probably killed by
their noxious droppings), and as yet only a few doves were stirring, strut-
ting under the broad cottonwoods. I walked down a dirt lane to the river,
narrow and placid between thick reeds, and thought again of the unreal-
ity of this being the border between Mexico and the United States. I didn't
know yet that this was also a dangerous place.
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Back a t the smal l parkin g area , a few other vehicle s pulle d i n righ t
around 8:30 . Two couples in late middle ag e were carrying large binocu-
lars and field guides, so I knew they were there for the same reason I was.
We exchanged smiles and greetings, though no names, strangely, but tha t
was fine with me; it seemed enough that we shared this common interest.

An older man steppe d out o f a big pickup and introduced himself as
Bernie, our guide, and explained that his wife usually joined him on these
birdwalks, but she had slipped on the truck's running board and hurt her
leg. Bernie wore a  brown unifor m with Volunteer Range r patches, an d
seemed t o b e abou t eighty , though stron g an d active , with whit e hair ,
glasses, hearing aid, and mottled, leathery skin on his face an d neck. He
asked each of us about our birding experience , and I described myself as
"a bird-lover since childhood, though never a 'life-list' keeper." One of the
other couples was from the east coast, wearing designer outdoor wear and
binoculars, an d durin g th e mornin g the y mentione d severa l journey s
taken along the eastern seaboard just to look at birds, so they were more
serious. The othe r couple , fro m th e extrem e southeas t corne r o f Texas ,
seemed to be retirees seeking interesting diversions .

Bernie explaine d tha t thi s Sunda y mornin g excursio n wa s directe d
more toward beginners , and that he would be leading us on a  leisurely
walk around the surrounding area, and showing us how to find and iden-
tify different species . Somebody asked about the banks of the river, and he
shook hi s head an d sai d we wouldn't be goin g that way this morning .
There was something strange in his voice, and the eastern lady asked why
not. Reluctantly, Bernie explained that a few days previously someone had
been shot at from acros s the river, and although th e shooter ha d missed,
they were avoiding the area until he was caught. The lady asked if the tar-
get had bee n a  Border Patro l officer , o r a  park ranger in uniform , and
Bernie said no, then showed his subtle sense of humor by describing the
target a s wearing an orang e vest, blue sweater , dar k pants —  unti l we
laughed to realize he was describing her.

Bernie explained how recent events had affecte d th e area, closing two
former border crossings within the park because of "Homeland Security "
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concerns, in the wake of September nth, 2001 . At the time of the park's
establishment, i n the 19308 , residents who couldn't prove they had been
born there were deported, and there had been people whose ancestors had
settled there for hundreds of years who found themselves unable to doc -
ument that history, and ejected from their ancestral homes. People in the
nearby village of San Vicente, on the Mexican side of the river, were even
more bitte r now , Bernie told us , as they were unable even to visi t thei r
family graves on the American side, without traveling 100 miles in eithe r
direction t o cross the border at Presidio or Del Rio.

We moved slowly across the tree-shaded lawn of the picnic area, scan-
ning the trees and bushes, and Bernie pointed t o a pair of doves on the
grass, and asked if anyone could identify them. They looked like mourn-
ing dove s t o me , a  familia r companio n t o m y lif e everywher e fro m
California to Quebec, and even West Africa, with their sad boo-hoo-hoo-
hoo call, but Bernie pointed ou t the white along the edges of their folde d
wings, the clue for one of us to name them as white-winged doves, found
only in the desert Southwest, and down into Mexico.

A pai r o f strikingl y black-and-white-checke d woodpecker s flitte d
between the trees and ground, making a raspy, whirring call, and Bernie
asked if anyone knew what kind they were. All of us raised our binocular s
for a  closer look, then leafed through our field guides. They reminded me
of th e gil a woodpecker s I' d see n i n Orga n Pip e Cactu s Nationa l
Monument, i n Arizona, but Berni e shook hi s head , "We don't ge t gilas
here," and indicated his National Geographic field guide, "That's what's bet-
ter about this one, it shows the territory map right beside the illustration ,
instead of in a different par t of the book." Then he pointed a t the wood-
peckers: "Notice the gold color at the back of their heads, the male's red cap,
and maybe you can pick out a tinge of gold on their bellies?"

When none o f us came up with it , he said , "Golden-fronted wood -
pecker."

A flash of unbelievably brilliant red flitted to a perch on a nearby tree-
top, a  beaco n glowin g i n th e earl y sun , lurin g ou r binoculars . Blac k
eyepatch, wings, and back, slender insect-eater's bill, the rest of it fluorescent
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scarlet. "Vermilion flycatcher," said Bernie, "and you ca n se e why. Scarlet
wouldn't do , or crimson, or ruby, it had to be vermilion!" I breathed a sof t
"Wow" as I stared through the binoculars; it was one of the most beautiful
birds I had ever seen.

In Small  Wonder,  Barbara Kingsolver wrote, "The sight of a vermilion
flycatcher leave s us breathless ever y time — he's no t jus t a  bird, he's a
punctuation mar k on the air, printed in red ink, read out loud as a gasp."

Bernie continued t o lead us slowly among the trees and underbrush ,
and showe d u s anothe r doze n o r s o species, including th e mor e wide-
spread ones, like the graceful mockingbird with its white wing patches, the
stocky western meadowlark with it s bright yellow front, the house finc h
with its dull red bib, the cardinal (whose red plumage now seemed drab
compared wit h th e vermilio n flycatcher) , an d it s graye r cousin , th e
pyrrhuloxia, both with their natty crests, and those species unique to the
region — a smaller dove called the Inca , another less colorful flycatcher ,
the ash-throated , an d a  cut e littl e yellow-heade d bird , th e verdin . We
watched a roadrunner zip up and down a slanted tree trunk, and someone
asked i f roadrunners coul d actuall y fly. Bernie said, "Yes, they ca n fl y if
they want to, but they generally prefer to run. You've seen how fast a lizard
can move? Well, a roadrunner can catch them."

Looking at Bernie's National Geographic  field guide, I was surprised to
read that the roadrunner i s a member of the cuckoo family, though twice
as big as the others, at nearly two feet long. I also noticed a one-page index
he had taped inside the cover , a quick reference prepared by the Tucson
Audubon Society, and when he offered a  copy to one of the others, I asked
for on e to o —  I  had alread y decided t o bu y tha t field guide , because
Bernie said it was better, and he was my new birding hero, my new Roger
Tory Peterson.

In the course of walking and talking, I learned that Bernie and his wife
were from Ne w York originally, and had retire d to this area and become
volunteers at the national park . He knew so much about the region, both
human an d natura l history , and when I asked him abou t th e masse s of
green, feathery tree s I had see n over by the Sant a Elena Canyon, at th e
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other en d o f the park , he told m e they were indeed tamarisk , and tha t
something was going to hav e to be done about them. As an introduce d
Asian species, fast growing and drought resistant, they had originally been
planted a s windbreaks , the n quickl y sprea d acros s th e whol e deser t
Southwest, choking out the native plants. Bernie also told us what the local
settlers had grown, the cotton, grains, and food crop s that had sustained
several settlements in the Big Bend area, where only a few ruins remained.

Bernie obviously possessed a wide range of interests and a lifetime of
collected information, and his calm, good-humored manner suited him
perfectly to imparting it to others so easily, a natural teacher. Later, I made
a journal note inspired by the idea of people like Bernie:

Thinking with regard to Bernie and all his knowledge of birds and
nature and local history—you just start to learn a few things, and
you get old and die, and all that dies with you. Aging is just wrong!
For me, and all other "good people."

Knowledge, experience, wisdom all valuable, more than youth
and ignorance.

But then there's lots of ignorant old age too ...

Bernie just seemed like one of the good ones, regardless of age, and the
ongoing loss o f people like him seeme d a  terrible los s t o th e world . I
remember when I heard that Frank Zappa ha d died, for example, I shook
my head and thought, "The world needs Frank Zappa" I  felt the same way
when othe r peopl e wh o had mad e a  positive mark o n th e worl d were
taken away, no matter how long they lived: Duke Ellington, Frank Sinatra,
Edward Abbey, Georgia O'Keeffe , Wal t Disney, Martin Luthe r King, my
grandma, my daughter, my wife, several good friends, and on and on for-
ever. Not just that it was a shame these people had to die, but that the rest
of us had to do without them.

In th e earl y '6os, while Duke Ellington was still alive , Ralph Ellison
wrote a  "birthday message " for him, a  moving tribute t o hi s endurin g
greatness, and a testament to what would be lost with his passing:
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During a period when groups of young English entertainers who
based their creations upon the Negro American musical tradition
have effecte d a  questionabl e revolutio n o f manner s amon g
American youths, perhaps it is time to pay our respects to a man
who ha s spen t hi s lif e reducin g th e violenc e an d chao s o f
American life to artistic order. I have no idea where we shall all be
a hundred years from now, but if there is a classical music in which
the American experience has finally discovered the voice of its own
complexity, it will owe much of its direction t o the achievement s
of Edward Kennedy Ellington. For many years he has been telling
us how marvelous, mad, violent, hopeful, nostalgic, and (perhaps)
decent we are. He is one of the musical fathers of our country, and
throughout al l these years he has, as he tells us so mockingly, loved
us madly. We are privileged to have lived during hi s time and to
have known so great a man, so great a musician.

As we walked back toward the parking area, Bernie added up the species
we had seen, and apologized that there were only thirteen. "Usually we see
more than that." I told him I certainly didn't feel cheated, and that the ver-
milion flycatche r alon e had been worth getting up early for. The park was
home to mor e than 45 0 species of birds, mor e than anywher e else in the
United States, and two species were found only there, the Colima warbler
and the Lucifer hummingbird, so it would obviously be a rewarding site for
some more birding, especially for a serious "collector," or life-list keeper.

Saying goodby e to Berni e and m y birdwatching companion s abou t
10:30,1 drove back toward the Chisos Basin, in the middle of the park. I had
been up and active for four hours by then, and still hadn't had any break-
fast, s o that wa s my first mission. The park's onl y restaurant was at th e
lodge, an d I  turne d of f a t th e Chiso s Mountain s Basi n Junction . Th e
"Green Gulch" road was open again, after th e previous day's snowfall had
been cleared , but streak s of white remained on the monumenta l forma -
tions of gray rock and in the sheltered areas of woodland. The road wound
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its way up to the 5,400-foot Chisos Basin, an oasis of green surrounded by
high, rugged mountains of gray rock, all of it set high above the surround-
ing desert like an island in a dry sea, a bowl held aloft in hands of stone.

I parked at the lodge, but the restaurant , alas, was closed, and would
not reope n for another hour. Walking down to the visitors center in the
cool air and strong sunshine, I asked a ranger about hiking possibilities ,
concerned that lingering snow or ice might affec t m y choices. The previ-
ous day I had spen t a dollar on a  small booklet, Hiker's  Guide  to Trails of
Big Bend National Park,  and had settled on a trail to the highest point in
the park, Emory Peak, at 7,825 feet. It was described as a "Strenuous Day
Hike, for experienced , conditioned hiker s only . Rough trails and longe r
distances. Sturdy hiking boots are a necessity." I had been doing quite a bit
of hiking in California lately, over in Temesca l Canyon and Will Rogers
State Park, as well as in Big Sur a few weeks previously, so I fel t "condi -
tioned," and I had my old hiking boots with me, originally bought for the
climb up Mount Kilimanjaro back in 1987, in which I had hiked sixty miles
in five days, to 19,340 feet and back, without a single blister.

But considerin g th e previou s day' s weather , and th e possibilit y o f
snow and cold temperatures higher up, I wondered if one of the lower ele-
vation trail s would be wiser, to Th e Window, or Chimneys . The ranger
thought th e snow would mel t pretty quickly on the trail s up to Emory
Peak, and that I shouldn't have any trouble, so I went into the small gen-
eral store and picke d u p a  couple o f sandwiches, a square of chocolat e
cake, some water and fruit juice. I packed them in my little daypack with
my camera and binoculars and set off to the trailhead, eating one of the
sandwiches as my so-called breakfast.

At the beginning of the trail I stopped to read a sign, "Lion Warning."
"A lion has been frequenting this area, and could be aggressive toward

humans."
It said that if I saw a lion, I should appear large, wave my arms, shout

aggressively, and thro w stones o r sticks . I  shoul d no t sho w fear , crouc h
down, or run away . "If attacked, fight back" — that was a difficult scenari o
even to picture. Elsewhere I had read that three people had been attacked by
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mountain lions in the park in recent years, though all of them "recovered "
and I was a little spooked by the image of a powerful lion prowling through
the rocks and trees, leaping upon me from abov e and sinking its powerful
fangs into my neck. I tried to keep my eyes wide open as I hiked, to "appear
large," and I  picked up a  pointed, fist-size d roc k and carrie d i t with me,
determined no t to go down without a  fight (the same defensive strategy I
had adopted against the grizzly warnings on a hike in Glacier National Park
in Montana, and I noted the same wry comment, "Yeah right!").

There were black bears to worry abou t a s well, for they had move d
back into the park in recent years, spreading north from Mexico after hav-
ing disappeared during the pre-park settlement era. Farther up the trail I
saw another sign , "Bear country, do no t leav e backpacks unattended." I
knew bears would be more interested in my food tha n i n me, but I  did
have that ham an d chees e sandwich in m y pack, and n o doub t a  bear
would be willing to fight for my chocolate cake . I held on tighter t o my
pointed rock , and marched on.

Catching a glimpse of brownish-gray fur among the trees, I tensed for
an instant, but sa w it was only a deer, one of several browsing among the
live-oak trees , seemin g unconcerne d b y m y passing . The y wer e a  rare
species called the Carmen Mountains white-tailed deer , and in the United
States, they were found only in the Chiso s Mountains . Similarly , several
plant and tree species survived only in the higher elevations, isolated rem-
nants from the cooler, wetter ice age.

The Pinnacles Trail led me up steeply for three and a half miles, much
of it in a series of switchbacks. Breathing was labored in the thinning air
as I  climbe d throug h 5,000 , 6,000, 7,00 0 feet . Mos t o f th e tim e I  was
shaded by pinyon pines, junipers, and occasional deciduous trees, but the
sun was strong in open areas , and had alread y melted most o f the snow
and dried the trail. At the turnoff for the Emory Peak trail, the final mile
to th e summit , a  couple o f bear-proof locker s were provided fo r back-
packers wishing to leave their packs , but m y little daypack was not tha t
heavy, and in any case, I wanted to bring my lunch to enjoy at the summit .

The last 25 feet were a scramble up a  wall of tumbled boulders , using
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hands and feet on a sharply vertical climb, then I finally stood on Emory
Peak, a t 7,82 5 feet , joinin g tw o othe r climber s wh o wer e eatin g thei r
lunches and talking quietly in what sounded like South African accents .
They asked me to take their picture and passed me their camera , and I
took advantage of the opportunity to have them take mine. Then I settled
back with my sandwich and cake, and enjoyed the hard-won view. A pair
of antennas and some weather instruments were a jarring technologica l
note, and were apparently part of Big Bend's two-way radio system, pow-
ered b y sola r cells . Beyon d them, a  limitles s vie w stretche d i n ever y
direction, thin green sheets of vegetation drape d ove r rugged, furrowe d
mountains and canyon walls. Everything to the south was part of Mexico,
and to the north rose the towers and battlements of gray rock around the
walls of the Basin, its floor speckled with green and the tiny dots of the
lodge buildings.

After a  half hour's rest , I climbed carefully down the boulder wal l (as
always, more difficul t t o find hand- and footholds going down than up) ,
and hiked back down to the lodge, starting to feel a little tired and footsore.
My mind wandered in a million directions as I walked, and I thought back
to the outdoor adventures of my childhood, spending Saturdays hiking out
to Paradise Valley, or going on "bike hikes" out to Rockway or Balls Falls.

One summer when I was ten or eleven, I used to hike with a boy named
Brian Unger. He shared my taste for word games, and as we walked along
the rural two-lanes we used to make up long alliterative sentences (one I
still remember : "M y mother Mar y mayb e might mak e m e marvelou s
Martian muscular monkey meat"). A couple of years later, when I was tak-
ing drum lessons, Brian's older brother, Danny, played guitar in a local band,
and we watched them practice in the Unger basement. Brian bragged that I
could play "Wipeout," and their drummer passed me his sticks. Too nervous
even to take off my winter coat, which was heavy and restrictive, I sat down
and gave it my best, and the older guys seemed moderately impressed —
maybe just that this punk kid could play "Wipeout" in a winter coat.

Around tha t sam e tim e I  wa s a t a  ban d practic e wit h m y Uncle
Richard's band , The Outcasts , an d someho w I asked , or was asked (o r
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challenged) to play "Wipeout" on my Uncle Richard's drums, in front of
his bandmates. They made a big fuss over how fast I played it, and at firs t
I fel t proud . The n I  noticed Richar d was kind o f subdued o n ou r way
home, and I felt strange, though I  didn't know why.

As nearly all boyhood friend s see m to do , Brian Unger and I  drifted
apart, bu t nin e o r te n year s later , I  ra n int o hi m again , stil l i n St .
Catharines. I t was the day after Rus h played at Toronto's Massey Hall for
the first time, in late 1974 (opening for Nazareth), and I was driving my old
Mercedes 23OSL across town, all excited, when I was stopped for speeding.
The cop was Brian Unger, and to his credit, he let me off. (If he hadn't, I'm
sure I could have changed his mind with a  chorus of , "My mother Mar y
maybe might make me marvelous Martian muscular monkey meat.")

In the ceaseless train of thought propelled by walking, I fell into think-
ing about the music of the early '6os, and how the big change in the British
Invasion had actually been less a progression forward than a  reversion to
the roots  of rock 'n' roll: black  music.

After Elvi s popularized what had formerly been called "race music" in
the mid-'5os, the rock 'n' roll edginess of wilder performers like Jerry Lee
Lewis, Bo Diddley, and Little Richard degenerated into the sugary white
pop style of singers like Frankie Avalon, Fabian, Gene Pitney, Lesley Gore,
Lou Christie , an d Phi l Specter' s various gir l groups. All that music was
fine as far as it went, which usually wasn't very far (though I confess I liked
a lot of those songs), and it was the real  gift of the Beatles and the Rolling
Stones to bring back the origina l R& B influence that ha d starte d i t all ,
emulating, or even simply reproducing, hits by black artists — just as Elvis
had done.

In this connection, I  thought o f a guy I had traveled with on a bicycle
tour across the Canadian Rockies in the late '8os. Bruce was an American
in his forties , a  devout Christian , an d perhaps one of the mos t proudl y
ignorant people I had ever been obliged to spend time with. Once he and
I were pedaling along a mountain roa d together, and the subject of music
came up. Bruce told me he had stopped listening to music when he gave
up drugs and found religion (I missed the connection — still do), but that
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he kind o f liked "that Swedish group." He could only have meant ABBA ,
and I  just nodded silently . I had neve r met a n actual ABB A fan (thoug h
there were obviously millions of them somewhere), but I figured that if he
liked them, then fine for him.

He said he liked the Beatles, too, and when I mentioned in the course
of conversation that they and the Rolling Stones had started out imitating
black American music, he giggled and shook his head, saying in an admon-
ishing tone , "N o they didn't!"  Yo u would hav e thought I  had mad e a n
off-color joke, or an outrageous statement, like his mother was his sister, or
Jesus was a Jew.

One da y Bruce overheard m y brother, Danny , and m e talking abou t
books, an d observed , "Gee , you guy s are rea l boo k freaks , aren' t you? "
Danny and I laughed, a little, and guessed we were "book freaks," in Bruce's
eyes. Bruce went on, "I was in a bookstore once , and a guy was there sign-
ing his books, so I bought one. I can't remember who it was. My wife read
some of it and said it was awful."

He also bragged about buying a fake Rolex watch for his wife, and how
much money that had "saved" him, though he didn't mention i f she knew
it was fake. Perhaps she did, and thought he was every bit as clever as he did.

One evening over dinner, the subject of homosexuality came up, with
a couple of us referring to gay friends and expressing our dismay over the
growing AIDS epidemic (this was in the late '8os). No one asked for Bruce's
opinion, but he shook his head and said, "It's just wrong"

Somebody asked, "Do you mean AIDS , or being homosexual?"
He giggled and said, "homosexual," then frowned an d shook his head

with obvious disapproval .
When asked why, he giggled again, and said, "The parts don't fit." Hee

hee hee.
Another time he mentioned having taken his kids to an art museum,

and when they looked a t some modern art, one of his kids said, "/ could
do that, " an d Bruce , giggling again , sai d h e probabl y coul d have . No
doubt, if the kid was a smug genius like his father.

There had bee n nine o f us on tha t bicycl e trip across the Rockies ,
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some older an d som e younger than me, and i t was interesting to not e
that th e olde r peopl e wer e tolerantl y amuse d by thi s ignoran t bigot ,
while the younger ones, including me, were driven to anger and disgus t
by his incessant giggling, inane remarks, and poisonous opinions .

Companions lik e that were another reaso n i t was often nice r t o b e
traveling alone. Company could be pleasant, i f it was good company , like
my friend Brutus, where we could ride together through the day and com-
pare impressions over a good meal. But most of the time, I was happy to
be riding, driving, or hiking alone, as I was that Sunday afternoon, com-
ing down from Emory Peak in the bright sunshine .

By the time I  made it back to the car in the lodge parking lot, I  was
thoroughly fatigued. It felt good to change back into lighter shoes, and let
the car carry me back down the Green Gulch road, most of the snow gone
by then, listening to more Mexican music, a "progressive mariachi" group
called Mariachi Cobre.

It was with Brutus that I first discovered real mariachi music. We were
traveling by motorcycle in Mexico in March of 1995, the first time there for
both o f us , an d ha d arrive d i n Oaxac a afte r a  long , scar y rid e fro m
Cuernavaca. If a traveler could visit only one place in Mexico, there would
be a strong argument for suggesting Oaxaca. At an elevation of 5,000 feet,
with clear, dry air, the city was set in a wide valley circled by mountains, a
multi-faceted jewe l in an elegant setting. The pre-Hispanic and colonia l
cultures remained alive in the blend of Spanish architecture, the vast and
crowded indoor market of neatly-displayed produce and colorful textiles ,
and in the lively street life. Even our hotel contributed to the atmosphere
of romantic timelessness, built into an old Spanish conven t with massive
walls and arched colonnades overlooking quiet green courtyards.

Brutus an d I  had onl y been i n Oaxac a a  couple o f hours, an d ha d
barely begun ou r travel s in Mexico , but I  was already so struck by th e
charms of this city that I said to Brutus, "I get the feeling this place is going
to be tough to beat." I was right.

lust after dark , we sat on the balcony of the El Asador Vasco restaurant,
overlooking the tree-filled zocalo, the main square , with it s ornate band-
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stand. The older part of town and the zocalo area were closed to traffic, and
among the sidewalk vendors and shoe-shin e stands, couples and familie s
strolled aroun d th e square , th e stone-pave d streets , o r sa t a t th e cafes .
Sipping margaritas , Brutus and I  tucked into a  soup of green corn with
poblano chiles, while a trio of sad-faced guitarists began to strum from the
back of the restaurant. However, they were soon overwhelmed by exuberant
trumpets from the street below, where six or seven mariachi groups moved
around the square, alternating from one cafe to the next. Each outfit had its
uniform, mostl y in th e flash y styl e popularized b y Mexican cinema an d
inspired by the charros,  or gentleman cowboys: the tight pants and shor t
jackets with rows of silver buttons, and the familiar wide sombreros.

Our "first row balcony" seats beside the wrought-iron railing were per-
fect fo r thi s concert , and a s we ate , drank, watched , an d listened , th e
sad-faced trio behind u s were forgotten and unheard. Perhaps they gave
up and went away.

At the end of two or three songs, the members of each group took up a
collection, in baskets or in the sound-hole of the bigguitarron (acoustic bass
guitar), and from my balcony seat I noticed that the people seemed to con-
tribute willingly , appreciatively. Every city in Mexic o had a  tradition o f
street music, and it was one of the country's greatest charms, from the mari-
achis of Guadalajara to the marimba bands of Veracruz. And everywhere,
the Mexican audiences were happy to pay for their entertainment, while the
musicians retained the dignity of professional performers, no t beggars.

This was my first exposure to real  mariachi music, in its natural set-
ting, a s oppose d t o tha t offere d fo r "atmosphere " i n hotel s o f th e
American Southwest, where it would be either second-rate or an out-of-
context parody. I had no idea of the rich heritage conveyed in mariachi
music, or its impressive, passionate musicality , but i n Oaxaca' s beautiful
zocalo, as so often happens when a time-honored styl e of music is played
live, by good musicians and in its proper element, I suddenly understood
it. Or, more accurately, I felt it .

Mariachi's roots grew in the state of Jalisco, out of local folk dances and
song forms, originally played by a trio of harp, guitar, and violin. One story
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holds that during the French occupation of Mexico, in the 18605, local musi-
cians were hired to play at French weddings, or manages , which gave the
style its name. Another theory says the name came from the now-extinct
Coca Indian people in the state of Jalisco, the word mariachi referring to the
wooden platform on which the musicians and dancers performed.

Over the year s a  fixed repertoir e o f songs was established —  simpl e
melodies with sentimenta l lyric s of love and heartache , o r the beauty of
one's hometown —  but, dependin g upo n th e skil l of the musicians , th e
rhythms and harmonies could be inventive and complex. Mariachi's alloy
was forged from the rich ore of gypsy music, flamenco, opera, Spanish folk
music and its Moorish undertones, and purely Mexican exuberance. As the
groups began to travel, the harp was replaced with more portable guitars ,
and trumpets wer e introduced i n radio broadcast s o f mariachi musi c in
Mexico City. By the late 20th century, when Brutus and I were in Oaxaca,
a mariachi grou p typically consisted o f three guitarists — tenor, vihuela,
guitar, guitarra, and six-string bass, guitarron — two trumpet players, and
a violinis t o r two . A few ensembles leaned toward th e mariach i avant -
garde, incorporating a  saxophone, an upright bass, or even an accordion .

Taking it all in, smiling to each other in appreciation, Brutus and I were
delighted with Oaxaca's blend o f Old World elegance and Latin American
gusto, and equally delighted with our second margaritas and main course of
polio mole. (A signature dish of southern Mexico, pronounced "molay"  i t is
a rich and complex dark sauce blended from a combination o f spices, often
including chocolate, and different ever y place it was served.)

At first the whole Oaxacan zocalo scene was merely entertaining, a novel
and picturesque mise-en-scene, but before long I found myself responding
to the music, beginning to feel it like an electric tingling in my veins. When
performed by the better groups, the simple melodies could elevate to a sub-
lime elegance , the instrumentatio n int o a  driving force , an d the singin g
could rise above sentiment, and soar into deeply felt emotion.

The musicians who took thei r turn s in the stree t were all competen t
players, an d som e o f the m wer e eve n excellent ; especiall y impressiv e
considering they would no doubt have had day-job s a s well. One group,
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resplendent in dark brown suits and wide sombreros bedecked with silver,
had a particularly showy pair of trumpeters; their close-harmony answer-
ing phrases wer e intricate an d impressive , and durin g one slow passage
they move d wid e apar t o n th e street , lik e gunfighters , the n playe d an
alternating duet of sweet melodies in this "wide stereo," as if dueling.

So often i t has been a single player who brought an unfamiliar style of
music alive for me. A blistering guitarist in a gypsy quartet playing a Paris
bistro, a bass player in a Caribbean reggae band, a dashing violinist in St.
Mark's Square in Venice, or a West African playing a piece of brass with his
fingers and a stick; even that subtle, expressive flow of rhythm behind the
village choir was undeniably the voice of an artist. These gifted and totally
committed musicians were able to pour their whole lives into their music,
and because of that complet e existentia l passion that went into the per-
formance, so much life and passion radiated ou t of it.

Among all the mariachi musicians in Oaxaca's zocalo, there was one who
shone that way for me, a singer and guitarist with a fire in his performance
that was unmistakably deep and sincere. In his silver-buttoned brown suit
and sombrero, his features were knotted with intensity and naked vulnera-
bility, his eyes closed as he sang, and his talent was equal to the challenge of
expressing that intensity and vulnerability through his singing and playing.
His wide brown fac e was completely rapt in his singing , while his fingers
sped over the fretboard and his strumming hand flew, igniting and elevating
the music from sidewalk entertainment to compelling art.

He was one of the rar e ones, the precious ones; indeed, perhaps the
only one s wh o ca n communicat e a n unfamilia r styl e t o th e listener .
History has shown that it is difficult fo r such a burning spirit to balance
the res t o f lif e o n tha t level of intensity and vulnerability , not onl y for
musicians but for all kinds of artists, but what a gift it is to the art.

In music, any competent player can evoke the listener's respons e to a
familiar piece . Even th e bar e notes o f the melod y carry a resonance of
association, and the song itself has already been communicated, and rests
somewhere in memory. Any half-decent combo can crank out jazz stan-
dards or rock covers and please an audience. Even if the performances are
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shallow or inept, melody sparks memory and some warmth is felt.
This would be true of familiar styles as well, for even a banal composi-

tion in a given style can serve to evoke a pattern, a dance, that is already
intuitive, an d ca n spar k feeling s the listene r ha s alread y experienced.
There is an African saying that "wood that has burned once is easier to set
alight." Popular music is full of hackers and panderers who know how to
rekindle an automatic response, who know which buttons to push to sim-
ulate emotio n o r excitement , but onl y a  rea l maste r ca n spar k a  new
response. That passionate , talented , an d skille d mariach i maste r in th e
streets of Oaxaca had lit the fir e o f his music inside me.

The piec e d e resistanc e o f th e performanc e wa s th e "mariach i
Woodstock" when three of the group s joined together on th e stree t to
form an impromptu orchestra of nine guitars, three violins, and six trum-
pets. Again, the trumpe t players stood well back, dividing the firs t an d
second parts among themselves in dynamic counterpoint, while all those
guitars strummed out a driving rhythm, the violins soared, and the voices
rose up with power and passion.

And what a great song it was! Even after just one hearing, fragments of
the melody continued t o play back on my inner radio for the rest of the
trip, and when Brutus played me the mariach i CD S he'd bough t fo r th e
soundtrack to his video, I knew it as soon as I heard it again. It was called
"Guadalajara," the capital of the state where mariachi was born.

The album I heard "Guadalajara" on was by Mariachi Cobre, and I
bought som e of their CD S fo r myself . They were a  uniquely progressive
mariachi group , wh o too k libertie s wit h th e traditiona l song s an d
arrangements, and introduced flamboyant musical and vocal embellish-
ments — something akin to what a hot-blooded jazz group might do with
an old standard.

The bilingual liner notes from one of their CDS gave an insightful state-
ment of the mariachi aesthetic :

Mariachi contain s a  pride, boisterousness , an d spiri t tha t exis t
only in the bes t form s o f fol k music . Using the contemporar y
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instrumentation o f guitars , vihuelas , violins , guitarrons , an d
trumpets, mariachi musicians employ impeccable technique and
audience-pleasing showmanshi p rivalin g th e fines t classica l
ensembles. For mariachi musicians, the music is a legacy of love, as
the music is passed without notation fro m musician to musician.

The liner notes also gave me a surprise by explaining that the group' s
name, Cobre, or "copper," came from the motto o f the state of Arizona,
"The Copper State" — because ten of the twelve members (an exception-
ally large mariachi lineup, with six violins) were from Tucson!  Apparently
Tucson had long been the American heartland o f mariachi, home to the
annual Internationa l Mariach i Conference , an d Mariach i Cobr e began
there. Thei r bi g brea k seeme d t o hav e bee n playin g i n th e Mexica n
Pavilion at Disney World, in Florida, for more than ten years, five days a
week, seven shows a day:

It is that intense performance schedule that has honed the skills
of these musicians to world-class level. The guitars strum boldly,
the violins resonate with emotion, and the trumpets, while pre-
cise, are never piercing. The voices are strong and pure, and sing
of loves won and lost , of family and friends , an d th e beauty of
their homeland.

Mariachi Cobre was obviously grown from the seed of true mariachi,
but perhap s the soi l of the American Southwest made them freer , mor e
adventurous. Rather than simply repeating the traditional arrangement of
a mariachi anthem like "Guadalajara," they played it instrumentally, stat-
ing the main trumpet melody and the familiar tempo, but reworking the
vocal melody through acoustic guitar and syncopated phrasing. I also rec-
ognized an old Mexican song that appeared on the Frida soundtrack I had
just been playing, "La Paloma Negra," said (by its liner notes) to have been
Diego Rivera's favorite song, performed by a woman who had been Frida
Kahlo's lover.
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Mariachi Cobre also recorded the old Spanish song, "Granada," which
I knew from childhood and my dad's hi-fi — though quite a different ver-
sion, wit h Englis h lyric s b y Doroth y Dod d adde d t o Agusti n Lara' s
melody, a  sizzling swing-band arrangemen t by Billy May, and a  soaring
vocal by Frank Sinatra. In later years, I first heard the Spanish version of
"Granada" performed by the Gipsy Kings, and coincidentally, they would
be the next music I heard that day, at dinner, as one of their live CDS played
in th e Candelill a restaurant . ( I stil l remembe r firs t hearin g th e Gips y
Kings, too, at a friend's house on lie des Soeurs in Montreal sometime in
the early '8os, and I loved them immediately. )

Candelilla wa s the nam e o f a  deser t plan t wit h slender , round, seg-
mented stems that produced a waxy substance to protect it from drought ,
and the wax had once been used to make candles, polishing waxes, gum,
and even phonograph records. It was an attractive plant, and a pretty name
for a  restaurant, but unfortunatel y it was in the Candelilla restauran t that
the resort' s pretention s t o bein g "Th e Ultimat e Hideout " wer e mos t
betrayed. As difficult a s I imagined it would be to attrac t guests to Lajitas ,
being severa l hours fro m eve n the neares t city, El Paso, and man y hours
(even by private jet) from larger , richer centers like Houston an d Dallas , I
had t o wonder how they would ever find staff  wa y out there , or convince
good people to move to Lajitas and work at the golf course, spa, conference
center, front desk, or ... Candelill a restaurant. (Foreign students had ofte n
been recruited, I noticed, in national parks and outlying resorts.)

The decor o f the Candelilla was pleasant, with upscale table settings ,
furniture, and lighting, and a view out over the golf course toward the cot-
tonwoods lining the unseen river, and the mountains o f Mexico beyond.
The menu was sensibly limited, and mainly meat, so the food was accept-
able, but th e problem was the service.  Slow, inattentive, forgetful, careless
— though I guess I have to say they were at least polite, apologizing when
they forgot the bread, or the soup, or the glass of wine, or just disappeared
for long periods of time. Judging by two dinners there, with two differen t
waiters, and by what I observed happening — or not happening — at the
tables aroun d m e (olde r couple s an d golfers , b y the loo k o f them), the
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Candelilla ha d a serious bottom-of-the-barrel waitstaff problem.
To make matters worse, when the Gips y Kings CD finished on Sunday

night, the musi c changed to what I  described in my journal as "generic
soft jazz — yuk!"

On my first visit to the Candelilla, the night before, there had been live
entertainment, though I  had been a little doubtful when I walked in and
saw a guy on a stool wearing light-colored cowbo y shirt, tight jeans, cow-
boy boots , an d furle d stra w hat , playin g acousti c guita r i n fron t o f a
microphone —  in fact, I can't think o f a more unpromising sight — but
he proved to be that rara avis, a genuine "cowboy singer. "

When I first sat down, I was looking at hiking trail maps and making
journal notes while I waited for the waiter to notice me waiting and wait
on me , and th e musi c was unobtrusive, but whe n I  heard th e openin g
notes of Hank Williams ' "I' m S o Lonesome I  Could Cry, " I put m y pen
down and listened. And to my surprise, the guy really sang that song, from
the inside out , immersed in the lilting waltz-time guitar strumming and
the dolefu l lament of the vocal: "The midnight train is whining low, and
I'm so lonesome I  could cry."

Hank Williams was another of the totemic artists in a genre, like Duke
Ellington o r Miles Davis or Frank Sinatra, who seeme d so obviously set
apart from all the lesser lights, imitators, and fakers, and I guess he was the
first artist to show me that country musi c coul d simpl y be good music ,
haunting, sincere, and well crafted.

(Once when Buddy Rich was on the roa d in Michigan, he suffere d a
heart attack and was rushed to the hospital. As he was wheeled in on the
gurney, the nurse ran alongside and asked him if he had any allergies, and
Buddy growled, "Yeah — country music")

Country-and-western music , it used to be called, with roots in blue-
grass, fol k music , gospel , wor k songs , string-ban d "hoedowns, " an d
cowboy songs. Nashville had become the official capita l of country music,
or at least the industry, and because of the entertainment machinery cen -
tered there , i t wa s sometime s referre d t o a s "Nas h Vegas, " or "Nas h
Angeles." Certainl y tha t industr y n o longe r ha d muc h t o d o wit h th e
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music's roots anymore — the technically-demanding instrumental playing
of bluegrass, or even how real cowboy songs had a t least reflected a  true-
to-life "hom e o n th e range, " a rough , simple music to reflec t a  rough ,
simple life . No more the old-tim e Nashville of "the higher the hair , the
closer to God," or even, "the higher the hat, the closer to God."

The liner notes in the soundtrack for the movie O Brother, Where Art
Thou? offered som e similar observations:

There is another Nashville, with a kind of music so distant fro m
what the city's commercial center cranks out a s to be from a  dif-
ferent planet . It thrives in the community' s nooks and crannies
like a  cluste r o f quietl y smilin g mountai n wildflower s i n th e
shadow of those cultivated hothouse blooms that flaunt their col-
ors on radio stations from coas t to coast.

Terms such as "roots" and "Southern vernacular " are bandied
about t o describe it. But what this seemingly ethnic soun d is , is
"country music. " O r a t least i t was before the infidel s of Music
Row expropriated tha t term to describe watered-down pop/roc k
with greeting card lyrics.

The music industry referred to their country performers as "hat acts,"
and too often that old showbiz term of "acts" was appropriate — playing
a role , portraying a n imag e fo r th e audience , an d investin g nothin g o f
themselves in the music. Sweat, maybe, but little heart or soul. They could
play and sing what they wanted, of course, and listeners could like it o r
not, as they chose, and in any case, I certainly knew that being a performer
of any kind was a hard life, grinding it out onstage night afte r nigh t an d
suffering th e inevitable dislocation s an d stresses . So, I'll .  . . take off my
lyric-writing cowboy hat to them.

For me, learning the difference between like and dislike and good and
bad was an important lesson , and I had learned it early, as a teenager. But
it had mattered  to me — and it didn't seem like a personal threat to admit
that even if I liked Blue Cheer, it didn't mean they were great, and if Eric
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Clapton was supposed to be great, it didn't mean I had to like his music.
Along th e way , a musician als o learns al l the tricks,  the cliches , th e

"hooks," tha t ca n be a  shortcut t o pleasin g an audience . Certain chor d
changes trigge r feelings , certai n tempo s encourag e dancing (disc o was
carefully measured in BPMS , beats-per-minute), an d certain word combi -
nations (hopeles s love , broken heart , crue l world) touc h th e audience' s
own emotions in ways that are already familiar.

By learning how these effects were created, or imitated, and seeing all
the way s such tricks were used, afte r man y years a musician learned t o
have a  built-in sens e of what was real and wha t was fake —  when th e
music came from the calculating brain and not the desperate heart.

In Nick Hornby's Songbook,  he wrote abou t his own feelings for that
quality o f sincerity, and what he too wished other listener s would value
the way he did:

"I don't care who you listen to, or how good they are," you want
to say to kids who are about to embark on a lifetime of listening.
"Just make sure that whoever it is means it, that they'r e burnin g
up in their desperation t o communicate whateve r it is they want
to say."

In later years, I would come to love reggae music (from a  chance hear-
ing of Bob Marley's "Natural Mystic" in a limo drive home from Toronto
airport), and traditional African music, but it didn't mean I thought it was
all especially great, in terms of artistic achievement, o r that other peopl e
should lik e it, too. Similarly , I eventually got over the semi-guilty feelin g
that classica l music and jazz were intended t o be higher forms o f music,
and therefor e music I  shoul d aspir e to lear n t o appreciate . With a  few
notable exceptions, I just didn't enjo y listening to that music very much.

Did musical integrity have to be an either/or proposition? Perhaps not;
sometimes I can hear where an artist has put together a collection o f sin-
cere, personal songs , without compromis e t o commercial considerations ,
then ver y obviously adde d a t least on e formulaic "single" —  a shallow ,
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repetitive candidate for mass appeal and radio play — what the business
people called the "money track. " Maybe it was just my imagination tha t
even that artist's genuine music seemed a little tainted by that calculation.

Realistically, mayb e i t wa s just goo d busines s fo r a n artis t t o thin k
about such practicalities, but it corrupted the entire fabric of the intention.
Again, I come back to tha t sam e "note," which, like one voice in a  har-
mony, seems to colo r everything around it . The keystone of any artistic
construction i s contained in that simple question, what is the intention?

Perhaps th e mos t importan t lesso n I  carrie d wit h m e afte r a  year's
immersion i n yoga in 200 0 was that concep t o f "intention." A yoga class
often began with a few minutes of peaceful "centering," sitting cross-legged
while the instructor spok e calming words, or a  Hindu chant . Sometimes
the mor e philosophical instructor s evoke d yoga's meaning of "union," of
body and energy , mind an d spirit , and o n a  few occasions, a particularly
eloquent teacher would elevate those concepts into philosophy.

"Make it your intention t o enjoy  your practice." It meant mor e tha n
semantics that a yoga class was not a  "workout," or a "session," but a  prac-
tice, but the key word for me was intention. Not "goal," or "ambition," but
intention. Still focused an d directed , but gentl e — forgivin g an d unde -
manding. Not the harsh demand of "I will do it," but "I intend to do it"

I intend to do better work today; I intend to be a better man .
The yoga instructor might say, "Let your intention be to push yourself

gently, to exert yourself with care."
These are good words, and a good philosophy.
And it was by that sof t criterion of "intention" that I tried to judge the

music I heard, and if there was no genuine commitment there, if they  didn't
mean a  word they  sang,  then ther e was not muc h intention , an d I  could
only get out of it what the artist put into it.

Of cours e there were exceptions, brilliant ones , like Hank Williams ,
Patsy Cline, Willie Nelson, and many others. In their very different ways,
each of those artists took the American folk music that country music was
intended t o be, and gave it a voice that was full of emotion instead of sen-
timent, images instead of cliches, and soul instead of style.
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As I  walke d ou t o f th e Candelill a restauran t i n Lajitas , Texas , th e
Ultimate Hideout , I  saw the cowboy singer standing outside in front of a
blazing fire, talking to a couple of guests. The perfume of mesquite smoke
lured me over, and as the other guests wandered off , he and I talked a lit-
tle about the weather, the snow, and the Big Bend area. As I wished him a
good evening and turned to leave, I said over my shoulder, "You sing very
well." He couldn' t know wha t i t mean t fo r m e t o sa y that t o a  cowboy
singer, but he thanked m e all the same.
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"Driving down the  razor's  edge  between  past and future"

So I got up in the morning and I went to work. Or in this case, I got up in
the morning and I . .. drove all day. I was headed for home now, with 1,250
miles to cover in two days, and plenty of hours to listen to music — and
think about it. My unknowing inspiration from that first evening in Lajitas
— "A story could be written just around the music I've listened to on this
trip" — would continue to grow roots and branches in my unconscious
garden.

Patsy Cline sang me out of Lajitas before the sun was up, the Heartaches
collection opening with her beautiful version of "Crazy" ("Crazy for feeling
... so lonely"), written by one of the other members of my small country
pantheon, Willie Nelson. It was sung so, so beautifully by Patsy, with th e
catches in her voice perfectly placed, and the way she held onto the long
vowels with heart-wrenching sustain. The ache was real; she fel t it , and I
did too.

Owen Bradley' s production wa s perfect as well, with Floyd Cramer' s
unique piano touch, a kind o f "honky tonk minimalism," over the spare,
haunting orchestration, and the chorus of male backing vocals setting the

253



254 TRAVELING MUSIC

mood for Patsy's voice, and for my drive across Southwest Texas. The nar-
row, winding two-lane followed the Rio Grande and the rugged terrain, a
roller-coaster ride of blind crests and off-camber corners , so I just took it
easy, cruising along as the sun rose in my mirrors.

The cover shot of Patsy on Heartaches was a '505 treat, with her sitting
on a red background wearing bright red stretch pants, scarf , and lipstick,
with a  pink blouse, and tiny gold lame boots. No other femal e countr y
singer has ever compared to Patsy Cline, I don't think, in her style or her
music, and once again, as with Sinatra, it wasn't just the allure of her voice
as a n instrument,  but th e inimitabl e qualit y o f sincerity  tha t mad e he r
singing so compelling; she meant every word she sang.

I often think of a phrase used by the legendary literary editor, Maxwell
Perkins, wh o worke d with grea t writers like F . Scott Fitzgerald , Ernest
Hemingway, and Thomas Wolfe. When asked if he thought Thomas Wolfe
was "a great writer," Perkins — who had spen t countless days and night s
sifting through boxes of manuscript trying to assemble Wolfe's writing into
coherent books — reportedly replied, "Hell, no. He's a divine wind chime."

A divine wind chime. So many entertainers, especially singers, could be
defined that way, able to make a pretty sound if someone else "breathed" on
them, gave them words and music, direction and control .

Even a  tru e artis t lik e Pats y Clin e ha d t o b e persuade d b y Owe n
Bradley to recor d the song s that woul d becom e her firs t hits , "Walkin 5

After Midnight" and the irresistible "I Fall To Pieces" (written by the pro-
lific songwrite r Harlan Howard , whose definition o f country musi c was
"three chords and the truth" — among his many other compositions was
"You're a  Hard Do g To Keep Under the Porch") . Similarly , Tina Turner
was against recording her "comeback" triumph, "What's Lov e Got To Do
With It?", claiming it wasn't "right" for her. One begins to understand th e
phrase, "shut up and sing." (You divine wind chime, you.)

And oh, how Patsy could sing, and what great songs were on that col-
lection: "Crazy," "I Fall To Pieces," "She's Got You," "Sweet Dreams of You,"
and another grea t old traveling song, "You Belong to Me." "See the pyra-
mids alon g the Nile / Watch the sunse t on a  tropic isle / Jus t remember,
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darling, all the while/ You belong to me." I remember hearing that song on
the radi o a s a  boy , though b y on e o f thos e mal e singin g groups , th e
Duprees. "See the marketplace in old Algiers/ Send me photographs an d
souvenirs/ Jus t remembe r whe n a  drea m appears / Yo u belong t o me. "
Those images of the far-off , exoti c world seemed so romantic and myste-
rious to a young boy in the suburbs of a Canadian town. "Fly the ocean in
a silver plane/ Se e the jungle when it' s wet with rain / Jus t remember 'ti l
you're home again/ You belong to me."

All those aching "going away" songs from the late '505: Bobby Vinton's
"Sealed With a  Kiss" ("I don't wanna say goodbye, for the summer / But
darling, I promise you this/ I'll send you all my dreams, every day in a let-
ter/ Sealed with a kiss"), or another early "guy group," the Tempos, doing
"See You in September" ("Have a good time, but remember / There is dan-
ger, i n th e summe r moo n above" ) —  perhap s anothe r templat e fo r
Lennon/McCartney, i n th e Beatles ' earl y hit , "Al l M y Loving. " I  eve n
remember tha t old Burl Ives waltz-time song playing on the radio of my
Dad's Buick, "Mary Anne regrets she's unable to see you again/ She's leav-
ing for Europe next week, she'll be busy 'til then" (also written by Harlan
Howard, and another one of those "death songs" of the era).

Patsy's Heartaches  collectio n ende d with ye t anothe r travelin g song,
"The Wayward Wind," as she sang so plaintively about a lost love who was
"born to wander": "I guess the sound of the outward bound/ Made him a
slave to hi s wandering ways." And what a  sound that  is, too, the distan t
blare o f a  train's ai r horn dopplerin g awa y in th e night , and i t echoin g
right back to my own childhood and all the way forward. Like a complete
song, words and music , that somber chord alway s evoked a whole set of
emotional responses , from a  lonely siren-call to come away and roam, to
a poignant tug of memory.

When I  was a boy, our famil y sometimes stayed overnight with som e
farming friends , the Emslies , who had fiv e children . The twins, Dale and
Diane, were the same age as I was, and at ten and eleven we would play in
the haylof t al l day, building forts ou t o f hay bales and playing "house." At
night I' d li e tucked int o m y cowboy sleepin g bag on thei r living-roo m
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floor, hearing the occasional long, mournful chords of the passing trains,
and the more frequent whine of the truck tires on the highway, all inter-
spersed wit h th e transisto r presse d up t o m y ear . All those chord s an d
voices together seeme d to mak e a  song that resonate d in m e forever , a
song of the road that might someday carry me to the wide and wonderfu l
world I already yearned for.

What a  romantic myth hangs over the old "hobo songs," at least th e
best o f them, like "Big Rock Candy Mountain," "I've Bee n Everywhere,"
"Four Stron g Winds," "Gentle o n M y Mind," o r Ro d McKuen' s "Love's
Been Goo d t o Me. " All those paean s t o America n restlessnes s and th e
American road carried a tinge of wistfulness, a n acknowledgment of the
hardships of the vagrant life, the notion that wanderlust could be invol-
untary, exile  a s much a s freedom, and indeed , th e understandin g tha t
freedom wasn' t free . (I n the mid-'jos, the band was driving to a  show in
downtown Lo s Angeles, at the Shrin e Auditorium, and I  notice d som e
graffiti splattered across a wall: "Freedom isn't free," and I adapted that for
a song on 2112, "Something for Nothing")

Those nuanced and resonant hobo ballads stood in vivid contrast t o
what I suppose was the shallow parody o f the genre, Roger Miller's "King
of the Road." How I hated that song when I was a kid, the way it seemed
to play on the radio every few minutes, and the way it would get stuck in
my head all day long. In T. C. Boyle's novel Drop City,  set in the '6os , one
character ranted about how much he hated that song, and I felt a  certain
vindication, or at least affirmation —  it's always good to know you're no t
the only  one.

In "The Wayward Wind," the narrator meets her wandering lover "in a
border town," and as that song ended the Patsy Cline CD, I drove into th e
small border town of Presidio, just waking up on this Monday morning.
Though tempted by a tiny line on the map continuing along the river to
Ruidosa and the end of the road at Candelaria, I had a long way to go that
day, and turned nort h o n a  wider, smoother two-lan e highway, through
grassy rangeland . O n th e long , straight stretches , I  picked up th e pace ,
noticing once more than on that sort of road, the "proper" speed, safe and



Verte four 257

mile-eating, seemed to be no mph . Not 120, and not 100, but no (workin '
them angels) . Certainly I  was endangering no on e but myself , and tha t
marginally, and I  considered it my version of "acceptable risk. "

The roa d ha d bee n graduall y climbin g sinc e leavin g th e rive r a t
Presidio, and a s I approached Marf a th e elevatio n wa s more tha n 4,00 0
feet. The treeless plains reached to the horizon under a  vast blue sky, the
bleak and eerie landscape that was such a  powerful presenc e in the mid-
'505 movie Giant, starring Rock Hudson, Elizabeth Taylor, and a  couple of
young unknowns: Dennis Hopper and James Dean.

In the late '/os, I was on tour somewhere in Texas, and switched on the
television one afternoon in the hotel room, just for "company." A movie I
had never heard of was playing, Giant, and I watched it until I had to leave
for soundcheck . I  never saw the ending , but I  do remember a  surprising
amount o f what I  did see . Elizabeth Taylor's character arrived fro m he r
Virginia home to a bleak-looking Gothic mansion in the treeless plains of
West Texas. She was newly married t o th e Roc k Hudson character , who
was heir to the family ranching and oil kingdom. In one scene, Taylor was
being driven around by a young ranch hand, and though he only seemed
to mumble an d slouc h an d look evasive , there was something about tha t
character, an d I  wa s rivete d b y hi s presenc e — "Wh o i s this guy? " Of
course, it was James Dean.

And it was during the making of Giant that James Dean was killed, in
September of 1955, as he drove with a  friend i n his Porsche Spyder 550 to
a sports-ca r rall y (h e wa s a  kee n race r an d motorcyclist ) i n Salinas ,
California. Apparently he stopped fo r an apple and a  Coke at Blackwells
Corner, a store and gas station in the middle of nowhere (which still bills
itself a s "James Dean's Last Stop") , then continue d wes t into the glar e of
the sun along Highway 46. It is not know n how hard he was "workin' his
angels," but near a spot on the map called Cholame, a young man name d
Donald Turnupsee d pulle d ont o th e highwa y in a  '5 4 For d Tudor , and ,
claiming h e neve r sa w the low , silve r Porsche , hi t Dean' s ca r head-on .
Turnupseed an d Dean' s frien d survived , bu t Jame s Dea n wa s kille d
instantly, at the ag e of 24. (On th e Test  for Echo  tour, Brutus and I  made
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an unintende d Jame s Dean odyssey , as we chanced to rid e through hi s
birthplace o f Fairmount , Indiana ; Marfa , Texas ; hi s "las t stop " a t
Blackwells Corner, California; and that intersection of Highways 46 and 41
where he died.)

Back in 1955, little attention was paid to the death of a young, relatively
unknown actor , for o f the thre e films in which he appeared , only Rebel
without a  Cause  had bee n released . East o f Eden  an d Giant  would come
later (apparentl y some of his dialog in Giant  remained so unintelligibl e
that it had to be dubbed in later by another actor) , and start to build the
larger-than-life legen d o f Jame s Dean , th e consummat e frustrate d
American youth.

And speaking of frustrated American youth, Patsy Cline was followed
by the only "teenage music" in my collection, and the only so-called "boy
band" I willingly listened to: 98°. These four young guys from Cincinnat i
were differen t fro m thei r predecessor s amon g th e teenag e white-bo y
singing groups, from the Osmond Brothers to New Kids on the Block, the
Backstreet Boys , and N'sync . The differenc e wa s best exemplified by the
label 98° recorded for, Motown Records, or the subtex t of Stevie Wonder
recording a  duet with 98° on thei r secon d album . They were old school
R&B of the firs t water, and a  real singing group, just like the ones who so
impressed me on Th e T.A.M.I. Show  when I was twelve.

The guys in 98° didn't look like the othe r boy groups, and they obvi-
ously hadn't been "put together" the way the others had been, hand-picked
and assembled to create a "look," an image. The guys in 98° weren't espe-
cially good looking (no offence), or exceptionally good dancers, but they all
had excellent voices, and their singing, and their choice of material, showed
an obvious understanding of the roots of R&B music.

It was the first, self-titled 98° CD I was listening to as I sped up Highway
67 from Presidi o to Marfa , and i t had been an enduring favorite of mine
for almos t fou r years . For a  pop record , that was an unbelievable "shelf
life," but i t had al l the ingredients: great songs, great arrangements, great
performances, an d grea t sound . Ric h layer s of keyboard s an d rhyth m
tracks (in the modern fashion , drum machine s were used, but the y were



Verse four  2 59

artfully programmed, and as in Massive Attack, they suited the music); the
background voca l harmonies wer e rich an d carefull y arranged , an d th e
lead vocal s wer e soaring , soulfu l flights . Thos e boy s coul d sing,  and i t
especially showe d i n th e slo w ballad-typ e songs , like "Tak e M y Breath
Away" and "Heaven's Missing an Angel." I've always been a sucker for that
kind o f thing, the kind o f song you lost yourself in, and wanted to listen
to over and over again.

Nick Hornby wrote about hi s own love for pop musi c in ways that I
understood:

Oh, o f course I  can understand peopl e dismissin g pop music . I
know tha t a  lo t o f it , nearl y al l o f it , i s trashy, unimaginative ,
poorly written , slickl y produced , inane , repetitiv e an d juvenil e
(although a t leas t fou r o f thes e adjective s coul d b e use d t o
describe th e incessan t attack s o n po p tha t yo u ca n stil l fin d i n
posh magazine s an d newspapers) ; I know too , believe me, tha t
Cole Porter was "better" than Madonna o r Travis, that most po p
songs ar e aime d cynicall y a t a  targe t audienc e thre e decade s
younger than I  am, that in any case the golden age was thirty-five
years ago and there has been very little of value since. It's just that
there's thi s song I heard o n th e radio , and I  bought th e CD , and
now I have to hear it ten or fifteen times a day . ..

The lyrics to 98 ° songs were unabashed tee n anthems , yearnin g an d
hormonal, dressin g up a  teenage boy's lus t a s boundless, obsessive love,
aimed a t th e fairy-tal e image s o f a  teenag e girl' s romanti c fantasies .
Idealistic lov e song s i n "Invisibl e Man, " "Hand i n Hand, " and "Wa s I t
Something I  Didn' t Say?" , wit h less-subtl e expression s i n song s lik e
"Completely" ("Let yourself go/ We'll take it slow/ And let's go all the wa-
ay-ay tonight"), an d "Don't Stop the Love" (in which it' s no t exactl y the
love he doesn't want her to stop).

But again , it was supposed  t o b e pop music , aime d mainl y a t young
girls (and sappy old men). That's what 98° were trying to do, and they did
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it very, very well. It was telling to hear how good they were in concert, too .
Carrie and I  went to see them perform in 2001, at an arena in Hamilton ,
Ontario (wit h severa l thousan d teenag e girls) . Throug h ou r frien d
Andrew, who was doing a photo shoot with the group before their show,
we me t the m backstage . They were al l polite an d friendly , an d seeme d
pleased by an old rock drummer's appreciatio n o f their music , especially
when I  told them Carri e and I had use d "Heaven's Missin g an Angel" as
the first dance at our wedding. During the show, they dedicated that song
to us, which was awfully nice of them, and I was only a little embarrassed.

And they made perfect cruising music, as I drove rapidly through th e
wide-open grassland s towar d Marfa , lookin g forwar d t o findin g som e
breakfast there, and having another look at a curious little town. Although
Marfa stoo d ou t prominentl y o n the map , standing a t the crossroad s of
highways runnin g north-sout h an d east-west , it s prominenc e seeme d
mainly du e to ther e being so little else  to pu t o n the ma p o f Southwes t
Texas. Marfa wa s founded in 188 1 as a railroad wate r stop , like so many
western towns , an d named , th e stor y goes , afte r a  characte r fro m
Dostoyevsky's Th e Brothers  Kammazov,  whic h th e founder' s wif e wa s
reading as they passed through tow n in their private rail car.

As far as I knew, the filming of Giant  almost fifty years previously was
Marfa's mai n clai m t o fame , bu t apparentl y ther e wa s also somethin g
called the Marf a Myster y Lights. A State o f Texa s roadsid e marke r told
about the "ghost lights."

The Marf a Lights , mysterious an d unexplaine d light s that have
been reported in the area for over one hundred years , have been
the subjec t of many theories. Th e firs t recorded sightin g o f th e
lights was by rancher Rober t Ellison in 1883. Variously described
as campfires, phosphorescent minerals, swamp gas, static electric-
ity, St. Elmo's Fire, and "ghost lights," the lights reportedly change
colors, mov e around , an d chang e i n intensity . Scholar s hav e
reported ove r seventy-fiv e loca l folktale s dealin g wit h th e
unknown phenomenon .
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Marfa's population wa s listed in the road atlas as barely 2,000, and the
main par t of town had a  spacious, half-vacan t look . However, th e resi -
dents wer e obviousl y resistin g thei r town' s decline , an d man y o f th e
storefronts alon g the wide main street , Highland Avenue , seemed to have
been restored, or at least spruced up with a fresh coat of paint. As the seat
of Presidio County , Marf a ha d a  huge ipth-Centur y courthouse domi -
nating the top of the street, with a Gothic, Victorian style (called "Second
Empire") o f imposing architectur e an d a central dome topped by a white
statue.

I turned i n and parked facin g the curb, then walke d acros s to a  neat-
looking caf e calle d Mike' s Place . Western street s were supposed t o hav e
been mad e wide enoug h t o turn a  stagecoach around, an d this one was
wide enough fo r cars to park nose-in o n both sides , and stil l leave more
than two lanes in each direction .

Mike's Place was a typical small-town diner , with a picture window in
front, a  row of stools a t a counter across the back in front o f the kitchen ,
booths along one wall, and an array of square tables in the middle. I loved
it already. As I sat at one of the tables, I heard "The Star-Spangled Banner"
playing on the radio in the kitchen, and someone whistling along with it
(even harder than singin g it, I imagine). Hearing the national anthe m o n
the radi o a t 8:45 in the mornin g had t o be a sign of the times , reflectin g
the recent swell of patriotism over the war in Iraq. Around that time, those
same patrioti c radi o station s starte d a  boycot t o f th e Dixi e Chicks ,
encouraging people t o burn thei r CDS , because one o f them, onstag e i n
Europe, ha d dare d t o criticiz e Presiden t Bush , b y sayin g the y wer e
ashamed he was from Texas.

Bumper stickers are often a  good indicator of the popular mood, and as
I bicycled around Sant a Monica in early 2003,1 noticed a  proliferation of
cars wearing messages like "Give Peace a Chance," "War Is Not the Answer"
(both from songs,  and with true irony, by singers who had been murdered
with guns : Joh n Lenno n an d Marvi n Gaye) , an d "Peac e I s Patriotic. "
(Another one that made me laugh: "When th e Rapture comes, can I have
your car?")

26
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But away from that liberal enclave, as I drove toward the heartland of
America, I  saw countless American flags o n cars , trucks, buildings, an d
lawns, and stickers reading, "We Support Our Troops," and "These Colors
Don't Run." Even the tired and moronic "Love It or Leave It" ultimatu m
had been resurrected from th e Vietnam era.

In Mike's Place, Marfa, Texas, "The Star-Spangled Banner" reached its
histrionic climax, and I glanced back to the kitchen and recognized (fro m
a caricatur e o n thei r busines s card ) Mik e himsel f whistlin g alon g s o
impressively. When the next song came on the radio , it was tempting to
believe the D J had a  fine sense of irony, for i t was Sonny and Cher' s hi t
from th e '6os , "The Bea t Goe s On," with socia l commentary alon g th e
lines of Plus ca change, plus c'est la meme chose.

"Men keep marching off to war, uh huh. "
Yes they did.
And "drums keep pounding a rhythm to the brain."

Yes they do. (Hal Elaine again.)
"La de da de de, La de da de da."
That's about the size of it.
After a  fine breakfast of pancakes and eggs-over-easy, I turned west on

Highway 90, driving through flat , empt y grassland s and ranches , occa-
sionally punctuated b y rocky outcroppings (no t volcanic , but upthrus t
ancient seabed, the Junior Geologist decided). It was time for some more
Big Frank — one o f his hottest records , Swing Along with Me, from 1961,
arranged and conducted b y Billy May. This was another one I remember
hearing o n m y dad' s hi-f i player , when I  wa s nin e year s old , an d th e
arrangements, the musicianship, Frank's singing (in his absolute prime),
and even the recording qualit y just sizzled.  Crisp , driving, swinging , and
richly orchestrated , especiall y th e exoti c number s lik e "Granada " an d
"Moonlight o n the Ganges," spiced with ethnic percussion, it was one of
Frank's finest.

As th e snapp y liner note s blurbed , " A bold, buoyan t Fran k Sinatra,
breaking it up o n twelve of the mos t uninhibited thing s ever recorded!"
On the fron t cove r Old Blue Eyes pushed open a saloon door ( a swinging
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door, o f course) , wearing a  dark suit , white shirt  an d narro w tie , an d a
snap-brim fedora with a wide, silver-gray band. On the back cover photo-
graph he was swinging a golf club, wearing a cardigan and ball cap, beside
the captio n "Sinatr a Swings. " He definitely did o n tha t record , fro m th e
driving bitterness of "The Curse of an Aching Heart" to the subtle discov-
ery of new love in "Have You Met Miss Jones?" Another one of my all-time
Sinatra favorites .

An hour an d 10 0 miles later, I  was back i n Van Horn, the n bac k o n
Interstate 1 0 again, as I  would b e fo r wel l into th e nex t day , and 1,00 0
miles. Staccato punches o f guitars and drum s burs t ou t o f the speakers,
something mor e moder n thi s time, A Rush  of Blood t o the Head, b y th e
British band Coldplay . A couple o f days before, o n th e thir d da y of m y
drive to Bi g Bend, I had bee n listenin g t o thei r firs t album , Parachutes,
which remained amon g my favorite records since its release in late 2000,
and a  very successful debu t fo r them, but I  had yet to make up my mind
about thi s one . Sometime s musi c hit  me  the  firs t tim e I  heard it,  other
times it took a few listens, and this one was remaining a bit opaque to me
through m y firs t few auditions. Simpl y put, I  wasn't ye t sure what the y
were trying to achieve, or how well they had achieved it, and it seemed to
me that a n artist' s secon d album migh t be the mos t crucia l o f anything
they would eve r do. The sophomore blues, it was sometimes called .

Sometimes the toughest act to follow can be yourself, an d a wise musi-
cian once pointed out , "You have your whole life to prepare for your first
record, and six months to prepare for your second." Rush had been more
fortunate tha n som e bands , no t onl y i n gainin g popularit y a t all , bu t
because ours had grow n slowly , and there had bee n n o sudde n focu s of
attention and  expectatio n on  us.  But  still , for  our  first few  record s
together, w e would com e straigh t of f the roa d wit h a  handful o f songs
sketched ou t o n acousti c guitar and scrap s of paper, go into a  recording
studio, and  try  to  stitc h togethe r a  new  albu m wit h limite d tim e and
budget. Then go straight back on the road .

If a young band was fortunate enough to have a successful first release,
like thos e we'v e alread y "listened to, " Linki n Park , Coldplay , or Vertical
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Horizon (their first major-label release, anyway), they would be swept up
in a  whirlwind o f tourin g an d sudden , overwhelmin g attentio n —  fo r
which no one can be prepared — and it could all be too ... unbalancing.

When the y finally took a  breath an d starte d t o wor k o n thei r nex t
record, they had some serious decisions to make: should they try to emu-
late what they think  made thei r firs t album successful ? O r worse, try t o
answer their critics by changing to suit them, or maybe just shaking things
up to try to demonstrate som e growth? Worst of all, should they bend to
the inevitable pressure and meddling that are going to come down from
their record company's A&R people?

In the earl y days of the recor d business, a record company's A&R, or
"artists and repertoire" department, was, as the name suggests, the middle-
men betwee n performer s and songwriters . Facin g obsolescenc e i n th e
'6os, when artists started to write their own material, these people natu-
rally sough t t o surviv e those change s and justif y thei r existences . They
gradually mutated in two directions: the relatively benign "talent scouts "
searching out ne w artists for the labe l to sign , and th e darke r design of
those who actuall y presumed to meddl e with the music,  taking i t upo n
themselves to tell the writers how to write, and the performers how to per-
form, holdin g ove r the m th e powe r an d purs e string s o f th e recor d
company, and thus their apparent destiny.

Some people's careers had been helped by such "guidance," especially
if the y ha d n o particula r directio n o f thei r ow n anywa y (divine win d
chimes), bu t I  hav e personall y know n a  fe w bands an d artist s whos e
careers have been truly destroyed by this arrogant interference. Sometimes
they are "encouraged" (not to say "forced") to keep writing and submit -
ting "demos" to the company until their songs, and their music , become
completely diluted by trying to aim them at the lowest common denomi -
nator of public taste. Or, that soul-destroying process simply takes so long
that thei r potentia l audienc e forget s abou t them , o r th e ever-changing
styles of popular music leave them behind. As I had written to Matt fro m
Vertical Horizon , "I t seem s to m e tha t i f anyone  i s going to rui n you r
career, it ought to be you"
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In the case of Coldplay's sophomor e release , they seemed to have resis-
ted that sort of interference, though off the top they had consciously tried
to make their first impression more aggressive than Parachutes, coming in
with a  roar, as it were, with those loud, staccato sections of the openin g
song, "Politik." However, that defiant statement soon gave way, reverted, to
a gentler, prettier combination of texture, melody, and rhythm, and stayed
there right the way through.

Along the way, some songs started to work their way into my blood, it
felt like , during "In M y Place," "The Scientist, " and th e lovel y "Warning
Sign," I was feeling tha t familia r tingle , in my brain an d unde r m y skin,
and even as I drove along that flat , featureless Interstate, m y body began
its automatic response , feeling the melodies and harmonies in my brain,
shoulders moving with the beat, head nodding, and fingers drumming on
the steering wheel.

Looking over the C D package (later, when I wasn't driving) , I saw the
booklet contained a kind of political manifesto, under th e title "Politik,"
against "ridiculous international trade laws." They gave a list of Web sites
for politica l and  environmenta l organization s (followed by a phrase that
took a  clever metaphorical step back: "Thanks for Listening"). I admired
the band's wish to use their platform to advertise causes they believed in,
though I  was disappointed the printed lyrics were not included, not onl y
professionally, but a s a listener, for occasions when the words were indis-
tinguishable. N o doub t the y were available on th e band' s We b site, for
those who were interested, but thi s listener would hav e preferred i t th e
other way around: the politics on the Web site, and the lyrics in the pack-
age. Priorities.

Around 1973,1 went with some friends t o a  concert by the American
duo Seal s and Crofts , wh o had a  few soft-rock hit s i n th e lat e '6o s an d
early '/os: "Summer Breeze, " and on e tha t I  always liked, musically an d
lyrically, "We May Never Pas s Thi s Wa y Again." During the sho w the y
talked abou t thei r devotio n t o th e Baha' i faith , and a t the end , invite d
people to stay behind and discuss it with them. Proselytizing at a concert
seemed strange, and made me fee l uncomfortabl e a t the time, an d fro m
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then o n i t someho w tarnished m y response to thei r music . Lik e man y
songs I  like d i n year s past , "We May Never Pas s This Wa y Again" stil l
comes up onc e in a while on my mental transistor radio , but I  notice i t
carries a  whiff o f propaganda now, and remain s tinted in the soft-focu s
tones of, say, a television commercial by the Church of Latter-Day Saints.

A very fine line meandered grayly between the sincerity and integrity
of imbuing your art with your convictions, and preaching from a n inap-
propriate pulpit , lik e movi e star s usin g thei r celebrit y t o sprea d thei r
jejune political opinions — though at least there you knew what you were
getting. Perhaps I would define propaganda as a political or religious mes-
sage hidden  i n somethin g tha t purport s t o b e ar t fo r it s ow n sake , a
painting, a book, a movie, a song. (It is telling that the word "propaganda"
actually derived fro m a  committee o f cardinal s in th e Catholi c church ,
congregatio de propaganda fide, or congregation for propagating the faith. )

I find myself on a stimulating kind of thin ice here, or at least in a glass
house, when I  contemplate songs I've written, like "Free Will," "The Big
Wheel," and many more, that contained a kind of religious message, even
though it was patently anti-religion.

Years ago there was a brief flurry of accusations of "backward masking,"
when paranoid, finger-pointing zealots were "finding" satanic messages in
rock songs played backward, and assuring the gullible that these demonic
practitioners of evil were spreading subconscious malevolence through the
nation's youth. Metal bands with names like Judas Priest and Black Sabbath
were natura l target s for suc h accusations , but sublimina l messages were
also "found" in Beatles records, and even purely commercial bands like Kiss
were said to be "Knights in Satan's Service." (Having toured as an opening
act with Kiss for months on end in '74 and '75,1 knew the dominant mem-
bers, Gen e an d Paul , had a  "master plan " — I  sa w Gene's high-school
sketches for their costumes and makeup — but it s main goal was only to
achieve popular success. And they were good to us, back then.)

Our own band was not immune to that idiocy, and the five-pointed
star on our 2112  cover from 1976 (the same innocent geometric figure used
in the American flag ) was mistaken by the ignorant for a pentagram, an d
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so we too were tarred by the black magic brush. A fan sent me an article
from a  Texa s university newspape r whic h accuse d dozens o f band s o f
practicing thi s insidiou s propaganda , an d eve n sai d tha t a  Rus h son g
played backward "revealed" the message, "Oh Satan you are the one I wor-
ship" or something. Outraged, I wrote a letter to the paper's editor stating
that I didn't eve n believe  in these "spirits," good or evil, and pointing ou t
that I happened to know many of the other bands named , and that they
were far more concerned abou t their chart numbers an d ticket sales than
about spreading any kind of message.

Ironically, that statement, not the accusation of devil worship, annoyed
some readers , who didn' t lik e m e sayin g their "heroes " migh t b e mor e
committed t o mas s popularity and commerc e than t o the roc k ethos of
"rock 'n ' rol l all night an d party every day," so of course they reacted by
criticizing me.  However, in th e fac e o f evi l and untruth , I  had don e my
best to spread a  little sanity , and close d my letter by assuring the reader
that I, for one, was not a n evil Antichrist, and called upon th e witness of
a Higher Authority: "If you don't believe me, you can ask my mom! "

The Coldplay C D carried m e most o f the way to El Paso, and when i t
faded off with the slow build of "Amsterdam," I saw "00-5" come up on the
screen. The ca r filled with a n ethereal wash of sparldy keyboard sounds,
then a  sof t femal e voice , " I trade d fam e fo r love , withou t a  secon d
thought." It was Madonna's Ray of Light, another pop classic , and, for this
listener, her endurin g masterpiece. As a pop artist , in the trues t sense of
both those words, Madonna had produced a string of great pop and dance
songs over her long, sensational career, especially beginning with her True
Blue album, where she began to mature vocally and musically with gems
like "Papa Don' t Preach," "La Isla Bonita," and "Live To Tell." I remember
watching he r sin g tha t las t son g liv e on th e televise d Academ y Awards
show, and noticing she was visibly nervous, and obviously concentratin g
very hard o n singin g well. It may have been then I  decided sh e was "for
real." She obviously cared.

One of Madonna's secrets was that she had always been smart enough
to hire the very best people to work with: cowriters, producers, musicians,
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drum programmers, photographers, all the best that money could buy, and
combined with her strong, daring vision, the result was quality. On Ray of
Light, the mai n collaborator s wer e William Orbit , wh o gav e her a  fresh ,
modern soundscape of electronic effects, electric guitars, and effective per-
cussion accents, and Patrick Leonard, who brought his classic sense of song
construction and orchestration t o some of the more passionate songs, like
"Skin" and "Sky Fits Heaven." Then there was the "big ballad " "The Power
of Goodbye," that I always had to turn up louder, even when it was already
loud. Another part o f the appea l of Ra y o f Light,  as with al l Madonna's
recordings, was the sound quality; music that was crafted s o well, both in
its design and th e wa y it was recorded and mixed , was simply a sensual
pleasure to listen to, especially on a good sound system.

In the way music often evokes a time and place, usually of its first hear-
ing, or when it was first heard in a certain way — in love, broken-hearted,
happy, or sad — Ray o f Light  always seemed to echo the summer of 1999,
which I spent at the house by the lake in Quebec, with occasional guests,
but mostly alone, and in a state of constant turmoil. I think of that music
wafting through the whole house on a warm summer day, up through the
hallway and staircase to my desk on the top floor , where I sat writing let-
ters full of desolation an d tenuous hope. Or the music drifted out throug h
the screen doors and windows to the wicker chair, where I sat drinking, ful l
of desolatio n an d tenuous hope. Tha t summe r wa s a sad and confusing
time for me, and music became part of the sadness, and part of the cure.

Music, i f it' s an y good , wil l alway s transcen d thos e association s o f
memory, and i n any case, I had continue d to listen to Ray o f Light  since
1999, so it had come to be embraced by all of that time. When you listen
to music a lot, in different times, places, and moods, it eventually becomes
less a trigger than a  bullet, and instead of reminding you of anything else,
it reminds you only of itself.

A house , though , grow s t o contai n al l tha t ha s transpire d i n an d
around it s walls, and tha t hous e by the lak e always had a  supernatura l
luminescence in my memories, a green-and-yellow summer mood and a
blue-and-white winter mood, and darker shades from that time of sadness
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in the summer of '99.1 still held onto the stronger frame that surrounded
that richly-painted image, other, happier summers: swimming in the cool,
clean water that always felt like silk against the skin, rowing in the hot su n
across the mirror-smooth surfac e leaving a wake of parallel ripples, sitting
on the dock until the sun disappeared and the mosquitoes cam e out, and
sleeping with the windows wide open to the fragrant night air through the
screen, the bright stars, the loons' calls echoing in the darkness .

The memories of other times were something to hold onto , but ther e
was also a time to let go of them. I  had come to believe the house on the
lake would never be a "happy" place again, and adding in the realities that
I hardly eve r got there, and wha t i t cos t to kee p it perfect , I  almost ha d
myself talked into putting it up fo r sale in time fo r the coming summer ,
when it would look its best.

During my last visit to Canada, in early February, I had driven the six
hours from Toront o to the Laurentians, and as always, a long drive was a
good opportunity to think. Rather than dwel l on the past and the wrench
of parting with the old, I was trying to think about the future, and imag-
ine what I  would d o i f I sold tha t property . Even though I  found myself
living in California, I had been a Canadian al l my life, with winter a  fun-
damental par t o f its cycles. When I  discovered cross-countr y skiing and
snowshoeing i n m y late twenties , I  became a  real lover  o f winter, an d I
knew I would alway s want "A Place in the Snow. " It was important psy -
chologically, too, just to keep a  toehold i n Canada , and no t los e at least
some connectio n t o whatever root s I  had there . I  had thought o f selling
the main house and its lot in Quebec, and keeping the island and eighty
acres o f "back land, " then buildin g a  smaller cabi n ove r there. However,
then I would be overlooking the old house, and the old life, and the more
I thought abou t that , it seemed like a bad idea .

As I  drov e acros s Souther n Ontari o o n th e long , borin g sla b o f
Highway 401, a black ribbon betwee n snowfields , under a  gray sky, I was
bouncing around radio stations as I passed in and out of their ranges. For
awhile I was listening to the CBC  station from Ottawa,  and this started me
thinking about that area , and especially an out-of-the-way region around
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there tha t Brutu s and I  had explore d b y motorcycle a  couple o f times .
Hillier than most o f Southern Ontario, i t had some curvier roads, and it
seemed far enough away from Toront o to avoid the congestion and high
prices of so-called "cottage country." Maybe I should consider moving out
of Quebec entirely, and starting fresh somewher e like that.

Later that week, Brutus came to visit, and I told him I had been feeling
maybe it was time for me to get out o f that house, away from the memo -
ries an d hig h upkeep . Though h e to o ha d lon g bee n i n lov e with th e
Laurentians, and especiall y that lake — which he had found for both of
us, and had onc e owned a  piece of land there himself — he understood
my feelings . Whe n I  mentioned th e are a I  was thinking about , h e was
immediately enthusiastic abou t th e idea , and no soone r had he lef t an d
driven bac k t o Toront o than h e starte d sendin g me interne t listing s of
pieces of land that were for sale between Ottawa and Algonquin Park. In
March I sent him some expense money to go up there and do some pre-
liminary looking aroun d fo r me, and he sent me a  well-organized set of
packages o n fou r differen t properties , wit h digita l photograph s an d
humorously-written descriptions of the land and his adventures in view-
ing it, by snowmobile, snowshoes, and even snowplow.

As I  drove west through E l Paso and int o Ne w Mexico , Ray o f Light
made a good musical backdrop for the carefu l menta l dance I was doing
through tha t minefiel d — avoiding the sentimentality o f thinking abou t
the house and all it represented by concentrating on the practicalities of the
present and the possibilities for the future. A good plan would be to travel
to Quebec before the summer and make the necessary arrangements to put
the place up fo r sale, then maybe drive or ride over to Ontario an d meet
Brutus to look at some land in that area. So there — it was decided. Like
Madonna was singing, it was time to "learn to say goodbye." Again.

Carrie an d I  wen t t o se e Madonna's "Drowne d World " tour a t th e
Staples Center in Los Angeles in September of 2001, and i t was a spectac-
ular show, on ever y level. Madonna's concer t productions aime d for th e
same hig h standar d o f artistr y an d qualit y a s he r records , an d again ,
succeeded s o wel l by th e strateg y o f hirin g th e bes t peopl e t o design ,
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choreograph, direct, costume, light, perform, and present what was essen-
tially a theatrical event.

Although the staging , costumes, and choreograph y were spectacular,
the focu s di d seem to remain o n the music, in contras t to footage I  had
seen of the earlier "Blonde Ambition" tour. Right from the opening song,
"Substitute for Love," where she just stood and sang,  to her use of electric
and acoustic guitar as both prop and accompaniment , i t seemed she was
determined to make that show as much about music as about spectacle.

The sho w we attended wa s just a  few days afte r Septembe r n, 2001,
when s o man y event s wer e bein g cancele d fo r fea r o f mor e terroris t
attacks, and I  had to admire Madonna's stubbornness , resolve , and pro -
fessionalism for simply carrying on regardless. When Carrie and I debated
whether or not we should go to the concert, I decided that if Madonna was
brave enough to show up, we should too.

It had been a strange time to live in the United States, then and since,
with undercurrents of dread, defiance, and desperate patriotism swirling
around me. The state of unease reminded me of the fall of 1962, the Cuban
Missile Crisis, when, to my ten-year-old mind, the whole world seemed to
have gone crazy, and i t is equally certain that childre n fel t th e resonance
in the aftermath o f September 11,2001, in a profound way. While trying to
understand what they were seeing, those airplanes exploding, those build -
ings crumbling, and ho w it was different fro m th e explosion s and deat h
they saw on TV and in movies every day, they also absorbed the panic and
agitation o f the grown-u p world . The y overhear d th e fearfu l conversa -
tions an d televisio n commentar y abou t wha t migh t happe n next , th e
possible spread of germs of killer diseases and something called "weapons
of mas s destruction. " Childre n i n 196 2 and i n 200 1 understood tha t th e
world they might have felt wa s safe an d enduring , was suddenly danger-
ous and unsettled, verging on panic and collapse. And as usual, a bunch of
old men were to blame for frightening the children, warping their inno -
cence with uncomprehending fear .

In th e sprin g o f 2003 , the childre n o f th e wester n worl d als o ha d
another wa r to tr y t o understand , just a s my generation had grow n u p
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with the television specter of the escalating Vietnam War, and the increas-
ing unrest and violence south of the border, in the United States . The race
riots o f th e mid-'6os , the n th e antiwa r demonstration s o n th e colleg e
campuses, the Students fo r a Democratic Society , the Black Panthers, th e
Weathermen, Patty Hearst and the Symbionese Liberation Army, Charles
Manson, tea r ga s and murde r i n Ohio , Lyndo n Johnson o n televisio n
delivering his mournful speech, "My fellow Americans, I come before you
with a heavy heart." It all seemed out of control .

In late-'6o s St . Catharines , w e ha d ou r ver y ow n draft-dodger ,
Norbert, a cool, peaceful young man with sandy hair, beard, glasses, and a
"mellow vibe. " He was a favored guid e fo r people taking their firs t aci d
trips, an d a  photographe r wh o too k picture s of f th e T V screen o f th e
Beatles' fina l liv e appearance , playin g "Revolution " an d "He y Jude "
(another Lennon / McCartne y juxtaposition , th e edg y Lenno n an d th e
smile-and-sing-along McCartney).

Again, remembering all that, good an d bad — what Wallace Stegner
called "th e ver y richness o f tha t past " —  I  think abou t Ben , Andrew's
young photo assistan t who was born in 1976. He truly did miss so much.
As Alber t Camu s wrote , "Yo u canno t creat e experience . Yo u mus t
undergo it. "

On Interstate 10, the ca r stereo was rocking again, with a  digital tech-
nology that might have been unknown twent y or thirty years before, bu t
with guitars , drums, and vocals that were clearly part of the rock 'n ' rol l
continuum.

It wa s Canada' s ow n Th e Tragicall y Hip again , an d thei r Phantom
Power album, fro m '98 . It came out durin g my own grief-imposed exil e
from po p culture , bu t I  remember durin g th e summe r o f '9 9 I  was in
Toronto o n m y motorcycle , takin g car e o f som e busines s an d stayin g
overnight at the Four Seasons hotel. I turned on the television to check the
weather, as usual, and flicked past a music video channel. For some reason
I paused , an d hear d a  country-flavored song , an d sa w an imag e o f th e
singer driving a big old American car through a  bleak, early-winter land-
scape. Eve n though I thought I'd landed on the country musi c channel ,
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which I would not normally visit willingly, there was something immedi -
ately appealing about the song, and I paid closer attention .

As th e son g wov e it s spell , eventually I  recognize d th e singer , Gord
Downie, and th e band was gradually revealed, appearing to se t up thei r
equipment, the n join in playing the song . It was the Hip , of course, and
the son g was "Bobcaygeon," named afte r a  small town i n Ontario' s "cot -
tage country," north of Toronto. As usual, Downie's lyrics were cryptic, but
beautifully poetic : "It was in Bobcaygeon, I saw the constellations / reveal
themselves one star at a time." Then later in the song he used a lovely par-
allel construction , "th e sk y was dull , an d hypothetical / an d fallin g on e
cloud at a time."

Lyrically, vocally, and musically, "Bobcaygeon" was a little masterpiece,
I thought, and it became one of those favorite songs I had to listen to every
day for weeks and months . Ther e was no obviou s emotio n i n the song' s
lyrics, and ye t a certain implied  pathos , marrie d t o th e seductiv e music ,
plucked my heartstrings, teased them, every time I heard that song.

Gord Downie may eventually be recognized as one o f the fines t lyri -
cists of our time. He could combine literary allusions — like a song called
"Cordelia," referring to King Lear's youngest daughter, the loyal one, and
"Courage (fo r Hugh MacLennan), " after th e Canadia n novelis t — wit h
quirky little stories  and grea t clinche r lines , like "no one' s intereste d i n
something tha t yo u didn't do " (one of those line s I  hear an d think th e
highest compliment, "Wish I'd written that") .

Downie also made the most o f his voice, using it as an instrument fo r
characterization rathe r tha n rang e and technicality , deliverin g the voca l
part as an actor portraying a role as much as a singer vocalizing a melody.
When I  first heard the whole Phantom Power album, I was convinced th e
first two songs had been sung by other members of the band, so differen t
was the timbre and phrasing. When I mentioned this to Gord one night in
2000, backstag e afte r thei r sho w a t th e Hous e o f Blue s o n Sunse t
Boulevard, he seemed pleased to have "fooled" me, and said, "I guess I was
doing my job, then."

And the y were s o good live , as Carrie an d I  an d ou r frien d Andre w

v
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watched them from the balcony at the House of Blues. Andrew and I were
fellow Canadian expats and longtime fans of the band, and turned to each
other ofte n a s a song began, nodding an d smilin g with recognitio n an d
delight. And although I wrote earlier about how The Tragically Hip seemed
to have been somehow cheated out o f American popularity, the audience
they did have was fiercely engaged, singing along as one with every song.
Later, whe n I  wa s tellin g Gor d ho w muc h I  love d "Bobcaygeon, " h e
remarked how their crowd s seemed to love singing along with the lines ,
"'Til the men they couldn't hang/ stepped to the mic and sang/ and their
voices rang with that Aryan twang."

As Phantom Power played on, some of its songs continuing to grow on
me with every listen, I continued working my way westward on Interstate
10.1 picked up a sandwich at a gas stop near Las Cruces, and ate it while I
drove into the afternoon sunshine and bright blue desert sky, piling up the
miles across Southern New Mexico and back into Arizona.

Another Sinatra CD came on, his post-retirement albu m from 1973, O/'
Blue Eyes is Back. Style-wise, it picked up where he had lef t off in 1971, with
Sinatra & Company, also produced by Don Costa. That one came out when
I was living in London, at age nineteen, first rediscovering that music for
myself, an d I  used to pla y "I Will Drink th e Wine" ("Yo u can drink th e
water, but I  will drink the wine") on the jukebox at the Red Lion pub, my
"local," on the little lane between Carnaby Street and Regent Street.

The firs t side of Sinatra  & Company harkened bac k to Frank' s '6o s
collaborations with Brazilian composer Antonio Carlos Jobim, while the
second sid e led into a  more mainstream , po p direction , wit h song s by
John Denver and Bur t Bacharach. Sinatra & Company was also notable
for a  beautifu l renditio n o f Jo e Raposo' s "Bein ' Green, " writte n fo r
Kermit th e fro g o n "Sesam e Street, " as a metaphor fo r self-acceptanc e
(and again , Frank sang so movingly , eve n a s a  frog!}. Somethin g mus t
have clicked there, for O/ ' Blue Eyes I s Back feature d four song s by Joe
Raposo. Also notabl e wa s Kri s Kristofferson' s "Nobod y Wins " (whic h
might be the longest Sinatra track ever, at more than five minutes) an d
perhaps th e definitiv e versio n o f Stephe n Sondheim' s "Sen d i n th e
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Clowns" (n o "perhaps" about that, for anyone who appreciates Sinatra) .
The arrangements by Don Cost a and Gordo n Jenkins were lush an d

dynamic, the musicianshi p superlative , and th e recordin g qualit y excel -
lent. I n thos e ways , and i n th e rhyth m an d style , i t wa s a  thoroughl y
"modern" record, with no trace of the swing beat, driving rhythm section,
and blaring horns that would have been a Sinatra trademark throug h the
'405, '505, and '6os. In material and treatment, it all grew out of a '6os pop
sensibility, but th e musi c was still undeniably Big Frank's, and a s always,
he mad e ever y son g hi s own . Hi s longtim e arrange r an d conductor ,
Nelson Riddle, offered som e insights on how he accomplished that :

Frank accentuate d m y awareness of dynamic s by exhibiting hi s
own sensitivit y i n tha t direction . I t i s one thin g t o indicat e b y
dynamic markings how you want to have the orchestra play your
music. I t i s quit e anothe r t o induc e a  grou p o f blase , battle -
scarred musician s t o observ e thes e marking s an d t o pla y
accordingly. I would try, by word or gesture , to ge t them to play
correctly, but i f after a  couple of times through, the orchestra still
had not effectivel y observed the dynamics, Frank would suddenly
turn an d draw from the m the most exquisite shadings, using the
most effective means yet discovered, shee r intimidation.

(Like the sign outside Sinatra' s home in Rancho Mirage: "Never Mind
the Dog. Beware the Owner") Still, it was mostly about the Voice. As Stan
Cornyn wrote in the liner notes, "OF blue eyes is back as the singer who'll
still close his eyes when he's getting into it. "

Recently I saw the television special made to accompany the release of
Or Blue Eyes Is Back, and when Frank walked through a series of sets rep-
resenting dimly-lit saloons , and san g a medley of "Violets for Your Furs,"
"Angel Eyes," and "One fo r My Baby," I could onl y shake my head a t th e
perfection o f it — on that day, in that studio, in front o f those cameras, he
gave that performance. Wonderful.

And across Arizona we went, Frank and me, then gav e way to anothe r
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couple of modern pop collections, the latest by 98°, Revelation, and the first
by Matchbox 20, Yourself o r Someone Like You. By that point in the journey,
I had worke d (o r played) through mos t o f my "current rotation, " a s the
radio station programmers would put it , and was delving into some other
CDS that just happened to be stil l around i n my traveling album, to see if
they deserved t o be. These two candidates made decent driving music, pass-
ing the time with occasiona l treats o f melody and texture, but the y were
both examples of musical "fast food, " I guess. They pleased momentarily,
but didn't satisfy over the long term, and it was time for them to rotate out.

And time to return t o my current "must hear " favorite , Linkin Park.
Once again, I had been saving this one for late in the day, and as I passed
through Tucson, and having put over 600 miles behind me, it was time to
perk myself up with some exciting music.

It occurred to me that anothe r reaso n I appreciated Linkin Park was
because I had no idea what they looked like, or how they projected them-
selves visually. I had neve r seen one o f their videos , o r eve n a  photo of
them. I had no idea where they were from, what age they were, what race
they were, what kind o f haircuts they had, o r eve n how many of the m
there were. It was just about the music.

And this music was about the power of real rock music, the way no other
style, no matter how much I might enjoy  it , could affec t m e like loud elec-
tric guitars and drums surroundin g a  young man o r woman wailing out
their frustration s and fantasies . Subtlet y and sophisticatio n wer e all very
well, and I loved them too, but if I were to orchestrate the soundtrack of my
life, i t woul d no t b e a n Academy-Awar d winning swee p o f symphoni c
splendor; i t would be a noisy bunch of guitars and drums and singing.

Maybe some keyboards, for texture, or better, a singer who also played
keyboards (stand-alone keyboard players are not noted for their humilit y
— though neither are stand-alone singers, and I was always glad Rush had
neither, but instead an overworked bass player, Geddy, who also sang and
played keyboards). One time a  keyboard player of my acquaintance was
complaining about touring, and he said, "Did Beethoven  have to ride in a
van all night?"
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Well, no . Beethove n wasn' t picture d i n vacuou s video s an d mealy -
mouthed magazines , pressured by record company A&R men t o write a
single, ambushe d b y paparazzi , trashe d b y tabloids , chase d b y a  fa n
through a  shopping mall, or interrogated by a stranger while he struggled
through hi s sit-ups at the YMC A (as happened to me yesterday afternoon).

Of course , I  didn't pu t Linki n Park , or myself , i n th e sam e "van" as
Beethoven (hey, I'm not even a keyboard player!), and I  have certainly fel t
the pious , arden t celebratio n i n "Son g o f Joy, " the restrained , insisten t
yearning in "Moonlight Sonata, " the exquisite , delicate loveliness of "Fur
Elise," not to mention similar responses to Mozart, Tchaikovsky, Debussy,
and — especially — Puccini's operas . However, no classica l music could
feed, o r touch , my everyda y need fo r affirmation , fo r catharsis , fo r th e
vicarious expressio n an d releas e of vein-tinglin g excitemen t an d ange r
and love and outrage at the world's injustice .

No symphon y o r jaz z trio coul d reac h th e heights , o r depths , I  ha d
attained in the thrall of electric guitars and drums framin g a  young man
or woman who sang out the very lifeblood of their youth. For me, that was
the music, the soundtrack, for the lifeblood of my youth, the very richness
of that past.

Not fa r to go now, as I drove away from th e Holiday Inn i n Casa Grande,
Arizona, just afte r sunrise . I  had covere d almos t 70 0 miles the previou s
day, so I had "only" about 500 to go. It felt like the homestretch now, head-
ing west on 1-8 to Gila Bend, then north to pick up I-io again.

The da y began with perhap s my all-time favorit e Sinatr a record, i f I
had t o choose . Usually I avoide d thos e "all-tim e great " kinds o f lists , if
only because my taste seeme d alway s t o b e changin g with m y constan t
hunger for new music, but at this point in the writing, and in my life, I was
toying wit h th e ide a o f finall y tryin g t o decid e o n m y top te n "desert -
island discs." It seemed impossible, but i f I ever did manage to make that
list, Sinatra's Watertown  was sure to be on it.
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Watertown wa s release d i n 1970 , an d wa s fated t o b e on e o f Fran k
Sinatra's least successful recordings , and yet one of his most loved,  among
those who were fortunate enough to discover it. Watertown was what used
to b e calle d a  "concept album, " a  song-cycl e narratin g th e first-perso n
story of an Everyman character who lived in a generic sort of small town,
Watertown, with his two sons, after hi s wife had lef t them to move to the
big city.

The story is carried forward in a sequence of beautifully crafte d lyrics
shaped in soliloquies and love letters, and set to classic pop melodies and
structures. Frank committed himself , as always, to living  those songs , to
conveying from hi s own heart an aching portrait o f the character's range
of emotions : heartbreak, resignation , confusion , tender reverie , and , o f
course, loneliness (hi s "vein o f gold"). The music was composed by Bob
Gaudio (an original member of the Four Seasons, ironically, and thus sang
on th e firs t recor d I  eve r owned —  o r half-owned) , and Jak e Holme s
wrote the lyrics, crafted with a  perfect economy of telling detail, evoking
subtle nuance s o f character , weather, and setting . Lik e al l good writing,
there was also a great deal that was only implied, stated between the lines,
about th e character' s life , family , job ("Al l those years I worked for Santa
Fe/ Never missed a single day/ Just one more without a  raise in pay/ And
I'm leaving"), neighbors, and small-town American life.

Interviewed fo r th e line r note s i n th e C D reissue o f Watertown,  Jake
Holmes commented, "There is a lot going on beneath the surface. "

Apparently the composers chose the town's name from a  map of New
York State , a s a  "typical " smal l tow n name . I n a  Rus h son g calle d
"Middletown Dreams," from 1985,1 chose the fictional town's name in a
similar wa y — because there seemed to be a  Middletown i n ever y state
(and I seemed to have bicycled through half of them). The other two guys
wanted me to change the town's name at first, because it reminded the m
of a freaky teacher they'd had in high school, named Mr. Middleton — I
was glad they got over it.

Also, no w tha t I  thin k abou t it , th e thir d vers e o f "Middletow n
Dreams" wa s modele d afte r m y imaginin g o f th e departe d wif e an d
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mother in  Watertown,  "Middle-aged Madonna , calls her neighbor on the
phone/ Day by day the seasons pass, and leave her lif e alone/ But she'll go
walking ou t tha t door , o n som e brigh t afternoon / T o go and pain t bi g
cities, from a  lonely attic room."

The firs t vers e o f tha t son g wa s inspire d b y th e true-lif e storie s o f
writer Sherwood Anderson and painter Paul Gauguin (as well as Somerset
Maugham's fictionalization o f Gauguin's life i n Th e Moon an d Sixpence).
These artists found their vocations late in life, and abandoned their jobs,
and eve n thei r families , to pursu e thei r dreams . "Bu t he' s stil l walking
down those tracks, any day now for sure/ Another day as drab as today, is
more than a  man can endure." (I believe Sherwood Anderson actually did
walk down the tracks, leaving his small Ohio town for Chicago, to become
a writer.)

Unexpectedly, "Middletown Dreams" became a kind of litmus test for
listeners. Although I  had obviousl y modele d i t afte r character s who did
realize their dreams, or at least continued t o be nourished by them, some
listeners heard it as a cynical portrait o f the defeated , of losers who were
trapped i n a  dul l existenc e an d woul d neve r dar e t o escape , or pursu e
their dreams.

The secon d vers e was certainl y abou t m y youth , an d tha t o f ever y
musician I  knew, "The bo y walks with his best friend , through th e field s
of early May/ They walk awhile in silence, one close; one far away/ He'd be
climbing on that bus, just him and his guitar/ To blaze across the heavens,
like a brilliant shooting star." My friend Mat t from Vertical Horizon men-
tioned tha t son g to me one day, saying how he fel t i t was about him an d
his friend Jame s — one who had lef t an d on e who ha d staye d — and i t
made m e fee l goo d tha t afte r eightee n years, that son g stil l touched th e
reality of his life, a generation afte r mine .

In the same way, Watertown had continued to resonate throughout my
life, reflectin g o n differen t facet s o f grown-u p experienc e a s I  traversed
them: marriage, fatherhood, love and loss, and the songs grew ever deeper
and more relevant to me through the past thirty years.

Even as CDS took over my music collection through the '8os , and mos t
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of my LPS were sold off to used-record dealers , I hung onto maybe 100 of
them as treasures I couldn't part with. During my time living in England,
where record stores in those days displayed the empt y LP covers in clear
plastic sleeve s and store d the actua l disc s behind th e counte r i n plastic -
lined paper , I bought hundreds o f those protective cover s and liner s for
my collection. I always handled the delicate vinyl discs with fingertip care,
and used dust cleaners and static removers, so even after thirty years and
more, my records still looked like new.

Recently I pulled out my double-LP copy of Tommy, perhaps the most -
played record I ever owned, and held one of the discs (Side One backed with
Side Four , so you coul d stac k the firs t tw o side s on a n automati c recor d
changer). I felt the long-playing record settle into the familiar cradle against
a corner of my thumb and two fingers in the center. Its surface was pristine
and unmarked , like the beautiful cove r and enclosed booklet (th e graphic
arts are the real loss in changing formats: that old 12" gatefold sleeve) .

I als o looked a t m y original cop y of Watertown,  a  gatefold cove r o n
heavy stock, embosse d insid e an d out , an d printe d wit h a  special silver
ink. Th e packag e was obviously intende d t o b e a  majo r releas e by a n
important artist . However , my copy told anothe r story : a  1 A" hol e was
drilled through the cover to indicate, in the retail code of the times, that it
was a "sale" record, wholesaled off at a reduced price to clear out the over-
stock of unsold copies .

According t o produce r Bo b Gaudio , th e origina l pla n ha d bee n t o
launch th e album with a  TV special, with Fran k portraying the characte r
in a  small-town setting . But Sinatra wasn't happy with his singing at the
time, an d didn' t want t o d o an y live performing or televisio n (thi s was
shortly before his first retirement). Frank was also unwilling to hold back
the album' s release , an d thus , accordin g t o Gaudio , i t didn' t ge t th e
"launching pad" it needed.

In an essay which accompanied the CD, Ed O'Brien wrote, "Though it s
commercial success has been elusive, over the years it has garnered a seri-
ous cul t followin g among dedicate d connoisseur s o f popular America n
music. Watertown might appear to be a simple story of love gone awry, but
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a careful listening reveals it is much more than i t seems to be on the sur -
face." He quoted a  friend who told him i t was impossible fo r her to listen
to the album without gettin g all teary-eyed, because "It rings so true. It's
what happens to you in life. "

Opening the LP cover, the front an d back were spanned by a pen-and-
ink drawing , sepi a o n silver-gray , of a  quintessentia l small-tow n trai n
station an d Mai n Street , shin y with rain . One solitar y figur e face d tw o
smaller ones : the abandone d husban d an d his two young sons, Michael
and Pete r ("Michae l i s you / h e ha s you r face / h e stil l ha s you r eyes /
remember?"). Inside the foldou t sleeve, the lyrics and credit s were deco-
rated by an artful scattering o f photographs, letters, and greeting cards, as
if on top o f a dresser, which also had a  sharp resonance to the story's res-
olution, when we realize that al l the letters the character has been writing
were never sent ("th e letters still are lying in my drawer"), all those feel -
ings never expressed to his wife, and she' s never coming back.

Sinatra's subtle, sincere expression of that character's life carried all the
emotional subtex t Jak e Holme s ha d wove n int o th e lyric s s o skillfully ,
reinforced by Bob Gaudio's poignant melodies and the spare, yet emotive
arrangements by Gaudio, Charles Callelo, and Joe Scott. For this listener,
Watertown ha d mor e tha n stoo d th e tes t o f time; i t had grow n stronger,
and remained not only a personal classic (the whole album perfect for in-
helmet singin g o n a  long bicycl e o r motorcycl e ride) , bu t als o a  grea t
American work of art.

In an online review of Watertown, I was struck by one admirer's com-
ment tha t h e though t i t wa s the Eas t Coas t versio n o f Pet Sounds. Th e
comparison hadn't occurred t o me, but I  felt a  thrill of recognition. Like
Brian Wilson's endurin g masterpiece , released in 1966 , Watertown wa s a
work of high ambition, originality, painstaking attention t o every detail of
its creation , uniqu e orchestration s an d soun d combinations , heartfel t
lyrics and vocals , and a s a total musica l experience, it fostere d th e sam e
intimacy between music and listener .

The car e take n wit h th e C D re-release, wit h adde d element s lik e
O'Brien's deeply felt essay and the in-depth interviews with the composers,

281



282 TRAVELING MUSIC

was all obviously a labor of love, coming 30 years after a  relatively unsuc-
cessful record. That showed the regard in which the album was held by an
appreciative (perhaps discriminating) minority. Typical of many such CD
reissues, Watertown  include d a  "previousl y unavailabl e track, " a  son g
called "Lady Day," and according to the liner notes, this had been designe d
to be the story's closing statement. Instead, they decided (wisely , I think)
to en d the stor y with "The Train, " to leav e the conclusio n a  little mor e
uncertain, open to the listener's interpretation .

A different version of "Lady Day" was released on Frank's next record,
Sinatra and Company,  in 1971, slightly reworked with a slower tempo an d
more dramati c arrangement , as a tribute to Billi e Holiday. For me, that
song had always held the title of "the saddest song I know," and there had
been times in my life when I  indulged m y own misery by playing "Lady
Day" over and over.

Happy or sad, there have been relatively few songs I have ever wanted
to listen to repeatedly like that — or more precisely, songs I had to hear
again and again . There were many albums I fell in love with and listened
to a lot, but that's not the same as becoming addicted to one song. In my
teens, I would lie in bed with my little radio and stay awake until I heard
"Just Another Face in the Crowd," by local group the Veltones, or later, the
Hollies' "He Ain't Heavy, He's My Brother." My friend Tuck and I  used to
sit i n hi s basemen t an d pla y the L P version o f Simo n an d Garfunkel' s
"America" over an d over . In late r years , I had simila r infatuation s with
songs I had to hear every day, like "Only Human," by the Human League,
"No Promises," by an Australian group called Icehouse, "Seven Seconds,"
the duet between Youssou Ndour and Neneh Cherry, and lately, the Beach
Boys' "Don't Worry Baby" and (speaking of Pet Sounds) th e heart-swelling
"I Just Wasn't Made for These Times."

And i f Watertown  was my favorite Sinatra album as a whole, then m y
favorite compilatio n wa s next up , on a  Sinatra double-header t o accom -
pany thi s earl y morning i n wester n Arizona . A coupl e o f year s befor e
Frank's deat h i n 1998 , when h e wa s nearin g eighty , his daughte r Tin a
worked wit h hi m t o compil e a  se t o f hi s persona l favorite s fro m hi s



Verte f  oar 28 3

recordings on the Reprise label — all 450 of them. The nineteen songs he
ended u p choosin g had been recorded ove r a 2i-year span, from 196 0 to
1981, and reflecte d th e persona l choice o f an artis t fo r a  particular song ,
and a  particular performance , from a  career that spanne d si x decades at
the forefron t o f America n music . Th e title , Everything  Happens  t o Me ,
worked beautifully with a  cover painting of Frank in his later years that
the artist , Pau l Clemens , describe d a s "a man withdraw n int o himself ,
thinking private thoughts."

The songs he chose reflecte d tha t same withdrawn, private man, bu t
this ma n ha d th e gif t o f expressin g hi s inne r soulscap e throug h th e
medium o f some o f the 2Ot h century' s fines t songwriters , from Rodger s
and Hart to Antonio Carlos Jobim to Jimmy Webb, and as always, making
those songs his own. Tina Sinatra wrote in the liner notes, "I was relieved
each time Dad passed over the more obvious choice for the more obscure.
After all , this was to be more than anothe r greates t hits album ... and it
is. Everything Happens t o Me reveals the soul of Frank Sinatra like a musi-
cal looking glass, a man reflectin g upon a rich and wonderful life."

I first heard thi s compilation a t the home o f my brother, Danny , and
his wife Janette, during my tormented wanderings as the Ghost Rider, and
right away it felt differen t fro m al l other such collections. It had a  kind of
unity, an integrity, and even the running orde r of the songs seemed care-
fully considered, like a performance. The songs on Everything Happens  t o
Me wer e so obviously personal , nothing lik e a greatest-hits package (no
"My Way," no "Stranger s i n th e Night, " no "Ne w York, New York"), and
while there were a few familiar classics, like "Summer Wind," "The Second
Time Around," and Jimmy Webb's sublime "Didn't We," there were many
more unfamiliar treasures.

The song "Everything Happens t o Me" was the one that grabbe d me
hardest, especiall y a t tha t perio d o f m y life , whe n I  wa s reelin g fro m
tragedy and wandering aimlessly in search of redemption. I  sat down and
wrote ou t th e lyrics to memoriz e them, so I could sin g that song in my
helmet on those long, lonely rides across the American West. (As much as
I loved to sing Sinatra songs on my own, I noticed that I rarely sang along
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with his records — a kind of sacrilege, I guess.)
Later, my dad playe d me a n olde r versio n o f the song , recorded b y

Frank in 1940 with th e Tomm y Dorsey band, and Da d and I  agreed the
Voice had certainly changed over the years, growing in both size and emo-
tional range, but eve n back then, the phrasing was unmistakably Sinatra.
That older version was more jaunty and tongue-in-cheek, with the hapless
hero merely unlucky  (" I make a date for golf , and you can bet your life i t
rains/1 try to give a party, and the guy upstairs complains/1 guess I'll go
through life just catching colds and missing trains/ Everything happens to
me"), an d tha t versio n wa s late r recorde d b y othe r singer s lik e Billi e
Holiday, Chet Baker, Rosemary Clooney, and ... Neil Sedaka.

This title track on Frank's personal collection was recorded in 1981, and
the firs t tw o verses of the lyrics had been rewritten . The words carried a
more matur e dept h o f bittersweet irony , an irresistibl e sadness-with-a -
smile philosophy. The same lyricist was credited, Tom Adair, and in trying
to fin d ou t i f he had don e th e rewrit e himself , I was led through som e
interesting storie s along an internet trail , which is often the beginning of
a fascinating ride through arcan e history and free-association trivia (oh ,
the places you'll go!).

Composer Mat t Denni s worke d wit h To m Adai r fo r th e Tomm y
Dorsey band in the early '405, and together wrote such great standards as
"Angel Eyes," "Violets for Your Furs," and "The Night We Called It a Day."
Tom Adair went o n t o writ e fo r film s (lik e Disney's Sleeping  Beauty,  in
1956), and Broadway shows, and lived until 1988, so it's possible he did do
that rewrite of "Everything Happens to Me," more than 40 years later.

The modern versio n was imbued wit h a n ai r of genuine heartbreak,
however lightly born e b y a  long-suffering heart , but i t stil l retaine d th e
irony and dark humor ("Telegraph s and phones, I sent an airmail special
too/ Your answer was goodbye, and ther e was even postage due/1 fell i n
love just once, and then it had to be with you/ Everything happens to me").
Frank's updated deliver y was less blithe, mor e reflective , mor e regretful ,
with a catch in his voice on verses like, "Now in the school of life, well I was
lucky just to pass/ Now I'm chasing rainbows with the losers in the class/
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But pal, you don't find rainbows in the bottom o f a glass/ Everything hap-
pens to me." As always, Sinatra made you feel tha t despair, that loneliness ,
and the combination o f singer and song is as good as it gets.

And th e mile s passe d rapidl y unde r m y wheels , I-i o leadin g wes t
through Arizona . Mid-morning , brigh t an d sunny , fue l u p a t th e Ri p
Griffin Truc k Stop (Merv Griffin's brother, I think I read somewhere), and
back on the highway.

The next musica l selection wa s a whole differen t thing : No Angel, by
the English singer, Dido (th e single nickname replaced her birth name of
Florian Clou d d e Bouneviall e Armstrong) . Release d i n lat e 1999 , th e
opening song , "Here wit h Me, " grabbed me the firs t time I  heard it , on
98.7 in Los Angeles, during my first few months o f living there. I bought
the CD, and gradually the whole thing grew on me, mostly on the strength
of its songs and Dido's delicately passionate voice, though the production
was attractively lush too, with it s roots solidly in the '8os heritage of rich
keyboards, electronic drums and percussion, and a potpourri o f produc-
ers, mixing engineers, and programmers (mor e credits for programmers
than musicians , i n fac t —  s o '8os!) . Along wit h th e Celti c girl-singe r
influence, th e ghost s o f Enigma , Tears for Fears , and Propagand a were
alive in Dido's music .

In early 2000, just after I  bought No Angel, but befor e I  knew it well, I
was driving on a  Los Angeles freeway, caught in slow-moving traffic (yes ,
really!) and bouncing around radi o stations. My normal staples were 98.7
for "activ e rock, " 95.5 for "classi c rock, " an d 101. 1 for "oldies, " switchin g
among them to find something decent. Sometimes all of them were play-
ing songs I couldn't bear (or worse, no songs at all, just commercials), and
I would searc h further afield . That day I happened to land on somethin g
that wouldn't normall y hold my attention, a rap song, but I  sensed some-
thing abou t i t righ t away , an d turne d i t up . (Wha t qualit y i t wa s tha t
grabbed me so quickly like that, in a  matter o f seconds, I can only cal l a
kind of radar, or "professional intuition," a  sense that this was for real}

The verses were spoken by a strong male voice, full o f hip-hop "atti -
tude," recounting the story of a fan writing to his hero about how his life
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had been touched by the hero's music. Gradually the fan' s letter s moved
into the area of delusion about their "relationship," and finally resentment
and bitterness . H e and hi s hero wer e "meant t o b e together, " and ho w
could th e hero ignor e him thi s way? (Obviousl y this resonated strongl y
with m y ow n experience s wit h suc h fans , a s i n th e Worl d Healt h
Organization's definition of schizophrenia: "The most intimate thoughts,
feelings, an d act s are often fel t t o be known to o r shared by others, and
explanatory delusions may develop.")

The ra p verse s alternate d wit h choruse s sun g b y a  gentle-voice d
female, a  soft Celti c lilt over processed guitar and drum machine. I knew
I recognized tha t tune, but couldn't think from where. The story went on
with the narrator's anger growing into a psychotic rage, until the chilling
climax when he drives off a bridge with hi s pregnant wife locked in th e
trunk. Then, in the final verse, the "hero" is writing back, apologizing for
taking so long to answer, and urging the fan to get help.

I was galvanized by this performance, amazed by it, but I  was left with
no ide a wh o the performe r was ; the statio n wen t straigh t int o anothe r
song, and I  had t o par k the ca r and g o to m y appointment. I  figured I
would never know. Many times in life I've been haunted by pieces of music
I heard in passing but didn't know by name — "Fur Elise" in a Mercedes-
Benz commercial, a Puccini aria in a Honda ad , Debussy's "Arabesque" by
a cocktail pianist , many, many pop song s over the years — and i t would
become a quest to identify them, usually successful eventually.

A short time after hearing that gripping rap performance, I was visiting
the Rich family in Palm Springs, and when I described that piece of music
to Buddy's teenaged grandson, Nick, he said, "That's Eminem!" He played
it for me, and sure enough, once we got through the torrents of profanity
that began the album, it was the song called "Stan," a huge hit for Eminem.
From the n on , through al l the controvers y and pulpit-poundin g abou t
Eminem, it was clear to me that any artist who was capable of producing
that piece of work, whatever his other "issues," had my respect.

The female voice on the choruses was, of course, Dido, from her song
"Thank You." She had already sold a million records before that, but with
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the added boost o f Eminem's massive popularity, she ended up with th e
best-selling album of 2001, something like twenty million copie s sold.

"And the hits just keep on comin'," as they used to say on AM radio. Next
up was another relatively modern album , both in time (1997 ) and in style,
Radiohead's O K Computer. Radiohead were as differen t a s possible fro m
Dido's warm , melodic , richly-texture d music , bein g angular , abrasive ,
noisy, bizarre, fascinating, and utterly unique, but despite all that, they had
also managed to be popular. Therefore, they qualified as "pop artists." I was
never sure if I really loved Radiohead's music, or not al l of it, anyway, but I
sure loved the idea of it. There were some artists whose records I would buy
whether I  liked a  particular piece of work or no t (Davi d Sylvian and Joe
Jackson come to mind), just to support their very existence.

Defiantly nonformulaic , uncompromising , inventive , ful l o f swirling
guitars, edgy drums, electronic frippery wafting i n and out — song titles
like "paranoid android, " "subterranean homesick alien" — their work was
artful, in the true sense of the word, right down to the package design, all
the tex t i n ever-stylis h lower case, a la e.e. cummings and k.d . lang. The
credits included suc h attributions as , "artistic freedom in the marketplace
maintained by, " and "lyric s use d b y kin d permissio n eve n thoug h w e
wrote them." Radiohead even had a sense of humor.

Despite thei r quirkiness , Radiohea d ha d clearl y achieved popularit y
and success , an d o n thei r ow n terms . O K Computer wa s particularl y
revered, winning a Grammy for Best Alternative Record in 1998, and even
being voted Bes t Album o f All Time by the reader s of Mojo  magazine . I
don't know if I'd go that far , about any record, but the y might have cho-
sen worse.

In diggin g up backgroun d informatio n o n som e o f these artist s a s I
wrote abou t them , I  foun d som e contemporar y review s tha t wer e s o
wrongheaded as to be laughable. One example was the Rolling Stone review
of Jef f Buckley' s Grace, following its release in 1996. In a  three-star (ou t of
five) review, th e write r grudgingl y praised Buckley' s intentions,  thoug h
with man y reservations about ho w he went abou t it , and remarke d tha t
Buckley wasn' t "battere d an d desperat e enough " t o delive r "Hallelujah "
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properly —  th e beaut y o f whic h attracte d s o many , includin g thi s
reviewer, to his music.

Later that year, the magazine awarded him Best New Artist honors, and
after Buckle y was dead and s o many others had recognized his greatness,
Rolling Stone included Grace  among the "Essential Albums of the '905."

Another Rolling Stone reviewer, writing for a discography of The Who
in a collection of interviews published in 1975, gave his mid-'jos perspec-
tive on Wh o s Next, then onl y a few years old, by damning i t with fain t
praise as a self-confessed "fan, " apparently never guessing the place that
album would occupy in the all-time rock pantheon:

Amid muc h speculatio n —  mos t o f i t o n Townshend' s part —
about whether or not they could ever transcend it [Tommy], they
released their firs t new studio album in two years, Who s Next. As
cerebral heavy metal it was absolutely untoppable: As The Who it
was another substantial bring-down when it wasn't exuding self -
importance and profundity, it suffered fro m an only-slightly-less-
annoying self-consciousness .

[Some punctuation problem s there, I'm presuming.]

Superbly performed and awesomel y produced, i t migh t wel l be
used as a primer fo r Seventie s heavy (in al l senses of that term)
rock. Which, not to be coy, is the crux of the problem for those of
us who were weaned on thei r earl y stuff an d t o whose ears this
tends to sound slick, contrived, and self-conscious.

If only music criticism came close to the quality of literary criticism. I
can read a review of nearly any book in the New York  Times  Book Review,
and feel as though I'm not only learning about the most important recent
books, but also learning from th e high standard of writing and reflection
from the reviewers themselves.

One boo k revie w editor, Laur a Miller, wrote an articl e fo r th e Book
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Review called "The Huntin g of the Snark, " in which she described a Web
site calle d Snarkwatc h a s "bluntly put, a  place t o complai n abou t book
reviews." (One humorou s entr y was "the autho r o f a  volume o f poem s
inspired by the rock band Queen, who maintains that his book was not
given a fair shake by this publication") He r personal definition of "snark-
iness" is contained i n a telling observation :

I learned that you had to be careful in assigning books by young,
celebrated author s t o young, uncelebrated reviewers ; the result s
could b e eithe r starry-eye d hero worshi p o r (i n the cas e of th e
more talente d writers ) a  snide fur y ou t o f al l proportion t o th e
subject a t hand: snarkiness.

Rolling Stones editoria l tone a s arbiters of hipness — starry-eyed for
the chosen , snid e fur y fo r th e res t —  wa s se t fro m th e beginnin g b y
founder Jann Wenner, who, back in 1967, wrote a worshipful article about
the Beatles, but along the way felt compelled to attack the Beach Boys and
Brian Wilson, saying that the label "genius" was "essentially a promotional
shuck" Brian himself believed.

Around that same time Wilson himself stated, "I'm not a genius, I'm just
a hard-working guy," and what a  price he paid fo r that reputatio n —  th e
weight of those expectations on every piece of music he tried to create after
Pet Sounds, of feeling that everything he did had to spell "genius." Certainly
that pressure on an already fragile mind contributed to his breakdown, and
to the drug abuse that accompanied it.

Under the weight of his own reputation, Stewart Copeland told me that
after the Police broke up, he stopped playing drums for a few years because
of what he called the "Eric Clapton Syndrome" — he got tired of feeling that
every time h e touched th e instrument , h e had t o be brilliant,  and dazzle
everyone around.

Wenner also sniffed tha t "Good Vibrations" (stil l an all-time master -
piece) was "not reall y rock 'n' roll, " in an article praising the Beatles and
Sergeant Pepper,  abou t which , surely , th e sam e coul d b e said . Georg e
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Martin again: "If there is one person that I have to select as a living genius
of pop music, I would choose Brian Wilson. "

Whose opinion i s worth more , Sir George Martin's or Jann Wenner's?
Everyone's personal opinion i s worth the same, in religion, music, and

politics, but som e expert  opinion s ar e definitel y mor e informed , mor e
reflective, and more valuable.

These reflections bring us smoothly to the next and fina l selection on
this five-day , 2,500-mil e musica l extravaganza : Vapor  Trails,  th e lates t
release by a  certain Canadia n roc k trio . Continuin g m y twelve years of
ignoring the few reviews our albums usually received, a smart, protectiv e
practice inspired by the decision Tom Robbins had made and described to
me i n a  letter, I  assumed tha t an y reviews of Vapor  Trails  woul d b e th e
usual knee-jerk excoriations. N o value there .

Back in 1996 , Geddy told m e he was talking to a  writer from Rolling
Stone who let slip that Rush was their readers ' most requested subject for
a featur e story . Th e write r admitte d i t woul d neve r happen , though ,
because we weren't "cool" enough for them. According to a  quote I  read
on the Rush Thirtieth Anniversary calendar, at the time I said they weren't
cool enough for us, either.

Throughout this journey I had been careful to keep my playlist "natu-
ral," and the binder o f CD S I carried with m e necessarily represented my
general playlist a t that poin t i n time , Marc h 2003 . Even afte r I  began to
consider the notion that my musical odyssey formed a kind of story, I still
didn't listen to anything just to be able to write  about it . However, eve n
just considered a s an arc of musical selections, something seemed ineffa -
bly righ t abou t concludin g th e progra m wit h ou r ow n lates t work . A
summing-up, a n objective reassessment o f where I'd been musically , and
maybe even where I wanted to go.

After listening to each song dozens of times during the recording and
mixing, and then again through various running order s and final masters,
I had often had about enough of it. Once the final product was manufac-
tured and I held it in my hands (always a great moment), I might listen to
it onc e more , to hea r i t a s others would (someho w that realit y made i t
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sound completely different), and then put it away. Of course, I might play
those songs dozens of times in concert in subsequent years , but tha t was
not a  listening experience.

Every time we released a new album, i t always seemed to take at least
six months to get enough distance on that piece of work (piece of life)  t o
see it whole; to se e it in contex t o f yourself a s a music fan , not jus t th e
"author" of the work. With time, you gained perspective on the music as
an entity,  an d bega n to se e it, in a  way, as a certain "color, " an assigne d
mood and character it had come to embody for you.

Especially after playing many of the songs on tour, they became famil-
iar i n ever y detail , worn int o groove s i n th e brai n b y shee r repetition .
There were also recordings of the live shows to listen to along the way, to
review my performance, examine the technica l aspect s of execution an d
time control . But all of that was entirely different fro m th e experience of
simply listening,  of trying to ste p back and experienc e the musi c as just
one more music lover.

What would I think of this  if i t wasn't me? That was always the questio n
I tried to answer, though i t was difficult, perhaps impossible, to really see
it that clearly.

If a piece of work was an honest expression of its maker, it was also a
milestone o f his progress, and a  benchmark t o build upo n i n the future .
As much a s the notion of "progressive" music has been mocked, used to
denigrate a  particula r styl e o f experimental , ambitiou s arrangin g an d
musicianship, it was really the only possible kind of honest music .

Not to say that the simple passage of time meant that one's work nec-
essarily go t better,  i t didn' t hav e t o b e qualitative  progress, but i t was
certainly a chronological progress. Life cannot be seen any other way than
as a progression — forward, if not necessaril y upward — and thus it fol-
lowed tha t one' s wor k ha d t o b e looke d a t tha t wa y too. Fo r me , eac h
milestone, each benchmark was necessarily progressive, reflecting what I
had learned musically, as a drummer, and what I had learned existentially,
as a lyricist. As my friend Mendelso n Jo e said, "Art doesn't lie, " and tha t
was especially true in cases where it tried  to lie — pretending to be some-
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thing it wasn't to attract an audience it didn't deserve. That's what it really
meant to be "pretentious."

In an unfortunate contradiction, progressiv e music was described by
ignorant, biased critics as "pretentious," but what a confused value system
that terminolog y represented . Seldom wa s there a  more honest  style of
music, based on solid principles of musicianship, exploration , and fasci -
nation. It did no t "pretend " youth , o r adolescen t passion , like so muc h
pop musi c written by aging men and women with cynica l formulas, and
it did not "pretend" rebellion , like so much pop music written by leering
mercenaries in motorcycle jackets and careful hairdos. (From "The Sound
of Muzak, " by Porcupine Tree , a  modern-day "progressive " band: "Th e
music of rebellion make s you wanna rage / But it's mad e by millionaires
who are nearly twice your age").

At its worst, progressive rock may have become bloated and top-heavy,
but inevitabl y it had to collapse on itsel f anyway, in the cycle of self-cor-
recting mechanisms commo n in popular music : the previously-described
"garage band" principle. As soon as popular music outgrew the ability of
beginners to emulat e it , a  revolution would follow . Ho w few of the '50 5
pioneers survived commerciall y into th e earl y '6os, and ho w few of th e
early '6os bands survived into the late '6os, and so on. It is unfortunate, in
a way, that many good artist s become undeservedl y marginalize d b y an
imagined line drawn in the sand, between old and uncool , and new and
hip, and there's nothing they can do about it.

When punk and new wave styles exploded in the late '/os, some estab-
lished artists were nimble enough to respond to the changes around them.
Some grumbled , "What a m I  supposed t o do , forget ho w to play? " and
continued t o rid e thei r dinosaur s int o extinction , bu t other s willingl y
adapted t o the streamlining and back-to-basics urges of the times, with-
out givin g up al l they had learned. Former Genesis singer Peter Gabriel,
for example , o r forme r Ye s keyboardist Trevo r Horn, continue d t o pro -
duce vital, influential music through the '8os and '905 . Ian Anderson has
continued to lead Jethro Tull out of the '6os and '/os and quietly through
the decades, making high quality music and finding a large enough audi-
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ence to continue recording and touring worldwide.
Rush happened t o be working i n England a  lot during the late '708 ,

touring and recording for months o n end, and thus we were right in the
middle of that ferment. Seeing the Sex Pistols thrashing out "God Save the
Queen" on the BBC' S "Top of the Pops" was unforgettable, galvanizing, and
though the lightning-rod charisma o f Johnny Rotten i n his strait-jacke t
and safet y pins was short-lived, it prepared me, it seems now, for things
like th e firs t Talkin g Head s album , Elvi s Costell o an d Jo e Jackson , or
Television's hypnotic "Marquee Moon" — reintroducing me to simplicity
and repetition a s musical tools.

Loving tha t music , I  couldn' t hel p bu t b e influence d by it , and th e
whole ban d graduall y move d fro m full-blow n "progressive " epic s lik e
Hemispheres i n 1978 , through th e slightl y more concis e architecture  o f
Permanent Waves (th e title sniffing a t that "new wave" discrimination) in
1979, an d finall y wha t stil l remain s ou r most  popula r album , Moving
Pictures, in 1980. We seemed to capture the right balance of our traditiona l
values o f musicianship an d challengin g construction wit h a  contempo -
rary sense of conciseness, relatively streamlined and direct, and struck our
nexus with radio and rock fans. For that one year, our audience suddenly
doubled (eve n if temporarily), and o n tha t Moving Pictures tour , a s we
played two nights in cities where we had alway s played one, we noticed a
lot o f people in the audienc e who had n o idea  abou t ou r musi c or ou r
songs; we just happened t o b e the concer t to b e a t that year . ("Are you
going to Rush?" "Oh yeah man, for sure.") Briefly, and uncomfortably (for
us and ou r real  fans), we were "in."

By tha t tim e pun k an d ne w wav e had themselves , inevitably , pro -
gressed, as they were bound t o d o (eve n if a band starte d ou t genuinely
inept, they were likely to improve and grow) . By 1980, the leading edge of
pop musi c ha d metamorphose d int o ambitious , creativ e band s lik e
Ultravox and the Police, and all that flux crept into Rush's music. "You are
what you eat," or what you hear,  and for me, the same motivation applied
that had moved me at the beginning: I loved to listen to music, so I wanted
to play it.
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The same drives and values had been at work in the creation of Vapor
Trails, all those many years later. As I drove back into the constellation of
suburbs i n th e orbi t o f Los Angeles, after tha t lon g journey and al l the
music that had accompanied it, I listened to that "time capsule" from 2001,
the lyric s spannin g th e odysse y o f th e previou s fe w years , al l I  ha d
endured, al l I had learned, and the music recounting th e parallel odysse y
that ha d brough t th e thre e o f us , together, through the decade s of ou r
apprenticeship; al l the experiments , al l the influences , al l the struggles ,
labors, changes, and adaptations.

Celebrate the moment, as it turns into one more
Winding like an ancient river, the time is now again
All this time we're burning like bonfires in the dark
Here we come out of the cradle, endlessly rocking

The moment , th e river , bonfires in th e dark , endlessl y rocking . The
moment tha t was Vapor  Trails  becam e another drop in the river , another
drop in the ceaseless flow of modern music . All those streams and tribu -
taries, the very lifeblood of that youth, the very richness of that past. Not
one of those veins flowed from a  music reviewer, or from a multinational
corporation. Every note o f real music surge d up from the human heart ,
driven by the passion arid ambition o f a million voices, and that  traveling
music flowed on and on, through a million more hearts, endlessly rocking.

It sounded pretty good, but I  thought we could do better.
I turned up the music and smiled, eyes on the road ahead.



Chorus f oar
"Drumming at the  heart of  an African village"

My escape from St. Catharines t o the wider world had carried me far, first
to London , then , wit h m y bandmates fro m Rush , on a  30-year creative
odyssey of songwriting, recording, and touring throughout th e world, but
even then, I continued t o seek new adventures, new challenges, and new
escapes.

The life of a touring musician could also seem stifling, seeing only the
inside of the tour bus, hotels, and arenas for weeks and months on end. In
my first years on tour with Rush, I filled the empty hours with books, bu t
by the early '8os, I was carrying a bicycle with me on the tour bus, and get-
ting away on my own when I could — riding from city to city on days off,
or even just around Indianapolis, Seattle, or Richmond for a few hours on
the day of the show, visiting the local art museums and continuing my lib-
eral arts education .

It is not too much to say that traveling became a kind of home for me,
and als o a  kind o f music . Adventure travels moved fro m inspiratio n t o
perspiration o n a  quest for new horizons, with dail y challenges of prob-
lem-solving and adaptation, each journey taking on a shape and structure
from beginning to end, and resonating in my life foreve r after .

295
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In 1985,1 took my first extended bicycle journey, to China, just after it s
doors, closed since the revolution i n 1948, were reopened t o Westerners. I
signed up for a two-week tour with a company called China Passage, join-
ing about 20 cyclists from Canada, the U.S., and Australia. That difficult, bu t
fascinating, adventure inspired a song, "Tai Shan," which appeared on ou r
Hold Your  Fire  album in 1987 , and I  also became friends wit h some keen
cyclists from New Jersey—Bob, Rosie, and Gay—who liked to design their
own tours. In subsequen t years I joined them t o bicycle from Munic h to
Venice ove r th e Swis s Alps, Barcelona t o Bordeau x over th e Pyrenees ,
Calgary to Vancouver over the Rockies, and from Munich to Istanbul ove r
the Austrian Alps, and through the Greek Islands by ferry to Turkey.

Each year through the lat e '8o s and earl y '905, between touring an d
recording obligations with Rush , and spendin g tim e a t home wit h m y
family, I  tried t o fin d a  few weeks to escap e — to ge t away on m y own,
with strangers or like-minded friends, and ge t as far away as I could fro m
my comfortable , ye t demandin g life . Sometime s thes e journey s als o
became a kind of traveling music, in more ways than one.

Without a  doubt, the DN A of American music — m y music — traces
back to Africa, and I  have retraced those roots on a series of return jour-
neys to that continent where both lif e and art began. A camping safari to
Kenya and Tanzania, bicycle trips to Cameroon, Chad , Togo, Ghana, the
Ivory Coast, Mali, Senegal, and the Gambia , and by motorcycle through
Tunisia. Eleven African countrie s altogether, and al l of those adventurous
travels included experiences of African music and drumming. Most of the
time I just watched and listened, sometimes I took part, and other times
it just seeped into me, the way Youssou Ndour's music was so omnipresent
in Senegal , in every bar, restaurant, bus , o r market stall , that I was ulti-
mately seduced by its rhythmic lyricism.

One hot night in a village in Togo called Assohoum, in November 1989,
I laid out my sleeping bag on an adobe rooftop and lay looking up a t the
bright stars in the perfect silence of an African nigh t — no traffic , n o tele-
vision, no radio, just scattered conversations or distant dogs. As I was dozing
off, a  drum rhyth m echoe d fro m acros s the valley , two hand-drummer s



dhoras f  oar 2 97

playing an interlocking pattern , an d i t stuck i n my head, only to emerg e
months later as the basis for a rhythm I used in a Rush song called "Heresy"
(Roll th e Bones, 1991). (True cultural cross-pollination , a n African rhyth m
played b y a  Canadia n drumme r wit h Japanes e drumsticks o n American
drums wit h on e Chines e cymba l i n a  song produced b y an Englishman
about the fal l o f communism in Easter n Europ e and th e Sovie t Union. )
Later, the same rhythm became the foundation of a solo piece I created in
the early '908 to serve as a backing track while I practiced my marimba play-
ing, called "Memo's Dance Party." A version of that little etude appears at the
end of my instructional video, A Work  i n Progress (1996).

"Momo's Dance Party" was also inspired by a real-life experience o n
that same African journey, a trip with guide David Mozer and his Bicycle
Africa tour group through Togo and Ghana, which ended with me cycling
on alon e to mee t my family i n the Ivor y Coast, at (o f al l places) a Club
Med. I  ha d travele d wit h Davi d th e previou s yea r i n Cameroo n (The
Masked Rider,  1996) , o n m y firs t bicycl e tou r o f Wes t Africa , an d ha d
joined this group at the last minute when I heard about it from David and
found I could make the time.

We were a group of about te n cyclists , and on e nigh t we stopped i n
another small , remote village in Togo called Agbo Kope. Again, no elec-
tricity, n o machines , n o runnin g water , jus t house s o f mu d bric k an d
woven grass, and streets of rutted dirt . David had visited Agbo Kope once
before, when he reconnoitered thi s tour, and had me t Momo, an ambi -
tious young man who had received some education away from the village.
Momo seemed to be the only villager who spoke the colonial language of
French, and he seemed to be trying to put hi s village on the tourist map .

Since David' s previous visit, and a  letter he' d sen t Momo t o le t hi m
know he planned to bring a  group o f cyclists to Momo's village , an open
pavilion had been constructed of branches and palms, and we moved our
bicycles and bedrolls under it s shelter. The women of the village cooked
nearby on clay firepits, preparing us the usual dinner of rice and "mystery
meat" stew (which I had dubbed in Cameroon as "rice with junk on it") ,
and in the evening, the entire village gathered to put on a show for us. The
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children sang and danced while the men drummed, then the women (some
of them with sleeping babies tied to thei r backs with colorfu l cloth s tha t
matched thei r traditiona l pagne  dresses ) performe d graceful , narrativ e
dances. The grand final e was the village choir , the rich voices of men an d
women harmonizing beautifully, accompanied only by one man playing a
shaker, and another playing a metal disc with a stick. This syncopated pat-
tern hypnotized me at the time, and remains in my memory as one of the
most musical  performances I  have ever heard. Even fourteen years later, I
can still conjure the aural image of those blended voices and that simple
percussion accompaniment .

After th e choi r finished , th e drummer s struc k u p again , an d th e
American girl s fro m ou r grou p jumped i n an d dance d with th e Africa n
women. They were greeted by whoops o f delighted laughter as they imi-
tated wha t w e had describe d amon g ourselve s as the "funk y chicken. " I
crept around behind the crowd to where the drummers were, and managed
to overcome my shyness enough to get them to "assign" me a drum. They
gave me a drum made from a hollow log with skin over one end and a bent
twig to play it with, and the drummer beside me showed me the rhythm to
play. The drum was flat sounding , with littl e tone or resonance , an d th e
rhythm was a simple one-two-three, rest, one-two-three ( a common pat -
tern i n traditiona l music , I  ha d notice d i t i n praye r chant s i n Chines e
temples, and adapted i t for the song "Tai Shan," and also while cycling past
Ghanaian churches on a Sunday morning, whence I brought it home to use
as another rhythmic element of "Memo's Dance Party," played on claves).

Whenever I tried to get more out of my part, or more into it, by using
both my bare hands, for example, to get different sound s with finger s flat
or cupped, as you would on a conga drum, the man beside me would shake
his head, pick up the stick and push it back into my hand. He insisted I play
it that one way only. I realized that for them, there was only one way to play
that drum, and that part, and it was generally true that as part of an African
drum troupe, you had to submit to the ensemble voice, play one small part
the way it had always  been played. This music was not about expression or
exploration, but simpl y the rote performance of a traditional piece, as in
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Western classical music. Nothing wrong with that, of course, in that con -
text, bu t i t wa s suc h a  contras t t o th e wa y I  wa s use d t o thinkin g o f
drumming, a s a whole ensemble of voices that I  could orchestrate , an d
take where I wanted, in interaction with other musicians .

Next morning, as we packed up our bicycles to leave, Momo was hang-
ing around , expecting something , i t appeared , but I  didn' t kno w what .
Money maybe? David had paid fo r our foo d and shelter , but Mom o stil l
seemed distraught, nearly in tears, and I surmised that he simply expected
more from us — he had imagined that we were somehow going to change
things for him and his village. As we rode away and left Momo and his vil-
lage the way they had alway s been, I felt bad fo r him.

The song "Memo's Dance Party" appeared as an instrumental behin d
the credit s o n A Work  i n Progress,  but I  had written lyrics fo r i t a s well
(though they were never sung, except in my head), with this chorus:

Momo is a young man fro m th e village
Momo left to learn the white man's tongue
Momo has ambitions fo r his people
Momo has the big dreams of the young
And he wants more . ..

In October of 1992,1 joined my third bicycle tour in West Africa (each
time saying I was never going to put mysel f through that again , and each
time going back), through Mali, Senegal, and the Gambia. The tour began
with two weeks in Mali, then moved on to Senegal for the next two-week
leg. In Senegal's capital, Dakar, our tigh t little group of five "clients" and
David met up with four other cyclists arriving from the U.S., and all trav-
eled south through Senegal to the Gambia and back to Dakar.

As well as keeping a written journal, I carried a microcassette recorder
in the handlebar bag in front o f me, and where the road conditions per -
mitted, I could pick it up and record my observations as I rode along. The
following i s a series of entries tape d durin g on e day' s rid e betwee n th e
capital city of the Gambia , Banjul, and the village of Bwiam, about three
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weeks into the tour. They offer a  fair summary of the ups and downs of a
day's travel in West Africa.

• Just rolling out of Banjul, or Bakau, the neighborhood wher e we
were staying at Cape St. Mary. Last night' s dinne r a t the Jungle
Bar, preside d ove r b y Fred , on e o f thos e dissolut e expatriat e
Englishmen yo u ru n int o i n Africa , an d i n th e Caribbea n too .
Fred: glasses, kind o f stooped, wispy hair thinning on top. Been
knocking aroun d Afric a fo r eightee n years , hal f a  doze n o r a
dozen different countries , civil engineer, worked with the U N for
a lon g time , developmen t projects , the n a  lumber compan y i n
Liberia until the war there forced him out. Depressing to hear him
say that of all the development projects he worked on, he was not
sanguine abou t thei r hope s because as soon a s they'd leav e the
thing would fal l apart . Now he's go t about fiv e businesses goin g
here, on a small enough scale not t o be bothered, he said. Three
little restaurants , includin g th e Jungl e Bar an d thi s morning' s
breakfast stop , where we had frie d egg s an d chips , a  nice treat ,
plus two oranges and two bananas. Not enough cups , but Her b
and I had our portables, folded.

Couple of plantain eaters [birds] rowing overhead there.

• Importan t t o not e ho w Senega l and th e Gambi a couldn't ge t
along i n a  federation [Senegambia ] for eve n a  couple of years,
even though they'r e made up o f the same ethnic groups . Simply
the languag e [Senega l ha d bee n a  Frenc h colony , whil e th e
Gambia was British] meant that they didn't think the same — tie
that i n with how I feel I  adopt a  different personalit y in French,
become mor e expressive , more give n to exaggeration i n gesture ,
statement, and expression.

• Wonderful to feel refreshed afte r a  day off the bike, or as Murray
[another rider ] said , "I fee l lik e a  fucking human being. " I told
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him not to waste it, meaning don't burn himself out. He was rac-
ing ahea d wit h th e fron t pack , o n m y wheel fo r awhil e unti l I
dropped behind him .

As unpleasant as it was in some ways to be in the white English
world of the Cape Point Hotel , I  do fee l much better abl e to dea l
with Africa and Africans today, as a result of it, and springy on the
bike legs too.

9 Funny talking to Omar [youn g Gambian] last night, calling him-
self a  Rasta . When w e inquire d furthe r int o exactl y wha t tha t
meant, wondering why he smoked cigarettes and drank beer, and
after Haile Selassie [unpopular in West Africa] e t cetera, he finally
came down to admitting that for him being a Rasta was just about
the music, mon.

"It's cool..."

• I haven't made note anywhere I don't think o f the perception of
mileages, where at home a  fifty-mile ride is a nice thing you could
do before breakfast , and a  hundred-mile rid e starts to become an
epic. Here a. fifty-mile ride is an epic, dealing with the terrain some-
times, but more often just the heat, the bad roads, and the general
living conditions. Though feelin g today as I did o n the Sa n to Bl a
ride — what a difference a  day off the bikes can make. So restora-
tive, I feel strong and good-natured, and ready to power through.

• Som e reaso n thinkin g abou t Keit h Moo n thi s mornin g —  I
think th e "Bellboy " son g fro m Quadrophenia  go t i t going , an d
that cam e fro m sleepin g o n th e beac h I  guess , tha t trai n o f
thought [fro m a  classi c Pet e Townshen d middl e eight : "Som e
nights I  stil l slee p o n th e beach , remembe r whe n star s were in
reach?"]. It might be interesting to do a little tangent about poo r
old Keith, what h e meant t o m e starting out , an d ho w sadly he
ended up. The importance of The Who in my life.
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• Herb reminded m e the other day of the Kwasi Obloni  name they
called us back in Ghana, Johnny Red-nose I think i t meant.

• Littl e burst o f adrenalin e there . Collisio n wit h a  rooster. Idio t
bird standing in the middle o f the road, then instead of running
away, runs straight int o me. Gave me a scare, but the instinct for
self-preservation took over. Fortunately I was down on the [han -
dlebar] drops , just held i t steady, felt the stupid thing bounce off
me an d hea d fo r th e sid e o f th e road . I  though t i t woul d b e
crushed, cut up in the spokes, but seemed to be unharmed .

• During a  wakeful perio d last night I  remember thinkin g abou t
generalities, and how people dislike them because they always feel
themselves to be the exception, whether they are gender generali-
ties, or racial ones, or whatever. So, to counter that we can use "all
generalities ar e false, including thi s one," and als o "if you accep t
my generality, I'll accept your exception from it. "

• Well, really motoring out today. Heading along this south side of
the Gambia "highway," top speed, hitting the shoulder if I have to.
A few women back there were safely walking along the road, I was
on the lef t shoulder , and one of them looked back and just pan-
icked. They dove in fron t o f me and then acros s into th e ditch ,
while if they'd just stayed where they were everything would have
been fine.

Anyway, now we're cruisin g along , the road's smoothed out a
bit. Had some nasty laterite [re d clay] and very rough paving for
awhile, pu t m e o n th e shoulder . Som e bi g tree s an d feather y
palms here now, very green.

• An old man there saying "welcome." Beautiful thing. Just saw an
interesting poster , saying "Islam i s not agains t family planning. "
One thing I  certainly wondered. [Som e African culture s believ e
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the promotion of birth control by Western aid organizations i s a
racist plot.]

• Lots of palm trees out here, green fields, everything pleasant, and
nice to see big trees overhanging, and just acres of palms off to the
side there.

• Crowd of boys there yelling out "give me things, give me things."
So muc h fo r th e hop e tha t peopl e woul d b e mor e polit e awa y
from th e cities . Good fort y mile s outsid e o f Banju l now , just as
bad, maybe worse. Just had to wave my [tire] pump a t a bunch of
boys to ge t them of f me, running an d grabbin g at my bike. Just
ignorance. Incredible rudeness. An old man just called me toubab
[white man], and I  asked him i f that's how he greets visitors.

• I  am ou t o f here — let' s ge t to Dakar . Today, tomorrow. Thi s
place sucks.

• Just have to think of what a good mood I  started out in, and how
these people have worn m e down. Somadougou [Mali ] is always
the point of comparison, where I was in a bad mood and the peo-
ple so nice they charmed m e out of it.

• Stoppe d ther e fo r a n hou r an d a  half , rea d a  littl e Nietzsche .
[Midday rest under a  tree, avoiding the African noon . Just as dur-
ing the Cameroon trip I  had read Aristotle's Ethics in the daytime
and va n Gogh' s letter s a t night , thi s tim e I  carried The  Portable
Nietzsche and  The  Cerebral  Symphony:  Seashore  Reflections on  the
Structure of Consciousness,  by William H . Calvin. Calvin offere d a
poetic frame for many profound statements by himself and others
on the subject of human consciousness, but I  was most grateful for
the Three Primal Questions: i/ "Where are we going?" 2/ "When do
we get there?" and 3/ "Why do I have to sit in the middle?"]
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• Schopenhaue r quot e i n Nietzsche : "Every great pain , whethe r
physical o r spiritual , declare s what w e deserve; for i t coul d no t
come to us if we did not deserv e it." (What an asshole! )

• Thinking abou t Nietzsche and Th e Antichrist today, and his idea
of the Christia n despisin g of the body. How true that i s in every
sense, particularly sexually, or additionally sexually , and his little
joke about if thine eye offend thee , pluck it out — and they don't
mean your eye!

Interesting that he , along with Voltaire , are the onl y philoso -
phers who had a sense of humor. The idea too of the hypocrisy of
this body-hatred, an d vows of chastity, priestly pederasts, and the
joke about how beside every nunnery there's an orphanage.

Was it maybe Nietzsche's anti-Christianit y that led to his dis-
crediting — first under guis e of "madness," then unde r the stain
of fascism, afte r the Nazis warped his thoughts to their ends?

Nietzsche's last words [perhap s his last-known coheren t state-
ment] : "I am just having all anti-Semites shot. "

• Now back on the road again, like a force of nature. Inexorable .
Still a  "Four Rs " kind o f day : Rested , rehydrated , refueled , an d
ready. Covered something over 90 k, maybe 93 k, something like
that by now, still storming down the road. Nobody knows how far
to go, but I' m sure we're going to get there.

That night we stayed in a village called Bwiam, in a forested area along
the Gambia River, another rustic (not to say primitive) Bicycle Africa des -
tination. We leaned our bikes against a shade tree in the chief's compound ,
set up ou r littl e mosquit o tent s o n th e sand y earth , then bathe d ou t o f
buckets and filtered drinking water with our little hand-pumps .

In the late afternoon stillness I took a walk around the few tree-shaded
streets of rutted earth, and heard tentative bursts of drumming fro m one
of the compounds . Irresistibl y attracted, I peeked my head over a wall of
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woven palms and sa w a woman i n the courtyar d working over an open
fire. She looked up at me, I gestured toward the hut of mud and grass from
which the drumming seeme d to be emanating, and she motioned m e to
go inside.

The weathered wooden doo r wa s ajar , an d I  slowly pushed m y head
into the dimness of the hut. An older African man , gray and sinewy, sat in
front of a tall wooden drum, and beside him sat a young white man — boy,
really —  wit h a  smalle r drum . A s formal , leisurel y greeting s wer e
exchanged, in the African manner,  the boy told m e he was an Irish mis-
sionary, recently assigned to the area, and the old man was trying to teach
him how to drum. As they carried on with the lesson, the African man tried
to ge t the youn g Irishma n t o repea t eve n th e simples t pattern , but h e
couldn't seem to grasp it. The older man became frustrated, and took hold
of the boy's hand and tried to show him how to move it, but it was no good.

With a  questioning look, I  asked if I could tr y the boy's drum , an d I
began to listen to what the master played, then repea t it for him. With a
grunt o f approval , he mad e th e pattern s mor e intricate , an d I  replayed
them as best I could. Eventually we were playing together, first in unison,
then breaking off into complementary patterns, and both o f us began to
sweat, and to smile at each other as we played.

I fel t the shadow of the woman looking in the window-opening, then
a commotion i n the courtyard as children began to crowd into th e little
room, staring and chattering. A row of women's faces gathered at the win-
dow, and the y pointed an d laughe d in whoops o f apparen t disbelie f a t
seeing a white man play a drum. The children started dancing , and soo n
the women joined in too, crowding into the bursting hut as the master and
I pounded away , smiling and sweating.

Finally we wound up with a  long, triple-forte roll and a  decisive flam,
and the room erupted into happy laughter. The young Irishman looked at
me with his mouth open, and stuttered out, "How... how can you do that?"

With a n aw-shucks manner an d a  shrug, I said, "Oh .  . . I'm i n the
business."
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Three weeks before, our original group of five cyclists had begun the trip
in th e dusty , bus y cit y o f Bamako , i n Mali , an d followe d Davi d t o
Koulikoro, where we loaded ou r bicycle s onto a  crowded riverboat , the
Kankou Moussa (named for a king of the ancient kingdom of Mali, around
the i2th century, who had led a  hadj  t o Mecca of 72,000 people and dis -
tributed s o muc h gol d alon g th e wa y tha t loca l economies  wer e
undermined fo r years). We traveled by riverboat down the Niger for two
days, surrounded b y the colorfu l pageant o f African lif e alon g its banks .
Late on the second day, we disembarked a t the town of Mopti, then bicy-
cled through the brief African twiligh t and into darkness, guided by a full
moon, to the village of Songo.

The next day we rode to Djiguibombo, where we left the bikes the fol-
lowing mornin g an d hike d dow n th e Bandiagar a Escarpment int o th e
heart o f Dogon country, with a  local guide, Nouhoum. The scattering of
thatched-roof village s sheltere d b y th e escarpment , o r falaise,  ha d
remained isolated , an d thu s unchanged , sinc e ancien t times , an d th e
Dogon people were celebrated for their wood carving, and for the color -
ful ritual s whic h surrounde d thei r ric h cosmogony . Even i n th e 19905 ,
their isolatio n remaine d s o complete tha t eac h Dogon village still had a
completely separat e language (8 7 of them, Nouhou m tol d us) , most o f
them unintelligible to the others, and in one village Nouhoum was asked
if a teenage boy could join us to walk to the next village, two miles away
— because he didn't know the way.

After the hike, we returned to the bicycles and set out to ride to the vil-
lage of Bandiagara. I left a  little quicke r than the others , and trailed ou r
guide, Nouhoum, on his moped, following the route he navigated through
the ruts , an d whe n darknes s descende d s o swiftly , I  use d Nouhoum' s
headlight to see what was coming. In the smoother, faster sections, some-
times I even rode in his draft, so for me, that ride was exciting and darin g
("workin' them angels") , and by the time I arrived at the bridge just out -
side Bandiagara, where we had agreed to meet, I was feeling good.
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The ful l moo n floate d ove r th e rive r a s I  watche d th e villag e boys
swimming, laughing, splashing, and jumping naked from the bridge. I had
to wait about a n hour for the others, but i t was a nice place to wait, and
eventually Herb rode up to lead me to our lodgings, where the others had
arrived. Herb was a San Francisco firefighter, abou t 40, an avid cyclist and
explorer of exotic parts of the world, and he and I  had traveled together
back i n '89 , on th e Togo-Ghan a Bicycl e Africa tour . He proved to b e a
good companion on both journeys, keenly interested in the local cultures,
and always ready to help if anyone needed it, or to stop and wait while you
fixed a  flat tire .

We lef t ou r bike s a t th e Auberg e Kansaye, and followe d our flashligh t
beams through the dark, unpaved streets in search of some dinner. After that
long hike under the sun and the scary bike ride under the moon, we were
ravenous. Near the bus-park we found a n outdoor foo d stall , and sa t at a
table around a kerosene lantern and devoured big bowls of rice and sauce.

It was evident that my high spirits were not share d by the others, and
it didn't seem as if anyone else had found this second night ride quite such
a "spiritual" experience, so I kept it to myself. Everybody seemed tired and
lethargic, but beneat h the fatigue , the good humor remained . There was
no complaining , and eve n a few jokes emerged: David, usually the Stoic ,
said that if he ever suggested another night ride, someone should hit him.
Theresa mentione d tha t sh e though t cyclin g a t nigh t wa s "against th e
rules" of Bicycle Africa. "In fact, " she said, "isn't there something in your
book abou t it? " David ha d t o laug h an d no d agreement : i n hi s boo k
Bicycling In Africa, h e had written: "Every effort shoul d be made to stay off
the roads at night."

"Well," he said, "from now on, that's the rule! "
The Auberge was a low concrete building with n o char m whatsoever,

one of those overpriced African hotel s which must be profitable no matter
how few guests they receive — because they have absolutely no overhead :
no electricity, no plumbing (except for the dribble of a shower fed by grav-
ity from an oil drum), the rooms tiny cells with foam slab beds, no paint or
even water having been applie d anywher e since colonial times . But as we
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had found before in such places, these rooms were perfectly adequate — as
garages — and we squeezed our bikes into them and hauled the foam slabs
outside to the terrace and set up our mosquito tent s en plein air.

The moon was still near-enough full to deceive Bandiagara's multitude
of roosters into cheering for an all-night dawn, and all through the night
we were serenaded by that rich chorus , with the occasional counterpoin t
of brayin g donkey s an d barkin g dogs . Jus t befor e daw n th e muezzins
joined in, singing the call to prayer from differen t quarter s of the town. I
lay awake in my tent, truly amazed by all that racket, and looked down the
field towar d th e river . A big tree o n th e ban k was studded wit h whit e
blotches, which the increasing light revealed to be cattle egrets, hundreds
of them gathered to roost in the one tree. Gradually each bird stretched its
wings and joined the flock lazily circling the tree, warming their wings. As
the sun' s crown appeared , they all took flight , making a humming nois e
like swarming bees.

My good feelings of the previous night lasted into the morning, and I
rode out of Bandiagara feeling strong, happy, and at peace with myself, my
companions, my bike, and the world. After a  good breakfast at our friendl y
neighborhood chop-hous e — omelette, baguette,  Nescafe noir,  and a  nice
pineapple soda , ananas,  for desser t —  w e started north , spreadin g ou t
along the road as we each found our morning cadence. Some cyclists liked
to start out slow and build up the exertion as the day went on, while oth -
ers, like myself, came out o f the chut e pumping, feelin g stronges t i n th e
morning. Davi d tende d t o b e th e same , and h e an d I  share d th e lead ,
sometimes talking and sometimes drifting ahea d or behind. Behind were
the tw o sister s fro m Seattle , Theresa an d Patty , the Italia n psychiatrist ,
Silvia, keeping her slow but steady pace, and Herb at the back, feeling weak
and unwell that day.

We met a  few donkey carts on their way into Bandiagara, often loade d
up with large family groups who greeted us as we rolled by. One little girl
perched right under the cart, riding precariously on the axle, while some-
times dogs ran along beneath them, keeping to the moving patch of shade.
We passed a large billboard readin g "Lutte  contre  la desertification' (figh t
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against desertification) , with a n illustratio n showin g a  strange spherical
object o n thre e legs. This mysterious totem represente d a  cooking-stove
design which the government and international aid agencies were encour-
aging people to use, as it made more efficient us e of limited firewood. On
the other side of the billboard was a warning against starting fires, and both
signs were a reminder of the perilous environment these people inhabited.
If not fo r the barrier o f the Niger River , this northern edge of the Sahel ,
"the border," would long ago have been swallowed up by the Sahara.

The first part of our route was the same good road we had traveled a
few day s before, comin g ou t o f Songo , but afte r a  few kilometers David
stopped and waited for everyone to catch up, then led us off on a side road
— i f "road" wa s the righ t wor d t o describ e a  vague route throug h th e
bush, something between a cart track and a  goat path. No four-wheeled
traffic used this local short cut, for there were better roads to the same des-
tinations, though no t so direct. The only wheel marks were from moped s
and donkey carts , and although it was always nice to be cycling without
traffic t o worry about, sometimes we were just walking without traffi c t o
worry about, pushing those heavy bikes through stretches of deep sand, or
over a  rocky streambed. And even though we had n o trucks or speeding
minibuses to fear , the road itself provided plenty of excitement from th e
saddle. When I  coul d spar e a  han d fro m steering , I  grabbe d my  littl e
recorder out of the handlebar bag and recorded these comments:

While the road is not so horrible for a minute, I want to talk about
how horrible th e road is ! Thinking tha t it' s no t suc h a  torment
early in the morning — not so tired, not so hot, not so grumpy —
but terribl e rock s and sand , and some scary-looking big thorn-
bushes too, which I hope not to encounter . .. pneumatically.

Unbelievably hard to see the road sometimes, never mind fol-
low it. Surface here is what I think i s described as hardpan, with
some bits of soft sand, but usually not too deep, fortunately. Some
larger rocks embedded in it, dry grass all around, which, probably
in the next month o r two as things dry out even more, will largely
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disappear or turn brown. And the aforementioned thornbushes, a
few other scrubby bushes, and not much else to call a tree really;
once every great while you see a decent-sized tree, meaning thirty
feet tall or so.

Theresa calle d i t "jus t your averag e Bicycle Africa road!" , and a  new
catch-phrase was born, giving irony to Bicycle Africa meals, Bicycle Africa
hotels, and "jus t your average Bicycle Africa day. " There was never any-
thing average about a  Bicycle Africa day , of course, and tha t on e was no
exception; i t was an epic trek, a mega-endurance event, a boot-camp sur -
vival course, and a test of will, strength, stamina, and good humor. Herb
was having a difficult time , saying he stil l felt draine d fro m th e previous
day's hike, and he wondered if he'd caught some bug that was making him
feel so weak.

Several time s w e los t th e rout e completely , an d ha d t o sto p an d
regroup while we scouted around , o r tried to fin d someon e t o ask . Few
people inhabited  thi s barren landscape, though; we passed two or three
tiny villages, but hardl y saw a soul. At one point a  wide mesa dominated
the landscape to our right, surrounded by dry millet fields. The geometric
outline of an adobe village was silhouetted across its top, an attractive sky-
line of houses and granaries, with one taller turre t of mud: the mosque .
Nearing midday by then, and with tha t high-effor t kin d o f cycling (and
pushing), we were drinking a lot of water and looking for more, but tha t
village seemed to be accessible only by climbing the side of the mesa on
foot, so we pressed on.

After another hour of that, the sun was high, we were tired, sweaty, and
dirty, and the water situation wa s growing critical. When we came upo n
another mille t field , crisscrosse d by footpaths , we decided thos e path s
must lead to a village, and to water, so we followed one of them. At a sandy
clearing overhung by trees and surrounded by millet stalks, dry but stil l
green, we spotted a n ope n well . It was framed a t groun d leve l by logs,
which were deeply scored by the rope used to haul up the bucket. The cir-
cular interior wa s walled in stones , with bits of greenery between them,
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and the surface of the water, just a few feet down, was opaque and green-
ish-brown. A s w e looke d dow n a t thi s wel l a  littl e doubtfully , Her b
pointed a t a  coupl e o f residen t frog s restin g betwee n th e stones . Thi s
would have to be our oasis .

We leaned our bikes against the trees and stripped off gloves and hel-
mets, while David went off to find the village itself, and t o borrow thei r
bucket. W e were al l infested with anothe r pes t o f th e Sahel : tiny burr s
called kram-krams,  which had hooked themselve s to every piece of cloth
we owned , fro m sock s t o short s t o panniers , an d the n hun g o n wit h
barbed spines. Those sea-urchin-like cluster s of thorns were too sharp and
too enmeshed to be removed by hand, so we developed various method s
of pluckin g them ou t —  with Herb' s tweezers , or b y scraping them of f
with the sharp edge of a shard of pottery I found in the sand (sure that I'd
discovered an ancient tool made just for that purpose, and we joked about
marketing the "Kram-Kram Whiz").

David returned with a  bucket on a  rope, trailed by a few women an d
children. They gathered around to watch silently as we squatted in the dirt
with our water filters, and began to fill all our bottles. This was slow work,
since we emptied ou r bottle s a s fast a s we could fill them, finally able to
drink al l we wanted without the constant worry of running out. And the
big surprise was, it really was delicious water. Any water would have been
welcome in that time and place, but i t was more than that. Once the green-
ish liquid had passed through our filters, it emerged clear and delicious, and
I was to remember i t as the best water on the tour, better than an y of the
deep-bore wells, or even the store-bought spring water we were sometimes
able to buy. Herb said he thought it was the frog piss that made it so special.

For the villagers, however, lacking our excellen t filters, that water was
not so salubrious. Although most of these remote people spoke no French
at all, a passing farmer wandered by with his crude hook-shaped hoe over
his shoulder , stoo d awhil e to star e a t u s and liste n t o th e women , the n
mustered enoug h Frenc h to translat e thei r wish : "medicaments  pour les
enfants." The y wanted medicine for the children. One of the older women,
certainly a grandmother, mimed a baby in her arms, then stroked her own

31
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eyelid imploringly , an d I  understoo d th e problem : ey e infections, river
blindness, onchocersiasis  — one of the many effects o f using and drinkin g
unsafe water . I  shook rn y head regretfully , feelin g ba d tha t thos e peopl e
not onl y lacked clean water, but a  few cents worth o f medicine to sav e a
child fro m blindness .

Later that day in Somadougou, another woman brought her baby out
and place d him tenderl y on a  blanket besid e me , caressing away the flie s
which were drawn to his milky, running eyes . Once again she mimed th e
question, her finger gently rubbing an imaginary salve over the baby's eye-
lids, and again I could only shake my head sadly. Inside I made the decision
that I had to try to do something about this when I returned home. Some
of Africa' s tragedie s seeme d s o hug e an d hopeless : politica l corruption ,
droughts, civi l wars , AID S an d othe r infectiou s diseases , conflictin g cul -
tures, exploding populations . Bu t this on e seemed approachable: a  little
medicaments pour les  enfants.

The basic issue was clean water, of course, and that was the main focus
of most o f the secula r aid organizations, and o f my own charitable con-
tributions. But , as David pointe d out , tha t onl y contribute d t o Africa' s
other bi g problem : overpopulation . Mor e well s providin g saf e wate r
allowed many more children to survive infancy, and yet the birthrate stil l
reflected th e traditiona l wis h t o produc e a s many childre n a s possible ,
both as a matter of pride, and a pragmatic facing of the odds. In Mali, even
in the 19908, nearly one in five babies would not survive infancy — but no t
long ago that ratio would have been two or even three out of five, so in an
ironically tragic way, the blessing of clean water only exacerbated the curse
of overpopulation.

The onl y correctiv e would b e birth control , no t jus t a s an altruisti c
wish fo r Africa' s future , bu t a s the greates t proble m facin g th e world .
China's method s o f enforcin g it s "one couple , one child " progra m ha d
been questioned, but the Chinese had achieved it, and in the process they
had save d thei r descendant s fro m bein g eve n mor e overcrowde d an d
underfed than their suffering ancestor s were.

Again, birth contro l was a politically-charged issue in Africa, because
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of the paranoid delusion that its promotion b y the West was a racist plot
to wipe out th e Africans. And the Pope , with shockingly blind faith , ha d
recently shared this wisdom with the African people, as I quoted i t in The
Masked Rider:

Birth control program s carry a powerful antilif e mentality . They
suppress the Africa n people' s healthy love o f children. You must
beware of the streak of crass Western materialism in development.

Family plannin g wa s "antilife?" Th e "health y lov e o f children " was
incompatible with a love of healthy children? But when the aid organiza-
tions face d tha t kind o f political and religious resistance to reproductive
issues, the y backe d awa y an d concentrate d o n less-controversia l pro -
grams. Following my ow n experience s in Africa , I  contribute d t o thes e
organizations an d wrot e letter s t o them , urgin g the m t o devot e mor e
resources to this worthy cause, but the y claimed they had to leave such a
delicate matter in the hands of the national governments.

All afternoon we scrabbled across that plain , pounding ove r the hard
mud or skidding in the sand. Several times we lost the road again, and had
to regroup and scout for it, but eventually we emerged at a real road, with
only a few miles to go now to our destination,  the town of Somadougou.
While we waited at the junction to regroup before making the turn north,
a battered old truck went roaring by in a cloud of dust and diesel , which
enveloped and choked us for a long minute. Then just as that subsided, a
minibus went racing by in the other direction, trailing another shroud of
dust. At least, with all we'd been through on that back route, we'd had no
fear of traffic an d no choking dust .

Before w e set of f I  tied m y bandana ove r my face , bandit-style , the n
followed Davi d an d Patt y u p th e road , th e res t trailin g behind . Afte r
almost fort y mile s o f suc h arduou s cycling , Her b wa s completel y
exhausted. He told us he would be taking it slow the res t of the way, and
probably stopping often to rest. No problem, we would wait for him at the
crossroads in Somadougou.
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As I  rode alon g the grave l road, a  secondary route leadin g dow n t o
Burkina Faso, I found it offered it s own challenges — deep trenches and
washboard corrugations left from the rainy season — and I had to steer to
either side of the road to avoid them, and sometimes onto the smoothe r
footpath abov e th e roadside . Brigh t cluster s o f peopl e wer e travelin g
toward us, returning home from the market in Somadougou, and we were
greeted with a smile and wave by every one of them. People riding in don-
key carts, o r wome n walkin g in row s with headloads , al l of them wer e
smiling and gracious. Although I felt tired and a little disheartened by the
day's hardships, their genuin e smiles of welcome soon charmed me into
my own genuine smiles of appreciation .

The onl y extra difficult y thi s entaile d was the right-handednes s syn -
drome. I n mos t part s of Africa, th e righ t hand ha d to be used for every
action of etiquette, from eating to pointing out which oranges you wished
to purchase, and that dexter-bia s included waving. Thus I spent most  of
that ride with my right hand in the air greeting the steady stream of passing
people, and my left arm had to support my weight on the handlebars as well
as control the bike. My body was already tired and aching, and it would have
been nic e to alternat e the waving hand a t least, but on e doesn' t wan t t o
offend whe n only wishing to be neighborly. (This custom would become
so ingrained durin g ou r travel s that fo r weeks afte r I  returne d hom e I
found myself avoiding the use of my left hand, always careful even to pu t
down my drink and pick up a potato chip with my right hand.)

The road ended a t the crossroads of Somadougou, where it met th e
main road — a  paved road , I was pleased to note, the first one we'd seen
since riding fro m Bamak o to mee t the riverboa t a t Koulikoro , almost a
week before. In late afternoon, the town was still bustling with the end of
market day, and the main road brought a steady stream of minibuses and
trucks through the milling crowds . While David went of f to reconnoiter ,
Patty and I parked our bikes against a stone wall and settled in to wait for
the others. With Herb feeling as he had been, we expected a  bit of a wait,
but a t the end of a long ride, sitting down to rest for awhile was no hard-
ship. I leaned back against the wall, and even though it was made of jagged
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rocks an d wa s abou t a s comfortabl e a s leaning agains t a  porcupine , I
sighed with pleasure and stretched my legs out in the dirt and stones .

"I don't know how this ca n possibly fee l good , but i t does," I said to
Patty, and she agreed that a t the end of a long struggle, anything felt good
as long as it was over. She had just finished training fo r a marathon bac k
home in Seattle, so she knew about sufferin g an d relief . While we waited,
I told her about som e of the bike rides I had done in the U.S. during ou r
concert tours. Talking about i t with her, in that environment , i t occurred
to me that apart from the feeling of independence and escaping from th e
machinery of the tour for a day, one of the great joys for me on those rides
was arriving  — afte r spendin g eigh t o r te n hour s o n th e bike , laboring
through whateve r the day' s obstacles had been: heat an d dust , col d an d
rain, winds and traffic , rollin g Carolina hills or unpaved Utah mountai n
passes, I would check into a good hotel, drink some whisky, take a long hot
shower, the n orde r a  room-servic e dinne r an d jus t li e aroun d feelin g
drained, yet so vital.

During ou r Power  Windows  tour , i n 1986 , I  rod e fro m Savannah ,
Georgia, to Atlanta, a distance of about 175 miles, the most I'd ever ridden
in one day. I had lef t in the dark, before dawn, and was still riding fourteen
hours later, navigating the suburbs of Atlanta, when it got dark again.

I arrived at the Ritz-Carlton and wheeled my bicycle into the lobby, ask-
ing for my key. A hotel security man cam e up and started to tell me I had
to leave my bicycle outside, bu t he had picked the wrong time, the wrong
place, an d th e wron g man . Fo r onc e I  wasn' t afflicte d wit h wha t Sau l
Bellow called trepfverten,  th e words you think of on the stairs when you'r e
leaving, and I turned aroun d and said through gritted teeth: "I am paying
for 4 0 rooms in this hotel, and I have just ridden 175 miles. Leave me alone."

He did .
I was telling Patty about the joy of rolling my bike into a  room a t the

Ritz-Carlton in Houston, say , or the Four Seasons in Newport Beach, and
pampering myself with every luxury and a  room-service feast afte r a  day
of dirt, exhaust fumes , sweat, exertion, an d inevitable fea r caused by road
hazards and traffic —
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Then, all at once I stopped talking about all that luxury, realizing it was
an unprofitable fantasy at present. I leaned back against the sharp stones ,
legs splayed in the dirt , wiped my grimy face with a  dirty bandana, an d
took another sip of the warm, frog-tinctured water from the nameless vil-
lage. As Patty and I agreed on the surprising excellenc e of that water, and
the surprisin g comfort of leaning against a wall of pointy stones , a new
theme fo r ou r journe y was born: "Th e Declin e o f Western Values." Of
course it wasn't really a decline, more a realignment to reduced expecta-
tions, but i t became a running joke throughout the tour as our standards
of necessity and luxury were ... rebalanced.

Back home, you might be accustomed to a  comfortable bed, but you
learn to be grateful for  a foam sla b between your mosquito tent  and  the
ground. You can learn to live on fried-egg sandwiches every morning, and
rice with sauce every night; you can survive filtering water out of clay pots
or green wells; you can get through a  day with dirty fingernails an d gra y
socks. Afte r a  wee k o f hole-in-the-groun d toilet s an d bucke t baths , a
stained toile t with n o sea t and a  cold shower looked like luxury. Maybe
you would seldo m drin k sod a pop a t home, but ridin g a  bike in Afric a
might mak e yo u s o ho t an d dehydrate d tha t yo u onl y peda l onwar d
inspired by the hope of a warm Fanta in the next village, maybe even two.
Some people won't drink water if it's warm — on a bicycle in Africa, you
like it hot. And frog-flavored .

The Decline of Western Values. Sometimes I had referred to it as "The
Cleansing" — leaving my comfortable lif e and comforting vices to go off
to Africa for a month of physical exertion and privation, with tropical heat
and bugs, no chocolate bars, infrequent plumbing and electricity, bucket
baths, too much rice , and no single malt whisky.

The reasons for taking those Bicycle Africa trips were hard to justify to
some people. Like your wife, or husband; it was illustrative that five of our
six cyclists in Mal i had spouse s a t home wh o wouldn' t think  of joinin g
their partner s o n suc h a  masochisti c enterprise . And whe n I  tol d m y
friends tha t I  was going back to Africa, afte r th e storie s they had hear d
from last time, they usually just asked, "Um — why?"
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I struggle d for a n eas y answer, but i t wa s too complicated . I  coul d
never explain th e ineffable reward , why it was worth a  bit of hardship to
experience Africa in that way. The only response I could think of was, "It's
good for my values." Not the whole story, but in truth a large part of it. At
home I  led a  happy, rewarding life , lackin g nothing I  reall y wanted, so
once in a  while it was healthy for m e t o Ge t Basic , to reduc e life t o ele-
mentary concerns : Will I  have enough water to drink ? Will this leaking
tube hold ai r for another 40 kilometers or should I  stop and fi x it? Can I
buy a warm Fanta in the next village? Will we find a place to stay tonight?
Some rice? Some water?

Perhaps my two themes belonged together: "The Cleansing  of Western
Values." Maybe that answered the "Why do it?" question.

But i t was still mor e complicate d tha n that. In the shor t term, thos e
African journeys refreshed me by the contrast with my own way of life, but
in the long view, I felt a  permanent sense of growth. Although I remained
willingly attache d t o m y ow n culture , I  ha d experience d th e positiv e
aspects of African ways, and I embraced them — added them to my world-
view, and thu s i t expanded . While I  remained ambitious , punctual , an d
hedonistic at home, I had learned to better appreciate the timeless beau-
ties an d blessing s of nature , to valu e sincerit y as a  cardina l virtue an d
reject th e Western reverenc e for affectation  and hypocrisy , an d t o mak e
my frantic lif e pause for sunrises, sunsets, and ful l moons .

And o f course , when I  returne d t o m y franti c lif e afte r a  month i n
Africa, I  really  appreciate d it . The simple thing s wer e special again , an d
often remaine d that way for a  long time. Hot showers , flush toilets , cool
sheets, clea n dishes , goo d food , unlimited drinkin g water  —  th e basi c
Western amenities which too many of us took for granted, and too many
others did without.

Also in the "Why do it?" department, I was always reminded of the old
joke about the man who was asked why he kept banging his head against the
wall, to which he replied: "It feels so good when I stop!" In America, that was
the sense of blissful relief that made checking into a luxurious hotel after a
hard bike ride a heavenly reward, instead of the usual routine of stumbling
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off the bus in the predawn hours and complaining because the luggage was
slow to arrive , or ther e was no twenty-four-hou r room service . After a n
African tri p I  loved my home and m y life i n such a wholehearted way for
the sam e reason: simple relief . I t was good t o fee l tha t I  had suffere d t o
achieve a goal, but i t was even better to know that the suffering was over.

So I told people: "I like Bicycle Africa because it's good for my values
... and . .. It feels so good when I stop!"

Herb, though, wasn't feelin g s o good that day . When he finally came
riding u p with Theres a and Silvia , who had staye d with him durin g his
slow progress, he straddled hi s bike like a broken man and slumped ove r
the handlebars . The last part o f the rid e had been hell for Herb, and he
looked it. He had fel t increasingly weak and light-headed, and had to stop
and rest every few minutes toward the end. Runners called that "hitting the
wall"; cyclists called it "bonking" — being completely drained of all energy
and reserves — and Herb said he'd never had it so bad. He felt like he could
lie down at the side of the road and just pass out, but he didn't want to stop
until he could stop, so we pedaled on into the town together, looking for a
place to buy drinks and let Herb rest.

Although Somadougo u wa s a busy market tow n an d minibus termi -
nal, its amenities were limited. We pedaled down the main drag looking
for a  store or a buvette (a drink stand), but we found no signs, and afte r a
half mile the town abruptly ended. We turned around , realizing we were
going to have to look harder. David and I started asking people, and finally
we were directed to a doorway in a mud wall . Inside was a tiny courtyard
with a couple of benches to one side, where Herb immediately collapsed.
A hand-lettered sig n advertised all kinds of sof t drinks , but i n reality , all
those sodas and juices existed only on the sign — the shop had only three
bottles o f the pineappl e soda , ananas,  and a  couple o f bottles o f toni c
water. I passed the first bottle of ananas back to Herb, who drank it down
gratefully, and the rest of us made our choice between the last two bottles
of ananas,  or tonic water. Fortunately Davi d said he didn't want any , so
there wa s one fo r everyon e — thoug h mos t o f u s woul d hav e poure d
down two or three bottles if there had been more.
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Over many years of traveling in Africa, David had learned what a costly
addiction sof t drink s could become , and bein g something o f a  Stoic, as
well a s on a  tight budget , he seldo m indulged . Becaus e you wer e con-
stantly ho t an d thirsty , bored wit h drinkin g endles s liters of water, and
also becaus e ther e wer e n o othe r luxurie s available , man y peopl e wh o
wouldn't ordinaril y includ e Coca-Col a o r Fant a i n thei r diet s wer e
shocked to find themselves drinking six or eight bottles a day, and it could
get expensive . Some day s your thirs t seeme d unquenchable , an d ther e
were n o frui t juices , n o electrolyte-replenishin g sport s drinks , n o
California Coolers — just plain, warm water, and even that was seldom as
deliciously frog-enhanced as the suppl y that wa s currently dwindling in
our water bottles. So even if you allowed yourself one soda each time you
stopped for a rest at a buvette, and maybe had one or two Fantas with your
rice and sauce (a natural combination, I think, like Sauterne with foie gras,
frozen vodk a with caviar , chocolate wit h cognac) , they soo n adde d up .
The suga r i n thos e drink s wa s probably als o a  welcome stimulant , and
sometimes the caffeine in Coca-Cola could be a much-needed lift (thoug h
it would probably be better if it still had a little coca in the formula). One
morning in Senegal , when we'd been unable to find any breakfast, Her b
rode up beside me and laughed to admit that he'd reached new depths in
the Declin e of Western Values. With a  mixture o f pride an d shame , he
announced: "Two Cokes before breakfast today! "

Asking amon g th e locals , David learned tha t Somadougou' s case  de
passage (hostel) was across the street, and he left us with Herb, who was as
immobile on the bench as Lenin in his tomb, and went over to see about
our accommodations . Soo n we were pushing our bike s across the stree t
into a larger courtyard, ful l of goats, chickens, children, and cooking fires,
and th e usua l ro w o f airles s guest-cells which mad e suc h fine garages .
Warned agains t comin g withi n rang e o f on e o f th e goats , which wa s
mediant —  vicious — w e pushed ou r bike s into th e cells , where Herb
immediately foun d anothe r narro w woode n benc h an d assume d th e
Lenin pose.

Now that we had actually arrived somewhere, my own body decided it
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was pretty tired, and I  fel t a  sudden wave of fatigue . Feeling overheated
and overworked , light-heade d an d unsteady , I  found an inviting pil e of
dirt i n the corne r o f the courtyar d and la y down o n it , watching as the
children carrie d heavy buckets of water from th e well outside to a  small
enclosure behind a corrugated metal door — the bathroom. A slender lit-
tle girl struggled from th e well with a  full bucke t that probably weighed
more than she did; I wanted to get up and help her, but... I couldn't. Soon
Patty, Theresa, and Silvi a were taking turns i n th e mu d closet , enjoying
their luxurious bucket baths, and onc e my turn came , I could wash the
sweat and dirt away and pour some cool water over my head. I began to
feel a little better.

A steep mud stairway , sculpted into the adobe wall, led to the roof of
the quadrangle, where peanuts and stringy-looking beans were spread to
dry in the last rays of the sun. As we erected our mosquito tents in a row
once again , I stood fo r a  moment an d looke d ove r the rooftop s o f th e
town, cubes and rectangles of adobe among the trees, and heard the busy
din of a crowd, shouts, laughter, blaring radios, and the roar of trucks and
buses on the street beside us. This did not bode well for a restful nigh t in
Somadougou, but i n fact i t proved to be quieter than the smaller villages
had been during the rooster-fest of the full moon. In any case, when you're
that exhausted, there isn't much you can't sleep through, and I stretched
out gratefully to rest until dinner was ready.

We gathered around a rough wooden table in the courtyard , where a
kerosene lantern illuminated the inevitable rice and sauce. Maybe exhaus-
tion had sapped my appetite, as it can sometimes do, but I  had no interest
in th e lump y ric e and thin , unsavor y sauce. The heat i n th e courtyar d
seemed unbearable, yet I had to spread mypagne ove r my legs to keep the
flies of f — the dilemm a of a buggy place: you eithe r try t o pu t u p wit h
them, or cover yourself in repellent , which fel t nasty , smelled worse, and
even if you washed it off your hands, they soon picked it up again fro m
scratching at other parts of your body, and i t seemed to taint everything
you ate and drank .

So I only stayed at the table long enough to eat a few bites of rice and
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filter some water (sadly, from the bucket which held the water our rice had
been cooked in, so it was warm and had an acrid taste and smel l I would
have t o liv e wit h al l the nex t day) . Then , althoug h i t wa s onl y 7:30 , I
retreated to the sanctuary of my tent, glad to stretch out in a bug-free zone
and try to catch up on my notes. We had been on the move so much in the
past few days, and had experienced s o much input — the sights of Dogon
country, the  informatio n imparte d by  our  loca l guide s —  tha t we  all
agreed we felt a little dizzy from i t all, that i t would have been nice to have
had an extra day to take it all in.

David understood tha t thi s wasn' t complainin g — i f anything, we'd
had too much  of a good thing — and we certainly kne w that in puttin g
together an itinerary for a tour like this, which had never been done before
(David liked to keep himself interested , and offere d tw o or three differen t
tours ever y year), he ha d s o muc h t o balance : th e riverboa t schedule ,
allowing as much tim e a s possible in Dogon country , hitting th e marke t
days in towns like Bandiagara, or the next day's destination of Djenne, all
while keeping the daily mileages reasonable.

On previous tours with David, I had seen the conflicting demands he
could be faced with by unthinking clients: one complaining about having
to leave so early every day, someone else going on about having to ride in
the hot midda y hours , another on e not wanting t o be riding lat e i n the
day; or on e grumblin g that th e bike rides were too long , while anothe r
wanted th e tou r t o cove r more ground . Som e people were less specific ,
and simply complained abou t everything . So David firs t had t o put a  lot
of work into designing his itineraries, and then exercise a lot of diplomacy,
cajolery, and pure will to get people to stick to them.

Fortunately ou r littl e grou p wa s an uncomplainin g bunch , an d th e
individuals wer e down-to-earth enoug h t o fac e the realitie s o f cycling in
Africa wit h resilienc e an d goo d humor . Afte r te n day s o f travelin g
together, I  had com e to appreciat e that, particularl y afte r th e punishin g
day we'd just endured, and I  realized that thi s was the best Bicycle Afric a
group I had ever joined. Signing yourself up to spend a month livin g with
a group o f strangers unde r difficul t condition s was definitely a  risk, bu t
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even though I was feeling low that night in Somadougou, I was glad that
at least I was suffering with people I liked.

The darkness had only just begun to fade, and the stars were still visi-
ble when I heard the beeping of David's watch alarm. We had agreed to get
moving a t 5:30 , and tr y t o b e o n th e roa d b y firs t light , aroun d six .
Everyone seemed to be awake already, and to rise almost i n unison, fold-
ing their tents and bedding and carrying it down the steep steps to pack
the bikes. By quarter to six it was twilight, and we were gathered around
the rough wooden table in the courtyard fillin g our water bottles.

The morning was starting out badly for me, in the most basic ways —
my water had that nasty rice flavor, and the mosquitoes had been so vora-
cious during the night that if one of my feet or an elbow touched the tent
wall it was attacked through th e screen . The mosquitoes were still a tor-
ment, circling my face as I folded the tent; but promptly at ten to six they
were gone, and the flie s took over. Shift change . Now dozens of flies were
crawling on my arms arid legs while I tried to pump some more water —
sans riz this time.

And more, both my tires were soft, with slow leaks, probably victims of
all the thorns we'd ridden over the previous day. I hoped I could get through
the day's ride by pumping them up as I went, and I would fix them prop-
erly, along with my punctured spare tube, somewhere more... comfortable.

And o f al l things , ther e wer e no oranges:  on e commodit y tha t wa s
almost always available in West Africa, and the one morning ritual I liked
to coun t on . Quarterin g a n orang e wit h m y Swis s Army knife , the n
squeezing out the juice between my teeth — no big deal, but a nice way to
start the day, and I usually kept a few in my packs, but I  hadn't been able
to buy any for a few days. All I had in my packs was a sour, unripe tanger-
ine, which was awful .

And no breakfast: the omelette man down the road had told David he
would be there all night, but o f course he was gone when David showed
up. I had to settle fo r a hunk o f bread and a  Nescafe a t a roadside stall ,
while constantl y twitchin g unde r th e horde s o f flies . Eve n throug h m y
mood o f silent frustration, I spared a thought fo r the people who had t o
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live there, glad that a t least I could leave — the soone r the better . Befor e
the others had even wheeled their bikes outside I was gone, David point-
ing me in the right direction.

What a  relief it was to be moving through the cool morning air on a
paved road, with no traffi c yet, and to be riding away from Somadougou ,
to be leaving all that behind me — except for the bad stuf f I  carried with
me: evil-tasting water, soft tires , empty stomach, and ugly mood. I  found
myself havin g mental argument s abou t meaningles s things with peopl e
who were thousands of miles away.

At least the paved road was a blessing that morning, and a layer of cloud
was another welcome relief. Only once did I see my shadow stretch out long
beside me as the sun peeked briefly through the overcast, and this helped to
attenuate th e morning heat , already bearing down o n me heavily by 7:30.
The landscap e wa s desolat e i n tha t gra y light, gravell y soil with a  few
scrubby bushes and thorn trees, and only a few low formations of layered
rock to punctuate the flatness.

Even the glossy starlings looked dull with no sun to ignite their irides-
cence. A few hawk-like kites circled in the sky, hornbills flitted among the
sparse trees, and gangs of pied crows scattered ahead of me, lifting heav-
ily off the roa d as I interrupted thei r picking and scavengin g — the od d
crushed frog, but mostly donkey dung. A few small villages of adobe cubes
and rectangle s dotted th e bush , huddle d aroun d som e sourc e of water
which allowed ragged grass, millet fields, and a  few greener trees, but th e
only real flashes of color were the Abyssinian rollers, vivid blue with pur -
ple wings and long black outer tail feathers, the jewels of the Sahel .

A slight headwind wa s just enough to mak e me fee l I  was laboring
uphill all the time, and, after an hour and a half of steady pedaling, I  had
to pull off the road and pump up my front tire , still hoping I could keep
my last spare tube in reserve in case I had a real flat. But an hour later the
tire had gone dangerously soft again , so I decided I'd better resign myself
to changing it, and started looking for a place to stop — preferably where
I could ge t something to eat, or even a warm Fanta. I recorded this entry
in the Captain's Log:
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• Well , coming u p t o 9:0 0 now , thre e hour s o n th e road . Jus t
passed throug h a  succession o f tin y villages , bu t n o town s bi g
enough t o hav e a  buvette,  or an y drinks. Coul d us e somethin g
now, feeling prett y hungry, and .  . . well, hungry in the broader
sense — I just want something. Land gone dry and gravelly again,
but still overcast.

Spotting a  baobab tree , I  coaste d of f th e roa d an d leane d m y bike
against its wide trunk, pulled off the front wheel, and sat down to perform
the familia r operation . Patt y an d Davi d caugh t u p wit h m e whil e I
worked, and informed me that the omelette man had arrived just after I' d
left, an d they' d al l had breakfast . Great . David went ahead to th e cross -
roads a few miles on, where we'd be turning north to Djenne, and as soon
as I had reassembled my bike, Patty and I followed. Once again, there was
nothing in the way of food or drink available at the crossroads , s o I lef t
David and Patty there waiting for the others, and started on the last stretch
— thirty kilometers of unpaved road, which, David warned me, might be
a little sandy.

Indeed i t was. The road was heaved and rutted fro m the rainy season,
and mine d wit h patche s of loose grave l and sandpits . Th e overcas t had
begun to break into shreds of blue sky, and the midday sun shone through
to intensify the heat. Eventually the road became a dike running through a
floodplain of low bush, rice fields, and stagnant waterholes left by the rains,
and the terrible road and the featureless landscape just seemed to go on and
on. I came to a settlement built of sculpted mud with an ornate mosque in
the middle , an d tha t fi t th e descriptio n o f Djenne as far a s I  knew, so I
stopped an old farmer to ask if it was. Non. He pointed up the road.

One long hour later I came to another settlement of sculpted mud, a
bigger one this time, and with a larger and more ornate mud mosque. This
must be it, I thought, and pedaled down off the dike and along one of the
dirt paths into town, through the narrow mud-walled streets , and up to
the mosque. Two boys were chasing me, so I asked them: "Djenne?," as I
pointed around me. "Non" the y answered, and pointed up the road.



Chorus four  32 5

Man, I thought, with al l these miniature Djennes,  the people around
here must be the masters-of-the-universe whe n it came to mudpies and
sandcastles. But, where was this place?

Or, as I recorded my feelings at the time, with more feeling:

8 Well, it's noon now and I still haven't go t to this fucking place.

After si x hours o n th e bike, changing a flat, n o food , nothing left t o
drink but the acrid rice water, and an ever-worsening road, I was not hav-
ing a  goo d time . Although, if I' d know n wha t a n awfu l da y Herb was
having, way back there behind me, I wouldn't have felt so bad. He was per-
ishing —  wea k and shak y as he struggle d alon g without jo y o r hope ,
having to sto p ever y twenty minute s jus t to collaps e o n his back a t the
roadside. The best cure for overexertion was definitely not more exertion,
and since the day of the hike to Teli and the moonlight ride to Bandiagara,
Herb had never regained his strength.

Early in the previous day's ride, Herb and I had been talking about the
Decline o f Western Values in terms o f possessions: wha t were the mos t
important things to us right now? "Well," he said, "my bike of course, but
maybe the water filter most of all. I wouldn't want to try to get along with-
out that. "

"Agreed," I said, "the mosquito tent too, that's pretty precious to me."
Our priorities: water pump, bicycle, tent. Clean water, transportation ,

and shelter from insects.
Djenne neve r did appear , but th e rive r did , a  wide tributary o f th e

Niger called the Bani. The road came to an abrupt end at the water's edge,
as if there had once been a bridge there, perhaps in French colonial times,
but now it ended bluntly at the river. There was nothing on the far shore
but bush, so I was a little worried. I had asked every person I'd seen along
that terrible road — both of them — if this was the right way to Djenne,
and they had assured me it was. But maybe they had only been answering
me in the literal African way: maybe it used to be the road to Djenne, until
the bridge washed away, but now , "You can't get there from here. "
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A rutted track led off the dike and down to the riverside, so I followed
it, hot, tired, disgusted with everything, and grimly hoping for a pleasant
surprise — any pleasant surprise. And sure enough, they started coming
at me.

At the river's edge stood a couple of crude buildings, and a gathering of
people under a tree. As I straddled my bike, two youths came up immedi-
ately and welcomed me, and answered enough questions to put my mind
at rest. Djenne was a few kilometers away on the other side of the river, and
there was a ferry to carry us across. One of the young men introduced him-
self as Ibrahim, and told me that the owner of the hotel in Djenne had told
him we were coming, and he had come to meet us. That was unlikely, but
quick thinking on his part, as he began his "sales pitch," offering his serv-
ices as our guide and telling me all the sights of Djenne he could show us.
I hel d u p m y han d t o sto p him , an d pointe d t o m y water bottl e —
"D'abord, de  I'eau." First, some water. He nodded and smiled, and returned
with a  bowl o f water whil e I  unpacked m y filter and starte d pumping ,
although once again I was drinking it down as fast as I could filter it.

As usual, the pump itself aroused much curiosity among the Africans,
and al l eyes were on rn e as I operated tha t mysterious device . A dozen
women and children sat on the ground beneath a spreading tree, amid an
assortment o f produce and bracelets of beadwork or brass, but they made
no attemp t t o sel l me anything , jus t watched . Ibrahi m seeme d t o be a
sophisticated youn g man, though; when I explained that the pump mad e
the water "plus  sain,"  healthier, he nodded sagely, "Oui."

Once I  had poure d dow n enoug h wate r t o satisf y m y thirst fo r th e
moment, I  committe d a  terrible fau x pa s — I  too k th e bandan a fro m
around m y nec k an d wen t t o di p i t i n th e las t o f th e water . Ibrahim
grabbed m y hand. "Non,  non,  pas comme  $a!"  No t lik e that! Instead, he
poured a  little water onto the bandana, so the clean water would not be
soiled. A thoughtless mistake — you never wasted clean water by plung-
ing dirty hands or a sweaty bandana into it.

While I washed my face with the wet bandana, relishing the coolness
and the relief of wiping away the dirt and sweat, I was eyeing the river. The
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wide sweep of glittering brown water seemed so tempting — dare I go for
a swim? I asked Ibrahim if it was safe to swim in the river, and he assured
me it was. I said that sometimes the river s carried les  maladies,  and once
again he nodded sagely, but h e assured me this river was "pas  malade."

Against my better judgment, I couldn't resis t it. Pulling off my socks
and shoes , I waded in — up to my knees, then to my waist, then t o my
neck. The water was warm, but a t least a few degrees cooler than the early
afternoon air , and coole r than m y overheated body. With a  sigh of glori-
ous relief , I  pulled u p m y legs and began to float , just keeping my head
above water.

When I waded back to shore, Ibrahim asked, "C'est bien?" and I smiled
and nodded, "C'est  fantastique!"

Ibrahim and his friend Bambui had a low shelter of straw mats on the
other sid e o f the track , and I  followed them ove r to it , ducked int o th e
shade, and took a seat on the small stool they offered me . Ibrahim began
to tal k agai n abou t bein g ou r guide , an d tol d m e tha t Bambu i ha d a
pirogue which could take us across the rive r instead of the ferry , or i f we
wished w e could hir e a  motorized pirogu e t o tak e u s on a  river trip . I
explained to Ibrahim that he would have to talk to le  patron — David —
when he arrived, and he turned off the sales pitch.

Bambui seemed to be in the souveni r business, and I  was soon sur -
rounded b y tray s o f bracelets , earrings , bronz e figures , an d carvings ,
though they were just placed around me, not shoved in my face. Ibrahim
and Bambui were charming and friendly young men; they had business to
conduct, but it was to be done with politeness an d dignity. The three of us
began to converse about all manner of things, stretching my French to its
limit and beyond. Ibrahim told me he thought I spoke well, but he said my
accent sounde d "comme  le s hollandaises." I  sounde d lik e Dutc h peopl e
speaking French? Ibrahim nodde d an d said, "Oui."

After almos t two weeks of traveling in a  French culture, speaking the
language constantly and rehearsing it in my head all the time as well, I did
feel i t starting to flo w a  little. My original intent i n learning French had
been t o convers e with m y neighbors i n Quebec , an d durin g a  couple of
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our concer t tours, the three of us in the band had arranged for the local
Berlitz schools to send a French teacher to the arena for a lesson before the
show. We had enjoyed that, and developed some facility with the language,
but w e were learnin g Parisian  French . Th e slang y Quebecois  accent , le
joualy continued to elude my ear: I could usually say what I needed to say,
but I couldn't understan d the answers.

After th e 1989 Bicycle Africa tour , in Togo and Ghana , I had arranged
to meet my wife an d daughte r at a resort in the Ivory Coast, for a more
civilized famil y holiday. During our stay , I asked the archery instructor if
he could teac h me in English, and he replied, "I can speak English , but I
don't understand it. " That seemed an absurd statement, but I had come to
know exactly what he meant, for that's how I felt in Quebec: I had learned
to speak Frenc h fairly well, but I  didn't understand their answers.

Other place s I go t alon g better, like in West Africa, o r o n th e fran -
cophone Caribbean islands of Martinique or Guadeloupe. Those people
naturally spok e slowe r an d mor e distinctly , an d consequentl y I  ha d a
much easie r time understandin g them . And ther e o n th e banks o f the
Bani River, talking with Ibrahim an d Bambui under the straw-mat shel -
ter, I found myself not just speaking French, but being  French, no longe r
translating every phrase into the English language (and attitude), but lis-
tening and responding as a francophone version of myself, gesturing and
"dramatizing."

Sometimes, groping for a word I couldn't find in French or English, I
found myself caught between the two languages, in an autistic stutter. But
when I got going and the phrases began to flow, I became drunk on words
— feeling a little dizzy from th e menta l effort , bu t thoroughl y enjoyin g
myself.

Ibrahim asked if I would like to try a cup of their tea, which he called da,
and I gladly accepted. Bambui stoked up a small charcoal brazier and filled
the teapot with red flowers, the kind we'd seen growing in gardens around
Dogon country and wondered what they were cultivated for (with water so
scarce, nothing was grown just to look nice). After the flowers had boiled for
a few minutes, Bambui poured the red liquid into a tiny teacup and passed
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it around, each of us taking small sips of the hot,  sweet syrup, and i t was
delicious. The y laughed when I  kep t askin g for more . Ibrahi m tol d m e
Europeans always liked da tea, and compared it to sweet wine or grenadine.

I asked if there was any food I could buy — I'd still eaten nothing bu t
a crust o f dry bread al l day — and Ibrahim stooped ou t from under the
shelter and walked over to the women and children under the tree, return-
ing with a big green watermelon. That might not have been my first choice
from a  menu, but unde r th e circumstances , a juicy watermelon seemed
like a pretty good idea, and I bought it. When Ibrahim saw me pull out my
little Swiss Army knife to try to slice it up, he went off again and borrowed
a proper knife — a machete-sized cutlass — and I began to hack out slices
and devour them, spitting the shiny black seeds out into the sunlight.

David and Patty arrived, having waited over an hour back at the cross-
roads fo r Theresa and Silvia , though Her b stil l hadn't show n u p by the
time they left. They joined me under the low pavilion of straw mats, and
I offere d the m a  slic e o f watermelo n whil e Bambu i stoked u p th e fir e
again, making more da tea. Ibrahim asked David if he could be our guide,
but David was noncommittal, and when a family of whites in a Nissan 4x4
pulled up beside us, Ibrahim decided to try his chances with them, and left
us. A short time later, Theresa and Silvia arrived, hot and tired, and when
I invited them into the shad y pavilion and offere d the m slice s of melon,
Theresa laughed and said, "You look like the king sitting there on your lit-
tle throne, surrounded by your courtiers and dispensing favors."

"I feel like the king," I told her, and it was true; by that time I felt recov-
ered an d pampere d an d trul y happy , an d i t hadn' t take n much . Th e
ingredients o f happiness: some water to drink, a swim, a rest, some da tea,
and a couple slices of watermelon.

It ha d bee n tw o hours no w an d Her b stil l hadn' t appeared , and we
were gettin g worried . A s th e smal l ferr y mad e on e o f it s infrequen t
appearances on the shore, I asked David if he wanted to go on to Djenne
with th e girl s and I  would wait fo r Herb, who had alway s been s o good
about waiting fo r me if I had a  flat or something. Bu t David thought the
rest of us should see the market in Djenne before it got too late, gave me
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directions on how to find the campement where we were staying, and sent
us off on th e ferry . I  had bee n guarding the las t slice of watermelon for
Herb, and David promised to save it for him.

Bambui and I  had been casually bargaining over a pair of ebony ear-
rings wit h coppe r cloisonne  wor k fo r m y daughte r Selena , an d a n
artificially-aged carving of two linked figures which I liked (Bambui had
won my trust b y willingly describing how it had "aged," buried under -
ground for a few weeks). He and I hadn't been able to agree on a price yet,
and in our sudden departure I forgot about it. A young boy appeared on
the ferry as it was loading the 4x4 and a Land Rover from some develop-
ment agency , and I saw that he was holding the earrings and the carving
up t o me . I  offere d th e las t pric e I' d mentioned , whic h Bambu i ha d
rejected, and the boy nodded and handed them over, carrying the few dol-
lars back to Bambui.

The road on the other side of the Bani was even worse, almost unbe-
lievably turbulent, like the double-black-diamond mogu l run at a ski hill.
The main track continued to run o n top of a French-built dike , but the
surface wa s so degraded tha t onc e agai n driver s ha d pioneere d route s
down to either side, and these too had become heaved and rutted durin g
the rains. After a  few kilometers, an adobe arch appeared, and as we rode
nearer it came to dominate the view like an immense tower, its opening
big enough fo r a bus to pass through, and the squared-of f top artfull y
decorated with turrets and loopholes. This, we would soon see, was a fit-
ting gateway to the medieval city of Djenne.

Djenne was set on an island formed b y the inland delta o f the Niger
and its tributaries, and was one of the oldest towns in West Africa, dating
at least from the 9th century. During medieval times it grew on the prof -
its o f trans-Sahara trade, like Timbuktu, and a  European visitor i n th e
early i8t h centur y reported tha t th e citizen s were literate, busy , well-
dressed, an d enjoye d a  goo d standar d o f living . I t ha d remaine d
remarkably unchanged , an d th e Lonel y Plane t guideboo k calle d i t
"unquestionably one of the most interesting towns in West Africa."

Over a  bridge and int o th e narro w dirt street s of the walle d town,
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winding through the uniform brown of adobe walls and buildings, some-
times studded by beam-ends and decorated with ornately-carved wooden
shutters. Passin g a wall under repair , I coul d se e how the y were made:
bricks o f mud an d straw over a frame o f wood, then plastered ove r with
wet mud , sometime s i n ornamenta l relief . Th e interio r layou t o f th e
houses also testified t o the history of slavery in Djenne, going back long
before the arrival of Europeans — traditionally, the top part of the house
was for the masters , the middl e fo r the slaves , and th e bottom floo r fo r
storage and selling.

In the center of town we emerged into the wide marketplace, filled with
the color and noise of market day, and one side of it dominated by a mon-
umental mosque, a splendid palace of mud towers and minarets capped by
ostrich eggs . Considered the bes t extant example of Sudanese-style mud
architecture, Djenne's Grande Mosquee dated from 1905, though it replaced
a similar one which had stood for nine centuries, until it was destroyed in
a religiou s disagreement. The othe r constan t enem y of the mosqu e was
rain; every year large areas of the mud ha d to be resurfaced , and fo r this
purpose the exposed beam-ends were used as scaffolding.

We pause d onl y briefl y fo r a n open-mouthe d loo k a t th e Grande
Mosquee, then kept riding, looking for the campement  so we could dump
our bike s and wal k around freely . Th e walled compound o f the campe-
ment wa s built aroun d a  circula r driveway , the mai n buildin g with a n
outdoor dinin g terrace, and a row of round, thatched gues t cabins. Once
again, we would only use those cabins as garages, for cooler and more sce-
nic sleeping was available on the adobe roof of the main building.

As soon as I had checked us in and wheeled my bike into the "garage,"
I headed back to the market for a longer look at that incredible mosque,
and t o wande r among the stalls . Djenne's would-be guides , merchants,
and mendicants were all extremely persistent, and if Ibrahim and Bambui
had represente d the "soft sell, " the courtyard of the campement  was defi-
nitely the hard sell . It began as soon as we pulled up on our bikes. Tables
under the trees were spread with masks, carvings, jewelry, and bronze fig-
ures, and the young men behind them were constantly trying to cajole us
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into looking at their wares. A crowd of lounging youths on the terrace rep-
resented the "guide guild," and they also began their overtures, until I used
the same excuse I'd used with Ibrahim — they must wait for le patron and
talk to him. A platoon o f small boys made up the beggar squads, some of
them crippled , but man y just following the Islamic custom: young boys
studying with th e marabout,  or hol y man , were expected to surviv e by
begging on the streets, to teach them humility.

David was to cal l Djenne* the "in-your-face" town — especially when
he arrived and everyone I had told to wait for le patron jumped on him —
but i t was true for all of us. We started calling them the "kram-kram peo-
ple," afte r thos e pesky burrs tha t attache d themselve s t o u s and were so
hard t o remove . Th e Lonely Planet boo k recommende d hirin g a  guid e
even if you didn't need one , just to keep the othe r one s away , but I  got
along by following the usual rules: move fast; don't make eye contact; just
say "Non."  Her b cam e u p wit h a  good lin e fo r the pests : "I sai d n o —
which word didn't you understand?" Even delivered i n English, the mes-
sage seemed to get across.

On my way through the courtyard, I managed to shrug off most of the
guides, pedlars, and beggars, but one young mendicant wouldn' t giv e up.
He wore a homemade leg-brace and a single crutch, but he was amazingly
agile, and ought to have been tearing up the Special Olympics. His irreg-
ular clumpin g followe d m e ou t int o th e street , da-clomp,  da-clomp,
though I  refused to look around, just picked up my pace to lose him. But
he would not be lost so easily; he was still right there behind me, speeding
up his own rhythmic da-clomp, da-clomp.  It was becoming a little creepy,
and I strode into the crowds around the market, thinking I would surely
lose him as I wove through the people around the stalls.

But no — there it was behind me again, da-clomp da-clomp.  I whirled
around t o confron t him, waving my hand an d hissing : "Allez,  allez  —
laissez-moi de la paix!" Go away — leave me in peace!

He just looked up at me with a twisted, defiant smile and held out his
hand, palm up. I turned and sped off again, weaving between the people
and hurrying along the rows of produce. I slowed for a moment t o look
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for some oranges, and there he was again, da-clomp da-clomp.  Exasperated
both by this morbid shado w and the lack of oranges in the Niger Delta, I
stepped over some baskets of yams, squeezed between two stalls and int o
the next lane, then almost ran down to the end of the market square and
in th e ope n doo r o f a  shop . Feelin g hidde n i n th e shadow y interior , I
looked around for a few minutes, inspecting the selection of wares in this
typical West African store : blocks of coarse soap, dusty boxes of biscuits,
sugar, and salt , old bottles reused as containers for kerosene, cheap flash -
lights and batteries from China, battered tins of cooking oil, tomato sauce,
and condense d milk, burlap bags of rice, and a  stack of exercise books, a
baby outfit on a  hanger, and a used tire for a moped.

And when I went outside, there he was: standing across the street, lean-
ing against one of Djenne's few trees with that cold , challenging smile —
and his leg-brace in his hand. With an expressive little nod, almost a  bow,
he turned an d walked away , perfectly sound. I  shook m y head, and went
to look at the mosque for a while, then headed back to the campement, to
find that Herb and David had finally arrived.

It had take n Her b tw o hours longe r than the res t o f us, but h e had
made it. Now he slouched i n a chair on the terrace, shattered, bu t abl e to
smile at least, as he sipped a beer and thanked me for saving him a slice of
watermelon. H e sai d tha t durin g th e las t eightee n miles , whil e ridin g
along that terrible roa d atop the dike, he'd been settin g the alarm on his
watch for twenty minutes a t a time, and forcing himself to keep pedalin g
until it beeped. Then he would stop, drop his bike at the roadside, and lay
down, whether o r not there was even any shade available .

It was then that a quote I'd found in Nietzsche joined our growing list
of Bicycle Africa mottoes : "What doe s not kil l me makes me stronger. "

We would al l be considerably stronger before that trip was over.

And for me, even after it .
Two weeks after I  arrived home, I was stricken with a  vicious feve r of
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104°, alternatel y sweatin g and freezing , an d feelin g wha t I  coul d onl y
describe as "pain i n every molecule." My doctor sent me to the Tropical
and Infectious Diseases department at the Toronto General Hospital, and
my wife Jackie dropped m e off there, to spend fou r hours in their wait -
ing area , deliriou s mos t o f th e time , shiverin g i n m y winte r coat . I
occasionally doze d of f into hallucinatory, febril e dreams, between stag -
gering off into the vast labyrinth o f the hospital to submit bodily fluids
to hidde n laboratories . By that time , late in 1992 , AIDS had lon g been a
full-blown epidemic , and it s victims were also treated in the Infectiou s
Diseases departmen t (thoug h sadly, there was no rea l treatment then) ,
and I  sat in my feverish nightmare stat e watching cadaverous , doome d
shadows come and go.

I had first suggested to the nurse that I might have caught malaria, and
she agreed that seemed likely. The chief specialist of the department must
have overheard her, for sometime during that phantasmagoric day, I heard
a ster n voic e scolding her fo r darin g to han d ou t a  diagnosis . When I
finally saw the specialist myself, he said I should come back the following
day for the malaria test results .

The fever continued through that night, with bed-soaking sweats alter-
nating with uncontrollabl e shivering , and I was back the next morning ,
sitting in the hard plastic chairs in my winter clothes, still delirious, hardly
aware of time or place. The malaria test was negative, and I  was sent to
various labs around the hospital to have my bodily fluids analyzed some
more, this time for the various strains of hepatitis. On the third day of my
delirium, th e chie f specialist calle d me into hi s offic e an d sai d they had
tested me for the usual tropical diseases of malaria, yellow fever, hepatitis,
typhoid, and cholera, but I didn't have any of those. When I asked what I
did have, he said that people sometimes returned from Africa with myste-
rious fever s tha t wer e never  identified . They either went awa y on thei r
own, or, he smiled, "you die."

And with those uncomforting words, he sent me home.
That nigh t th e feve r broke , I  fel t i t clearly . Although m y symptom s

remained th e same, I just knew it was over. I was soon feeling fine again,
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and forgot all about the "Oogabooga Fever," as I had christene d i t (wit h
great cultural insensitivity).

Several months later, I was at a residential studio, an old farmhouse in
a rural area just outside Toronto, working with the band on what would
become our Counterparts  album . I began having some strange new symp-
toms: large, itchy red welts appearing on my arms and legs, sometimes in
prominent egg-sized bumps, and I felt constantly tired , unwell, and gen-
erally allergic, with irregularities o f color and frequency in the "plumbing"
as well. Also, I seemed to have developed asthm a fo r the firs t time in my
life, and my doctor prescribed one of those ventilators. That alleviated the
symptoms, but not the condition, and one cold winter day I was out in the
park with our dog , Nicky, and suddenly I couldn't breathe. Trying not to
panic, drawing in slow, steady breaths, I walked slowly and carefull y back
home, back to th e ventilator , and fro m the n o n I  never went anywhere
without it.

As the symptoms piled up and gradually worsened, I began to worry a
little, but tended to put it down to the stress of working on the new record.
I had suffere d fro m strang e stress-relate d symptom s before , from hear t
arrythmia to toothaches to anxiety attacks, so I knew how insidious stress
could be.

Along with working on lyrics and drum parts for the Rush album, I was
also transcribing my notes and tapes from th e Mali-Senegal-Gambia trip,
and I  pause d when I  encountere d th e quot e fro m Schopenhaue r I  ha d
recorded in the Gambia , "Every great pain, whether physical or spiritual ,
declares what we deserve; for it could not come to us if we did not deserve
it" — not to forget my automatic editorial comment at the time ("What an
asshole!"). Wanting t o kno w mor e abou t a  so-calle d philosophe r wh o
could write such an evil thought, I  walked out to the bookshelf i n the liv-
ing room of the old farmhouse, to an old set of encyclopedias. I pulled ou t
the appropriate volume, and as I paged through looking for Schopenhauer,
I cam e acros s an entr y fo r "schistosomiasis," and thought , "Hmm, I've
heard of that."

I read the description o f the disease , and it s symptoms: "skin rashes,
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asthmatic episodes , malaise, urinary infection," and suddenly the thunder
rolled, the lightning flashed, and the penny dropped: "Ohmygod! — I have
this!"

Other phrases leaped off the page and into my brain, "severe morbidity
and mortality, " "chronic ill health," "ultimately fatal, " and I  immediatel y
called th e Tropica l an d Infectiou s Diseases department a t th e Toront o
hospital, asking to speak to the big-shot doctor.

"Did you test me for schisto?"
"Hmm, let me check your file . .. Well, no, but I don't think you have

that"
I don' t know why he fel t s o sure, as the World Health Organization

listed schistosomiasis as the "second most prevalent tropical disease after
malaria," but I told him, "I am coming in tomorrow, and you are going to
test me for it. "

Sure enough, that's what I had picked up in my ill-advised float in the
Bani River, a water-borne parasite that passed through the skin and into
the bloodstream , spreadin g it s infectiou s egg s throug h th e interna l
organs, especially the liver (I flashed back to the doctor looking at my test
results and remarking that my liver function was reduced, then giving me
an accusatory look ("Any idea why that should be?,") a s if it were some-
how my fault. He knew I was a musician, and perhaps presumed I was by
definition a  raging alcoholic).

Fortunately, though the disease was considered "ultimately fatal," there
was a cure, but i t didn' t soun d pleasant . Until the '/os , the remedy had
been a dose of arsenic,  described as "nearly as dangerous as the disease."
The trick was to prescribe a dose strong enough to kill the schisto flukes,
but no t the host. The modern remedy was still a  poison, but apparently
more controllable, and consisted of about eight large capsules to be taken
at once. And the doctor warned me, "Don't plan anything for the day you
take them — you won't be feeling very well."

And I was deathly ill for a couple of days, a rerun of the "Oogabooga
Fever," then th e symptom s seeme d t o fad e awa y A  fe w weeks later, I
returned to the Tropical and Infectious Diseases department to be tested.
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The doctor pronounced me cured, and when I remarked what a strange
ordeal it had all been, he looked at me with his usual self-satisfied expres-
sion and said something I could hardly believe: "Well, at least we were able
to catch it."

We?
I just looked at him fo r a  beat, then said , "We? W e didn't 'catch ' any-

thing! Remember, you told me I would either get better o r die,  then sen t
me home. It was pure luck that, four months later, I happened to look up
Schopenhauer in the encyclopedia!"

He just gave me a  withering look, and I  shook my head, turned an d
walked out of his office, carrying away a newly diminished respect for him
and his profession.

However, I had learned that even a bad philosopher coul d sav e your
life.
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VerSe five
"Riding through  the  Range of  Light to  the wounded city"

A few days after I  got home from the Big Bend trip, with that one journal
entry gathering strength and size in my head — "a story could be written
just around the musi c I've listened to on this trip" — I started writing.
Setting a modest goal of a page or two a day, I kept the project from tak-
ing over my whole life (for awhile). As I listed al l the CD S I had listened t o
and thought o f the story they added up to, I considered al l the other sto -
ries I  migh t wan t t o weav e int o it , diggin g through th e past , lik e a n
auto-archaeologist.

The etymolog y o f "nostalgia " derive s fro m roo t word s meanin g
"return home " an d "pain, " thoug h it s commo n usag e seems to signif y
more of a sigh of longing — not fo r home, but fo r the past, a sense that
"then" was better than "now." Or at least, the nostalgic person remembered
it that way.

Not me. I have no desire to relive any of those times. I was just passing
through — "just looking." And taking notes. And names.

The longing for "home" i s a common them e in art an d life , but tha t
attachment t o &  place is surely overrated, or misstated. "Home" is a feeling
about yourself, not th e place around you, and you can take it with you.

339
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The longer I stayed in my "hometown" of St. Catharines, the less at home
I felt there. London felt like home, as it still does, but the more I traveled,
the mor e the world  becam e a comfortable place to be . Africa, America,
Toronto, Quebec, and a thousand hote l rooms in between.

As I discovered when I first moved to Santa Monica, all I really needed
was a small suitcase, a portable stereo, and a  bicycle. And love. Now Los
Angeles was home too .

The titl e Traveling  Music  seeme d obviou s an d righ t (wit h a  nod t o
Jackie Gleason), and I began thinking abou t everything those two words
meant to me, and what I might want to put into a book with that title. A
larger shape began to materialize, almost of its own accord.

In the two perspectives I  wanted t o explore , present da y and distan t
past, I saw a pattern that reminded me of songwriting. Those alternating
moods, or frames, could be cast as verses and choruses , maybe even with
a middle section set apart somehow, to be a "middle eight." I could see the
possibilities, an d started trying different way s of imposing that architec-
ture (or "archi-texture," as my editor, Paul McCarthy, and I came to call it
during the revisions). I  would begin each section with a  lyrical line, and
maybe try to tie them all together into an actual song at the end.

My ambition fo r the work was growing, but mos t of all it felt good to
be writing again, watching the pages mount up, even one or two at a time.
I didn't worry about imposing form yet, but just worked at the difficult, but
satisfying task of translating experience into words. As the great editor Max
Perkins counseled, "Don't get it right, get it down" Or a more urgent ver-
sion that occurred to me recently, "Get it down before it gets away."

Despite m y earl y addiction t o reading , an d year s o f writin g lyrics ,
prose writing had not really begun to interest me until my 2os — perhaps
once there was room for it alongside the obsession with music. However,
the connection wa s the same: I had first wanted to play music because I
loved to listen to it so much, and likewise with books: I loved to read, so I
wanted to write.

In my mid-ios, while on the road with Rush, I went to a pawnshop in
Arkansas and bought a used typewriter. I carried it with me on tour, and
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made an attempt a t the inevitable firs t novel , first trying a science fiction
story built around the songs from 2112,  then a  Hemingwayesque evocatio n
of a "fictional" musician, who just happened to live and work in the same
world I did.

However, I  foun d I  couldn' t sustai n m y own interest , neve r mind a
reader's, an d i n the way Ralph Ellison describe d hi s firs t apprenticeshi p
writings, I set those early efforts aside . I also worked on several short sto-
ries that were "promising" (as they remain), and toward the end of the '/os,
I bega n t o tur n ou t a n ongoin g serie s o f backgroun d storie s a s press
releases and "bios" to accompany Rush tour books and album packages. In
that forum, what I  wrote was more importan t tha n ho w I wrote it , so I
challenged myself by experimenting with form an d "voice." Around 1977,
the Toront o Star  asked me to write a  story about beginning a tour, and
although i t was a disaster (badly written, and even more badly edited), per-
haps all of those early essays (in the sense of the French word essayer,  "to
try") helped steer me toward wanting to learn how to write about real peo-
ple and real places. No doubt doing hundreds of interviews about myself
and the band ove r the years taught me to verbalize my thoughts an d feel -
ings, and I also began the habit of writing letters to distant friends, which
was not just good therapy, but also good writing practice.

For twenty years I also answered every fan letter that passed into my
hands, whethe r throug h th e office , Modern  Drummer  magazine , or just
thrown onstage . As a young musician wh o had so recently been a  young
fan myself , it seemed the Right Thing To Do. During the first two or three
years with Rush, the fan letters were few, but I  answered them elaborately,
with little drawings and decorations, and as our popularity grew and the
letters began to multiply, I had postcards made with a photo of me and my
drums o n the front, and, using a template o n my computer, compose d a
little answe r fo r eac h one , personalize d an d offerin g appreciatio n an d
encouragement, a s appropriate . Ever y few months, I  would se t asid e a
whole da y and plo w throug h a s many a s I could , often fift y a t a  time ,
adding up to hundreds, i f not thousands, fro m the '705 to the '905.

By about 1996, though, with the rise of the internet and its "fan sites,"
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too many people began to know about my little postcards, and suddenly
the flood of mail multiplied, and became impossible for me to deal with.
Feeling guilty , an d no t knowin g wha t els e t o do , I  aske d Modern
Drummer t o ru n a  littl e announcemen t tha t I  woul d n o longe r b e
answering my fan mail, and explaining why ("because of the World Wide
Gossip Net"). To my shock and hurt , the subsequent letters section was
filled with attacks on me, for apparently criticizing the internet (a kind of
religion in those early days), and for implying that people had given away
some kind of "secret."

However, recently I did an interview with a writer from Drum  maga-
zine, and the young writer showed me a framed postcar d I had sent him
in 1992, encouraging him in his drumming and writing ambitions, and I
felt a kind of vindication o f my karma.

In September of 1985,1 joined that bicycle tour in China, and carried a
journal and microcassette recorder with me, but deliberately no camera,
experimenting with the ide a of seeing the journey entirely through my
own lenses, and trying to put i t down in words. After tha t experience, I
was moved to spend some time refining the narrative to a modest degree,
and printed u p a  small private edition o f fifty copies for fellow travelers
and friends . Riding  th e Golden  Lion  led t o othe r bicycle journeys, from
Munich t o Istanbul , fro m Barcelon a t o Bordeaux , fro m Calgar y t o
Vancouver, an d othe r littl e books : Th e Orient  Express, Pedals  over  th e
Pyrenees, Raindance over  the Rockies. Knowing these writings weren't for
public consumption, I experimented freely with modes of description and
narrative, fro m stream-of-consciousnes s t o incorporatin g myth s an d
tribal wisdom . The n cam e Africa , wit h a n initia l campin g safar i an d
Kilimanjaro climb that became the african drum  (fashionably lower case,
that one) , followed b y a bicycle tour i n West Africa whic h would finally
produce a book I was ready to publish, The Masked Rider.

In prose writing, as a "second career," I wasn't obliged to do my "grow-
ing up" in public, as I had in music, and personally, I would not min d if
my first five years of drumming and lyric-writing with Rush could be con-
signed to oblivion , or limited to "private printings." But there it is, one's
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early, groping effort s remai n o n display forever, like a child's drawings o n
the refrigerator.

After writing a few magazine stories on bicycling and motorcycle tour-
ing, gaining more experience and confidence, the circumstances of my life
dictated the next book, Ghost Rider, a story I pretty much ha d to write, as
it becam e par t o f th e ver y "healin g road " describe d b y th e subtitle ,
"Travels o n th e Healin g Road. " Ghost  Rider  ha d bee n remarkabl y wel l
received, considering the dark theme, and had driven me to explore new
aspects of "travel writing." More experiments wer e developed an d refined
in essays written to accompan y ou r Vapor  Trails  album , an d th e Rush  in
Rio DVD , an d no w I  wanted t o cas t my net a  little wider, covering more
than just a single voyage, but rathe r the big voyage.

Sifting through thos e decades and those memories, I realized I wasn't
interested i n recountin g the fact s o f my life i n purel y autobiographica l
terms, but rather I became inspired by the notion o f trying to unweave the
fabric of my life and times.  As one who was never much interested in look-
ing back, if only because I was always too busy moving forward, I foun d
that once I  opened thos e door s to the past, I became fascinate d with the
times an d their effec t o n me.

The songs and the stories I had taken for granted suddenly had a  res-
onance that clearly echoed down the corridors of my entire life, and I fel t
a thrill of sudden interest , the sense of a kind of adventure. A travel story ,
but not so much about places, as about musi c and memories. And a jour-
ney that was still unfolding.

In May, I traveled up to Quebec with a list of questions for the book I
wanted t o look u p i n my library an d archive s at the hous e o n th e lake.
Later i n the week , I  drove ove r t o Ontari o with m y property manager ,
Keith, to meet with Brutus and look at some new properties. After Brutus's
initial reconnaissance of the area in March, he had chosen three pieces of
land that he thought were most interesting, and we went scouting.

At the second one , I had a "Brigham Young moment" (after Young led
the Mormons on their cross-countr y trek in 1847, as they stood above the
valley o f th e Grea t Sal t Lake , h e i s reporte d t o hav e said , "This i s th e
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place"). It was a 400-acre farm with a combination of rolling pastures and
woods, a  vast wetlands o f reeds and meanderin g watercourse s aliv e with
birds, and a  long stretch of shoreline on a  large lake. Pastoral splendor of
every kind. On the inland side , the original far m had been centered o n a
150-year-old square-lo g farmhous e (abandoned , bu t restorable) , wit h a
couple of equally ancient, tumbledown barns. I knew I would want a house
overlooking the lake, though, and along the property's mile of shoreline, at
the end of a long wooded point, was the perfect site for a cabin.

The important thin g was to fin d somethin g to distrac t me fro m th e
wrench o f giving up th e Quebe c hous e an d it s woods an d lake , and as
Keith, Brutus, and I explored the 400 acres and the shoreline, I began to
get excited. The price was reasonable, and right then I decided to make an
offer on the land. If I got it, I could wait until the Quebec place sold, then
eventually build myself a little cabin on the end of that point .

Soon afte r I  returne d t o Sant a Monica , m y offe r o n th e lan d was
accepted, and I became the owner of a farm in Ontario. My new neighbor
up there wanted to continue renting the pastureland for his beef cattle and
draft horses , an d tha t would cove r th e land' s expense s unti l I  foun d a
buyer for the Quebec property. I knew that migh t take a while, as it was
both expensiv e and remote , but I  could wait — the all-important "no w
what?" question had been answered .

Other question s continue d t o b e answere d too , a s I  continue d m y
research in books, movies, music, and memories, and carried on writing,
all the while enjoying home life , cycling to the Y three times a  week, and
my regula r round s o f grocer y shopping an d cookin g fo r m y bride (o f
nearly three year s now). Then on e morning i n the las t wee k of June, I
received a phone call from Rush's manager, Ray. He said he just wanted to
"make me aware" of a situation that was developing, and a  difficult deci -
sion we might have to make.

In the wake of the SAR S epidemic in China, and its spread to Toronto,
the cit y had bee n place d unde r a  travel advisory by the World Healt h
Organization, which amounted t o a virtual quarantine on the whole city.
Conventions, concerts, and sports events had been canceled, visitors were
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avoiding the city, and Toronto's restaurants and hotels, and their employ -
ees, were suffering — operating for months at a fraction o f their capacity.
The victims of the actual disease were relatively few, but the victims of the
bad publicity were many.

Ray told me about a  giant concert that had been proposed to help in
revitalizing the city , and apparently the Rolling Stones were signed up to
headline. The y would be flying over for the on e show, in the middl e of
their European tour, accompanied by their opening act, AC/DC. A vast park
in North Toronto, a former airfield , was the planned venue, the date was
July 30th, and the hype machine was working overtime — there was talk
of hundreds o f thousands o f people attending, the biggest audience ever
(or a t least the biggest paying audience) , and Ra y told m e it was already
becoming a  huge media event , with Canadia n corporation s getting on
board as sponsors, promising to buy hundreds o f thousands of tickets to
give away in contests, and more and more different act s were being added
to the show every day. It was a big story, and getting bigger.

Inevitably, as the most successful band ever to come out of Toronto, or
Canada, our name had been mentioned. Geddy and Alex had grown up in
the suburbs of Toronto, and still lived right downtown, and I had grown
up just on the other side of Lake Ontario, and had lived in Toronto for fif -
teen years, so we were definitely a "hometown" band. Just that morning I
had seen an article on America Online abou t a  benefit concert tha t had
been held the previous week in Toronto, in which several Canadian bands
and performers ha d appeared , and eve n in that articl e the parenthetical
question was raised: "Where's Rush?"

Already I could see it was going to be difficult t o say no, yet it seemed
impossible t o sa y yes. We had bee n of f the roa d fo r si x months, ou t o f
practice for live performance; our equipment was packed away in its cases
in the Toronto warehouse; most o f our crew were out on other tours —
including ou r main man, tour manager Liam, and my drum tech, Lome.
Apart from everything else, how could we do a show without them?

Geddy was vacationing in Franc e with hi s family ; Ale x was working
twelve-hour days in the studio o n the tapes for our Rush in Rio DVD, and
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I was leaving the nex t mornin g to spen d a  few days getting lost i n th e
mountains, ridin g my motorcycle up into the Sierra Nevada. Ray said he
thought the other two would agree to do it if I did, but he would need an
answer soon.

"How soon?"
"Oh ... tomorrow?"
Despite my misgivings, the issue seemed important enough not to dis-

miss out o f hand, and I  told Ray , "I doubt it , but I'l l think  about it." All
night the question rattle d around i n my unconscious, an d early the next
morning it was right there, front and center, when I awoke and stole out of
bed a t 5:30 , trying no t t o wake the light-sleepin g Carrie . I  had a  quic k
breakfast, loaded up the bike, and rode into the cool morning twilight of
the deserted streets of Santa Monica to the Pacific Coast Highway, then up
along the misty shoreline through Malibu and Ventura, and inland to Ojai.

From then on I  was free o f traffic, buildings , or police, on one of my
favorite roads , lonely, winding Highwa y 33, running nort h throug h th e
chaparral mountains and arid woodlands of Los Padres National Forest.
Whether my getaway excursions were planned o r improvised, the y were
always loops in an d ou t o f the metropolis , so as not t o repea t the same
roads, but they always seemed to include this  road, in one direction o r the
other. Th e endles s variet y o f corners , bends , switchbacks , an d shor t
straightaways, th e rounde d mudston e boulder s i n Adob e Canyon , th e
climb up to 6,000 feet, looking down into green, folded valleys, or out to
the rugged badlands to the north — it was a perfect ride.

In early summer the road was lined with waist-high shrubs bloomin g
with fragran t yello w flowers, fillin g m y helmet with a  strong, pungent ,
almost sickly-swee t perfume . Ground squirrel s darte d acros s th e roa d
ahead of me, scrub jays and mockingbirds flitted in the underbrush, and
hawks and occasional vultures soared on high.

And all this time, as the front o f my mind rode the motorcycle, choos-
ing speed , lea n angle , gear , and lan e position , watching th e pavemen t
ahead of me for spilled gravel or other surprises, in the back of my mind
I was mulling over the Concert for Toronto, weighing the pros and cons.
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Difficult t o say yes, impossible to say no.
The only actual con I could think of, other than al l the work  i t would

demand, was, "I don't want to do it," but that didn't seem sufficient agains t
my usual criteria, trying to determine the Right Thing To Do.

At Maricopa I stopped for gas, then called Ray in Toronto. It was three
hours ahead there , late morning , an d I  knew the decision neede d t o be
made that day. I told him I was going to be out of reach for the next cou-
ple of days, but that I'd been thinking about that show. "I think we have to
do it," I told him.

And with that , my mind switche d ove r to work mode . I  continue d
north through the bleak, dusty landscape and nodding oil derricks around
Taft an d McKittrick, thinking ove r every aspect of what I  was in for, just
one month away . The organizers only wanted us to play a half hour or so,
but I  knew that would take nearly as much preparation a s a whole tour,
because, after all , it had to be good.

So how much rehearsal would we need? My usual program in prepar-
ing for a  tour was to have two weeks on m y own, before th e othe r guy s
came in, to smooth out my drumming technique and build up the calluses
on m y fingers by playing alon g with th e C D versions o f song s we were
likely to play in concert . That would cement the definitiv e performances
as a benchmark i n my head, the arrangements , th e parts , an d especiall y
the tempos, an d also forced me to rise to the level of performance I had
attained on the recordings . So, this time I  would want a few days on my
own, a t least , the n probabl y a  fe w day s wit h al l thre e o f u s runnin g
through th e songs together.

It was so hard to know how to approach this challenge. It was going to
be different fro m anything we had ever done, in every way. Not just for its
size, though tha t was part o f it — we were hardly a "festival" type band .
We wer e going t o b e a n openin g act , goin g o n befor e AC/D C an d th e
Stones, without the usual control over the technology, monitors, and such,
and many of our songs depended o n us being able to hear specific parts
played or triggered by each other. We wouldn't be able to count on that at
such an event, so it would be wise to minimize the complexity , the tech-
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nology, and thus the risk of disaster. I thought about paring away some of
my drumset, eliminating the electronic s as much a s possible (wit h old -
fashioned drums and cymbals, at least you knew they were going to work
when you hit them). Also, if Lome wasn't going to be there (he was out on
tour with Steely Dan's excellent drummer , Keith Carlock), I had to make
the setu p and th e sho w as simple a s possible for hi s replacement, so he
wouldn't have to be worried abou t triggers , cables, hard drives, and pro-
gramming changes.

Over al l of that , ther e was the notio n o f playing in fron t o f a  huge
crowd that wasn't necessarily there to see us. For the first time in maybe
twenty-five years, we wouldn't be playing to "our" audience, preaching to
the choir, and it seemed to me that, like the Chinese definition of "crisis,"
it was both danger an d opportunity . If we chose a  few songs fro m ou r
thirty-year repertoire that were strong and accessible, we might be able to
win over people who just assumed they didn't like us.

So what songs should we play?
As I  rode through the dust y tan landscap e and th e unpretty , metal-

trussed derrick s o f th e oilfield s alon g th e wester n fring e o f th e Sa n
Joaquin Valley, I considered the possibilities . Mentally , I played through
various Rush songs and considered thei r relative "accessibility" (a s much
as I could tell, anyway).

Strangely, though, it was Rolling Stones songs that kept ringing in my
brain. Althoug h I  hadn' t though t abou t i t tha t wa y consciously , m y
unconscious seemed to be aware that we would be sharing the stage with
that legendary band — whose resonance i n my life, afte r all , went right
back t o Th e T.A.M.I.  Show,  almos t 4 0 year s ago , before I' d eve r even
touched a  drumstick. (When  I  was asked for a press statement abou t the
show, I remarked that afte r thirt y years together, it was nice for us to be
among th e younger  bands o n tha t stag e — considering th e age s of th e
Guess Who , o n befor e us , an d AC/D C an d th e Stone s after. ) Howeve r
superannuated Mick and the boys might be, and whether or not they lived
up to their frequent billing as "the world's greatest rock 'n' roll band," they
were certainly the mos t successful  ove r the long run. And even though I
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had neve r been a huge Stones fan, had neve r owned any of their records
(other than the album of standards released by Charlie Watts and friends,
Warm an d Tender),  I  could hardly escape hearing them ove r the decades
(perhaps, as with the Beatles, I heard them so much it wasn't necessary  to
own their records!). My mental transistor radi o started replaying some of
their songs I did like: "Time Is on My Side," "Under My Thumb," "Paint It
Black," "Playing with Fire, " "Sympathy fo r th e Devil, " "Gimme Shelter, "
"You Can't Always Get What You Want."

As I turned eastwar d across the irrigate d farmlands of the low-lying
San Joaquin Valley toward the mountains, th e morning gre w ever hotter,
baking up from the asphalt under a clear blue sky. I wore my summer, per-
forated leathers, but the air seemed to be about 100°, and did little to cool
me, however fast I rode. ("But officer, I  was just trying to cool off!" )

A quarte r o f America's food wa s grown in tha t lon g Centra l Valley,
stretching up north to include the Sacramento Valley, and some of those
humble, sleepy-looking towns, like Arvin, Weed Patch, or Corcoran, had
surprisingly dramati c historie s —  th e labo r struggle s o f th e Grapes  o f
Wrath days , violent strikes , riots, vigilante attacks, shanty-town torching s
(of "Okies," Chinese , Japanese, and Mexicans in turn), killings, and eve n
lynchings. In the 2ist century, such violence was still there, but confined in
the state and federal prison complexes that many small California towns,
like Corcoran , ha d welcome d a s employment-generators . Passing th e
hundreds of field-workers bent over under that blazing sun, once again I
could only feel like a fortunate man.

East o f Bakersfiel d I  finall y bega n t o clim b int o th e lion-colore d
foothills, th e rounde d mound s o f golde n gras s punctuate d wit h dar k
green live-oa k trees , then int o th e southernmos t ti p o f the Sierras . Up
through th e ghos t town s of Calient e and Bodfis h towar d Lake Isabella,
and th e littl e tow n o f Kernville , where I  had staye d a  few times i n m y
Sierra wanderings.

I stopped for lunch at a perfect little diner, Cheryl's, where I had stopped
a couple o f other times for breakfast or lunch, and enjoyed a fine cheese-
burger and a refreshing strawberry milkshake. When I got up to pay my bill,

34
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one o f th e waitresses , a  plump, fortyis h woman , intercepted m e with a
strange look on her face, "Are you the famous drummer from Rush?"

I nodded, mind and body suddenly on edge with that familiar feeling
of .. . what ? A strange mix of embarrassment, apprehension, unreality.
Then the woman said, "I didn't recognize you, but Cath y did," and sud -
denly there was another plump, fortyish woman beside her, both of them
standing too close to rne, their friendly faces fixed intently on mine.

The one called Cathy said, "I waited on you once before, and I  didn' t
recognize you, but this guy that was here that morning, he went apeshit!"

I smile d a t that quain t expression , and remembere d one morning a
couple of years before when I'd stopped a t Cheryl's for breakfast and, just
as I was leaving, paused outside to call Carrie and let her know I was on
my way home. A thirtyish man in work clothes came bursting out of the
restaurant and interrupted m y phone call to ask if I was me. I admitted I
was, an d h e jus t wen t "goofy" for a  minut e (a s Robert Pirsig , i n Lila,
recounted Robert Redfbrd's apt description o f how people behaved when
they recognized him).

This time, the first waitress said, apologetically, "I didn't recognize you,
but I  love the music." Both of their faces were so close, and staring at me
so intently . Bu t I  reassure d her , quietl y saying , "Thank you , and don' t
worry — I never mind not being recognized."

"No," she said, with a sympathetic nod, "I'm sur e you don't."
Friends often thin k that afte r almos t thirty years of minor celebrity, I

ought to be used to such encounters, but perhaps because they were rela-
tively rare , betwee n suc h "recognitions " I  tende d t o settl e int o a
comfortable anonymity. I never got used to it, never began to expect it, and
thus when I said "goodbye and thank you" to the two waitresses and put
on m y helmet, jacket, and gloves , threw my leg over the bike , and rod e
away from Cheryl's, I felt kind of "rattled."

My friend Michael, the private detective (and Vapor  Trails  riding part-
ner) wh o looke d afte r m y securit y issue s an d kep t thing s anonymou s
around our house, our mail, our phone lines, utility bills, and such mun-
dane details of life, kept telling me I should just deny my identity. He told
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me he used to work with Drew Barrymore, and when people approache d
her and said "aren't you . . ." she would just laugh and say, "Oh no, I get
that all the time," and even joke, "She's so much fatter than I am!"

Her coolness was admirable, but th e idea of it felt too weird to me —
to lie like that, for one thing, and to deny being who I was. I kept saying I
was going to try it , but the n a  stranger would catch me by surprise, and
before I had time to think, I would tell the truth. "Yes, I am me."

Oh well, "deal with it," is all anybody can say, and what I always said to
myself. Every time.

Looking over the map at lunch, I had decided to run north alon g the
Kern River, then pick up a  series of small, winding back roads that would
carry m e int o som e higher , coole r elevations , twistin g throug h th e
forested mountains to the two national parks, Kings Canyon and Sequoia.

Late in the afternoon I stopped a t the Grant's Grove visitors cente r to
get the "passport stamp" for my journal, and it happened again, in almost
the same words. Behind the counter, a young man with red hair and a dark
green shirt (no t a ranger, maybe an intern) came up and said, "Say, aren't
you the world-famous drumme r fro m Rush? " This time I  finally tried it ,
almost accidentally , shaking my head an d saying , "Oh, I  get that al l the
time" (not really lying). To my surprise, it actually worked. Whenever I had
imagined that scene in the past, the questioner would always point a trem-
bling finger a t me and scream "LIAR!" Bu t this guy just said, "Oh."

Then h e pointe d t o m y motorcycle outside , an d said , "An d you'r e
traveling by motorcycle, too — he travels all around by motorcycle." I just
nodded, feeling increasingly uncomfortable, guilty, and wrong.

He moved back from the counter, and I heard him say to another staf f
member, "It must be tough to look like somebody famous, and be hassled
all the time. "

Oh, the irony . Oh, the weirdness. Oh, the guilt . For the whole rest of
my stay in Grant Grov e Village, I wanted t o return t o the visitors cente r
and confess my duplicity.

As I wrote in my journal: "Phooey — now I feel weird."
I looked over the shelves of books in the visitors center, volumes about
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the national parks and different topic s of natural science, and noticed the
usual selection of books about John Muir, the legendary naturalist, tireless
campaigner fo r wilderness, champion o f the earlies t nationa l parks , and
father of the Sierra Club. I had read much about him, but never any of his
own writings, and when I saw a slim volume called John Muir, In His Own
Words: A Book of Quotations,  I bought it .

That night, by coincidence, I happened to stay at the John Muir Lodge
in Kings Canyon National Park, and as I looked through the book of quo-
tations, I  foun d the y spok e t o m y own rapturou s lov e o f nature , an d
echoed exactly the way I felt when I got into the mountains: "These beau-
tiful days must enrich all my life."

"Nature i s always lovely, invincible, glad , whatever i s done an d
suffered b y her creatures . All scars she heals, whether in rocks or
water or sky or hearts. "

(It's true.)

"Few are altogether deaf to the preaching of pine trees. Their ser-
mons on the mountains go to our hearts; and if people in general
could be got into the woods, even for once, to hear the trees speak
for themselves , all difficultie s i n th e wa y of fores t preservatio n
would vanish."

(Like the great Beach Boys song, "Wouldn't I t Be Nice?")

"Then i t seeme d t o m e th e Sierr a shoul d b e called , no t th e
Nevada, or Snowy Range, but th e Range of Light."

(Amen.)

In my wide-ranging reading of California history, I  had learned tha t
these ver y parks, Kings Canyon an d Sequoia , had ende d u p bein g pre -
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served a s the resul t o f a  politica l power-pla y i n th e lat e 19t h century ,
between the farmin g interests o f the Sa n Joaquin Valley and the lumbe r
companies of the Sierra s — not t o preserve the forests for their natura l
beauty, but t o preserv e thei r effec t o n holding th e snowpack , an d thus
releasing the water to the valley below when it was needed for agriculture.

Whatever th e motive , o f course , th e outcom e wa s admirabl e (th e
means justified the end), but as the present-day debates about oil drilling
in the national parks of the fragil e Arctic illustrated, these preserves were
never safely permanent Back in 1895, just after Yosemite National Park was
established, a  bill was placed before Congress to cut the park in half, and
open up the land agai n to lumbering an d grazing. In attacking that plan,
Muir drew a clever parable:

The very first reservation that ever was made in this world had the
same fate. That reservatio n was very moderate in its dimensions
and the boundaries wer e run by the Lord himself. Yet, no soone r
was it made than it was attacked by everybody in the world — the
devil, one woman and one man. This has been the history of every
reservation tha t has been made since that time; that is, as soon as
a reservation is once created then the thieves and the devil and his
relations com e forward to attack it .

Muir knew the struggle to save any part of nature from short-sighte d
greed would never end, and he also wrote, "The battle we have fought, and
are still fighting, is a part of the eternal conflict between right and wrong,
and we cannot expec t to see the end of it."

The next day I toured around the parks, riding the Scenic Byway along
the Kings River (agreeing with Muir that Kings Canyon rivaled Yosemite),
hiked dow n t o visi t th e Crysta l Cave , and later tha t afternoon, I  finally
made it to a remote part of Sequoia National Park I had been wanting to
visit for years.

The Mineral King Valley, at 9,000 feet, lay like a vast amphitheater o f
meadows surrounded by high peaks of barren granite above the tree line,



354 TRAVELING MUSIC

still dotted with a  few small patches o f snow, even in July . The Minera l
King Valley was another are a of great natural beauty that had been saved
from developer s onl y narrowly , amid grea t controversy . Originall y a
mining center , whe n th e marginally-profitabl e mine s bega n t o close ,
Walt Disney and his brother, Roy, conceived a plan in the 19605 to build a
ski resort a t Minera l King . After Walt' s death , th e Disne y Corporation
continued t o pursue th e development , agains t resistanc e fro m environ -
mentalists, an d finall y th e valle y was preserve d by makin g i t par t o f
Sequoia National Park.

When I  reached th e en d o f the long , narrow , winding littl e road o f
rough pavement and occasiona l stretches of dirt , gravel , and san d (like
many High Sierra roads, closed in winter because of the volume of snow)
and arrive d at Mineral King and the cabin s at Silver City, I had anothe r
Brigham Young moment, feeling that I  had finally found the Sierra hide-
away I had been seeking —- "This is the place. "

Many of the cars, pickups, and suvs parked at the trailheads had their
front ends strangely swathed in heavy plastic tarpaulins, and I learned that
this protected them from marmots, groundhog-like mammals which had
a taste for the rubber hoses and insulation of engine wiring. It was a long
way to any parts or service facilities, and no one wanted to return fro m a
long hike in the Sierras to find their vehicles disabled by gnawing rodents.
Presumably they had the same taste for motorcycle parts, but fortunately I
was parking well away from the meadow, beside the tiny, rustic cabin I had
rented, in a grove of giant sequoias.

In the early evening, I sat outside o n the wooden deck with a  glass of
The Macallan, looking through the shadowy trees to a bright mountainside
of barren rock catching the last rays of the sun. I was struck by the way the
sharp-edged, pal e gra y granite seeme d t o radiat e th e light , a  luminou s
brightness like what the Swiss called alpenglow, as if the living rock gath-
ered heat from the sun all day, then radiated it back as light in the evening.

I was reminded of a quote by John Muir I had copied down on my sec-
ond visi t t o Gran d Canyon , in 2002 , when he describe d th e canyo n a t
sunset, "as if the lif e and ligh t o f centuries o f sunshine stored u p in th e
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rocks wa s now being poured forth a s from on e glorious fountain, flood -
ing both earth and sky. "

By that time I had put asid e all worries about the other  kind of living
rock, and, waxing al l mystical, I was moved to compose a Sierra rhapsod y
dedicated to this "Range o f Light," and to John Muir , who, i f not exactl y a
"prophet without honor in his own country," was certainly never listened
to as much as he should  have been.

Above the lion-colored hills
Above the ancient, tall  sequoias
Shining peaks of  silver granite
High Sierra,  Range of Light

Wingtips brush  the perfect sky
Solitary golden eagle
Soaring high above the forests
High above  the Range of Light

A circle  of pines around a  sky-blue lake
A draft  of  light  in every  breath I take
Darkness closes in, and the  stars descend
Wilderness begins  where the pavement ends
In the  Range of  Light

Drifting through  the Range of Light
A prophet without  honor
Champion of  right,  in a  lifelong  fight
Urging us  to  choose
Honor without profit
Taking the  high road —  into  the  Range of Light

Three weeks later, Sunday, July 2oth, I flew to Toronto to start rehearsin g
for th e Concer t for Toronto, or "sARS-fest " and "sARS-stock" as it became
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known (rathe r insensitively , I  thought) . Beginnin g th e followin g day , I
would have four day s on m y own t o get-up-in-the-morning-and-go-to -
work, then four days with the other two guys, a day to move the gear and
hopefully have a sound check, and I hoped that would be enough to prepare
for the show. There had been no convenient way for me to start earlier; our
little townhouse in Santa Monica was not drum-friendly (or at least, drums
were never  "neighbor-friendly"), an d there hadn't been time to organize a
rehearsal room and a borrowed set of drums and cymbals. However, we had
all been doing this for a long time; we should be able to put together a half-
hour set and play it decently after eight days of rehearsal.

Friends in Toronto had been telling me about th e effect s o f the SAR S
scare on the city, how the hotels and restaurants had been operating at less
than a tenth of their capacity , and now I saw the effects o f six months o f
that kind of attrition. My hotel was nearly empty and wretchedly under-
staffed, room service had been cut from twenty-four hours to a few hours
in the morning and evening, and since the hotel had only a private garage,
I had to wait for the one bellman to bring my car up, and it could take up
to an hour. I could only adjust to these "siege" conditions, but I did start
tipping the staf f abou t twice what I usually would, just out o f sympathy
for their undeserved plight.

During a break in the Steely Dan tour, Lome had flown into Toronto
and set up my drums a t the rehearsal hall , and shown Georg e the basic
operations to cover for him. George had worked many Rush tours as a car-
penter, looking after stage sets, props, cases, and building the drum boards
(custom platforms where the drums and stands were mounted). So after
Lome, he knew the setup best, and seemed the most likely candidate for a
one-off show . We had figured out a  way to leave the drums set up while
they were transported t o the show and moved onstage, so hopefully there
would be a minimum chance for error or catastrophe.

I had thought I  was coming in strong and fit, for lately I had been able
to maintain a  regular routine o f bicycling to the Santa Monica YMC A and
working out thre e times a  week, moving amon g the aerobi c machines,
yoga and stretching , weigh t machines an d fre e weights , an hour of solo
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racquetball, then finall y a  quarter mile in the lap pool. I was probably as
fit a s I had ever been, but I  was soon reminded that being fit was not th e
same as being conditioned t o star t playing drums a s hard a s I could fo r
hours on end.

After playing the instrument more-or-les s constantly for 38 years, I had
developed the ability to set it aside for a few months and pick up where I left
off, wit h no apparent loss of technique o r fluidity. When I was first starting,
at age thirteen, I  practiced every day, as I did thirty years later, while work-
ing with my teacher, Freddie, back in '94 and '95, but usually when I finished
a long period o f work, I didn't mind steppin g awa y from the drum s fo r
awhile. Indeed, I often came back to drumming with fresh energy and new
ideas. In the recording studio, there was a natural process of building up to
full power over days and weeks of casual experimentation wit h new songs
and new parts, and before a tour, I gradually worked my way up to full-ou t
performance mode, a process I always enjoyed.

However, in this situation, there was no time for a gradual buildup. On
Day One I  started ou t a t ten-tenths, fro m a  brief, free-for m warmu p t o
playing along with the original recordings of the songs the three of us had
agreed wer e candidate s t o b e playe d i n th e show : "To m Sawyer, "
"Limelight," "YYZ," "Dreamline," "Free Will," "New World Man," "Closer to
the Heart, " an d "The Spiri t o f Radio." I attacked al l of the song s at per-
formance level , hitting th e drum s an d cymbal s a s hard a s I could wit h
hands and fee t t o ge t the proper sound an d feel , digging my sticks deep
into the snare drum, an d pounding th e pedal dee p into the bass drum .
Then I took a break, then played them all again. And again. And again.

By the end of that first day I was sore in every muscle and every joint,
soothing m y pain wit h single-mal t whisk y and Extr a Strength Tylenol ,
and I realized that the difficult thing about playing drums wasn't so much
the exertion, but the impact. It wasn't the motion, but the stopping. Like a
piston engine, I had to come to a dead stop at the top and bottom of each
stroke, and that was the part that hurt — the proverbial irresistible forc e
meeting the immovable object .

It was nice to be back in Toronto, though, able to hang around with my
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best buddy Brutus again, for we hadn't seen much of each other in the past
year. He and I had dinne r a  few times that week, talking about our lives
and jobs, and he laughed at my physical complaints .

"I guess it's bound to get tougher, at your age!"
Thanks, friend. (I didn't need to add, "friend-who-is-o/^er-than-me.")
During the week, the other crew guys started to gather at the rehearsal

hall an d assembl e thei r gear , and som e o f our regular s fro m th e Vapor
Trails tour , and in some cases many other tours, had been able to make it
for thi s show : Rick on guitars , Russ on basses , Tony on keyboards , an d
Peter, our go-everywhere, do-everything personal assistant. One of the key
guys missing, apart from drum-tech Lome and Liam — the boss of every-
thing, who was supervising the whole operation fro m a distance, while he
worked a s tour accountan t wit h th e Ringlin g Brothers madness of th e
Metallica/Linkin Park/Limp Bizkit summer tour — was monitor enginee r
Brent, who controlled the complex mix of what we heard of ourselves and
each other in every song. We had to hope there would be time to work it
out with the new recruit, Tim.

That Friday, Day Five, I showed up at the rehearsal room a  little later,
to give the othe r tw o guys a chance to sor t through their gear . Thus we
began our working day, appropriately, with lunch — joking that it was our
favorite par t o f work, anyway (no joke , really). It was great to se e each
other again , for although we had been in touch fairl y often by e-mail, we
hadn't been together since the Rio de Janeiro show, back in November, and
we talked and joked and laughed and fooled around, until we couldn't put
it off any longer, and went to work.

We had narrowed the set down to seven songs, eliminating "New World
Man" (with its risky sequencer beginning that migh t g o awry in suc h a
chaotic setting) , and reviving the old warhorse, "Working Man," as a pos-
sible encore song. As I had done, we played through the set, took a break,
played it through again, and so on, four or five times a day. On Day Six and
Seven, we also worked up an instrumental versio n of the Stones' "Paint I t
Black," which we thought would be fun t o go into during our set . It was
starting to go pretty smoothly, but I was still taking nothing for granted.
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And I was still hurting.  At day's end, I would drive back to the hotel ,
slouch to my room and just collapse, thinking that I had never felt so tired,
never fel t s o sore. In years past, I had mad e friends o n bicycle trips an d
such who knew nothing about the music world, and when they came to
see me play for the first time, they would often say something like, "I never
knew drumming was such hard work"

At first I would be taken aback by that observation, then I would think
of them seein g other drummer s on television , often fakin g i t or playing
less physicall y demandin g music , an d understoo d wh y the y ha d tha t
impression. I guess drumming wasn't hard work for every drummer, but
it certainly was for me, the way I liked to play — as hard as I could, as fast
as I could, as long as I could, and as well as I could. Playing a Rush concert
was the hardest job I knew, and took everything I had, mentally and phys-
ically. I once compared it to running a marathon while solving equations,
and that was a good enough analogy.

Carrie flew in on Sunday, and when I picked her up at the airport afte r
Day Seven rehearsals, she took one look at my slumping body and drawn,
baggy face, and said , "What's the matter with you?" She had seen me play
many times during the Vapor  Trails  tour , right down to the final show in
Rio de Janeiro (with the extr a ordeal of recording and filming) , but sh e
had never seen me like that. I hadn't either .

The day before the show, Day Nine, the equipment  was moved to the
concert site, and we were scheduled to do a sound check, so we drove out
to Downsview Park in the afternoon. All week the media had been full of
talk about the concert, the front pages of the newspapers showing photo-
graphs o f the Rollin g Stone s arrivin g i n town , th e constructio n o f th e
stage, and runnin g stories about ever y detail o f the preparations for the
show. In this beleaguered city, the Concert for Toronto was big news.

And it was a big event, in every way. The stage was massive, the back-
stage area was vast, and the dressing rooms were in an old aircraft hangar,
a large area sectioned off for the Stones with temporary partitions, and the
rest divided into small cubicles for all the opening acts . Among the rows
of little rooms with the performers ' names outside, we were sandwiched
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between signs for the Guess Who and AC/DC, with Justin Timberlake at the
end of the row. Those signs alone were a surreal marker of what an expe-
rience we were about to face .

On Day Ten, show day, I was tense from th e moment of waking. On
any "work day, " I always feel a  certain mental and physica l awareness of
that difference , a  focus of energies and inner sense of resolve toward that
climax in the day, but this time it was much more than that. Somehow this
felt like the most important show I had ever played in my life, and there
was so much that coul d go wrong. In the globa l sense, there could be a
storm, a  riot , som e terribl e catastrophe , and i n th e persona l sense , my
drums could fal l apart, the monitors could fail and leave me stranded in a
musical vacuum, or — worst of all by far — I could play badly.

My mantra for the day , in the slang of the day , became something like,
"Just don't suck." (In reading about wild animals and their instinctive behav-
iors, I was intrigued to learn that the only instinct human s are thought t o
possess at birth is the urge to suck. That is a disturbing metaphor.)

We were scheduled to play around 7:00 in the evening, but had to leave
for th e venue in the earl y afternoon. At least the weather was perfect, a
sunny, windless day under a clear blue sky. That was one sigh of relief, one
prayer answered. We were driven to a commuter train station in Mimico,
in the southwestern part of the city, where special trains were being run to
the sit e with al l the performers, their guests , media people , and variou s
VIPS. The trai n move d slowl y northward throug h th e sun-washe d city ,
until ther e wa s a  sudde n choru s o f amaze d voice s ("Loo k a t that! "
"Ohmygod!"), then silence. We all turned t o look ove r an endless sea of
people stretchin g t o th e horizon , broke n onl y b y islands o f towers fo r
speakers and video screens. Buses carried us from the train to the hangar,
through a  series of security gates and a  backstage crowd that mus t have
numbered i n th e hundreds , mayb e thousands . Ou t front , ther e wer e
450,000 people — a good-sized city.

Already overwhelmed by just the backstage scene, I took refuge in one
of our cubicles and hid inside a  book, and thus inside myself , as I would
for most of the day. (The book was Nick Hornby's memoir of his life as a
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soccer fan, Fever Pitch, about people and situations I knew nothing about,
but his "friendly" writing style made it diverting and undemanding. )

The other two guys, always more sociable than I was, visited a little with
some of the other performers, but I just stayed in my cubicle. In retrospect,
I can see that in the middle of such chaos, I was trying to preserve my focus,
to keep my energy from being scattered in all directions. I had burrowed
down deep inside myself , mentally coaching my mind an d body with the
mantra, "Just don't suck," and tried to think of nothing else but the upcom-
ing performance. Brutus and Carrie tried to keep me company, but soon
realized I was not reall y "there," and they left me alone too. (Late r Brutus
remarked, "I've never seen you like that" — and he'd been with me for the
whole Test for Echo  tour of 76 shows. I could only repeat, "I haven't either")

To simplify matters, I had told Lome and George not to bother with the
small practice drumset I  usually had backstage, where I could warm up
before the show — and smooth out the jitters, I realized that afternoon. It
was another upset to the preshow ritual, and another way in which every-
thing was just too weird. When Alex came in with his guitar, turned on his
little amplifier, and started to play, I tried pounding on a practice pad and
stamping my feet along with him, but i t just wasn't the same.

Finally, it was showtime. We walked across the vast area backstage and
up the high steps to the massive stage, and stood at the back corner, waiting.
Apparently there was some technical problem, and it would be a few min-
utes. Our production manager from the last two tours, C.B., happened to be
in town, working with the band Chicago at a nearby casino, and he had his
headset on, waiting for the word to go . The Who's "Baba O'Riley" played
over the P.A. system, and in my ear-monitors, and I  played along with my
drumsticks agains t my legs — just as I used to play that song on the Sweda
cash register in Gear on Carnaby Street, back in '71 and '72 , and a  coinci-
dental reminder of my earliest influences, The Who and Keith Moon.

A couple of people came up an d said hello, some of them ol d friend s
(like the show' s promoter, Michael Cohl, who had promote d many Rush
shows since the '705), some of them strangers, and there seemed to be about
a thousand cameras pointed at us the whole time. Normally that would have
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driven me mental, but under the circumstances, I hardly noticed.
A short, older man stepped up to me, sticking out his hand and saying

something I couldn't hear . Thinking, "Now who's this?"  I took out one of
my ear monitors an d said, "Sorry, I couldn't hear you."

He spoke again, smiling, "Hello, I'm Charlie Watts."
"Oh!" I said, taken aback, "Hello." And I shook his hand.
He asked if we were going on soon, and I said yes, any minute, and he

said, with a twinkle, "I'm goin g to watch you!"
I suppose if I could have felt more pressured, that might have done it,

but I  was already at maximum intensit y — there was no time to think of
Charlie Watts and the Rolling Stones, watching them on The T.A.M.I. Show
or "E d Sullivan " whe n I  wa s twelve-and-a-half , hearin g "Satisfaction "
snarling down the midway at Lakeside Park, Gimme Shelter at the cinema
in London, listening to Charlie's beautiful solo album, Warm  and Tender,
so many times late at night in Quebec, or any of the other million time s
Charlie Watts and his band had been part of my life.

Geddy e-mailed me later and mentioned that scene:

BTW, I  wil l neve r forge t tha t momen t befor e w e went onstage
when Charlie Watts came over to shake your hand (a t the worst
possible moment! ) an d watchin g you r fac e g o through al l th e
motions of. .. a. who is this old guy? b. what does he want ? c. oh
for god' s sakes it's Charlie  Watts!

Finally, we were running out onto the stage. I settled myself behind the
drums, waited t o se e that Gedd y and Alex were ready, then counte d i n
"Tom Sawyer." I tried to ignore that se a of people, the ranks of cameras,
that short, gray-haired Englishman at stage left, and stayed in a place deep
inside myself , concentratin g o n playing the song , the righ t part s a t th e
right tempo (on e o f the hardes t challenge s fo r a  drummer , whe n you r
heart and adrenaline are racing, is to keep your playing from racin g too).

George crouched behind the line of dryers to my left ( a prop from the
Vapor Trails  tour , three Maytag dryers devised by Geddy as a humorous
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visual "balance" to Alex's massive stacks of amplifiers on stage right), and
I'm sur e he was as desperately hopeful as I was that nothing woul d go
wrong. Early on I realized I wasn't hearing much guitar, which would be a
problem i n later songs that Alex started, like "Limelight" an d "The Spiri t
of Radio. " I decide d I  had bette r ris k upsetting my concentration , an d
tried to mouth th e words "more guitar" to George. He didn't read me at
first, but eventuall y somebody else did, and it was fixed.

When I did glance out over the humanscape, it seemed completely sur-
real. The horizon o n every side was a blur o f distant faces . The stage was
so high, and the security barricade so far from it , that even the closest  peo-
ple seemed remote. One of the unfortunate flaws of the in-ear monitors is
that you can never hear the audience very well, so I wasn't even sure if they
were liking us or not. We kept the pace pretty rapid in any case, playing a
series of up-tempo song s with the briefest of breaks between them.

We blazed through ou r shor t instrumenta l arrangemen t of "Paint I t
Black," making me think of Charlie Watts again, but he seemed to have left
by then — having seen and heard enough, no doubt, whatever his impres-
sion was. Then, just as we paused for the acoustic intro to "Closer t o the
Heart," a  calm interlude o f guitar, glockenspiel, and vocals, suddenly th e
monitors and speaker s were full o f congas and bongos — som e careless
technician ha d started the Stones' tape-loop o f percussion for "Sympathy
for th e Devil," perhaps just testing it and not knowing it was going to the
"house," an d i t wa s playing everywhere.  We tried t o ignor e i t an d keep
playing the song (at a completely different tempo from the loud tape), and
eventually someon e turned i t off . Once we were "grounded" again , we
looked at each other and made twisted face s of mock panic.

Toward the en d o f the set , I noticed on e o f my crash cymbals had a
good-sized crack in it, and its sound was dull and lifeless, but I  decided to
put up with i t rather than disrupt everythin g by telling George about it .
He would have to figure out what I meant, run back to the cases and find
a spare 18" cymbal, then climb up there and switch them — better just to
keep my head down and worry about playing right ("Just don't suck")

At the end of "The Spirit of Radio," we ran offstage , waiting to see if we
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should play an encore or not. Everyone was supposed to know about that
plan, but somebody obviously didn't. Taped music started playing over the
P.A., as if our set was over, and stagehands began walking onstage to strike
the gear. We were still standing at the side of the stage, tensed for action but
not knowin g what to do , when Alex turned t o go , saying, "Forget it . I t
would be embarrassing to go back on now." He was right. It was over.

On the long walk back to the dressing rooms, a police officer steppe d
in front of me and said he was a big fan, and asked if I would pose for a
photograph with him. Wearily, I acquiesced, knowing it was always a good
idea to be friendly with a cop who was a "big fan," and I stood beside him
while his brother office r snappe d a  picture.

I was feeling drained and exhausted, though no t fro m the exertion; a
normal Rush show was almost three hours long, and we had played barely
half an hour, not even long enough to loosen up, or build a  decent sweat.
Nevertheless, it had been an overwhelming experience , the most difficul t
performance I had ever given, and I was beat.

Given the complexities of the shuttle buses and trains, we had to leave
while AC/DC was just taking the stage. We had played shows with them in
the U.S. a few times back in the '/os, and even then I had been delighte d
— it seems the only word — to watch Angus Young in his weird and won-
derful state of "possession," prowling the stage with his schoolboy uniform
like a force of nature, jamming his whole little body into grinding out riff s
on hi s Gibson SG.

We never saw the Stone s a t all , except o n th e televisio n bac k a t th e
hotel. Two of the local networks had been broadcasting fro m the concer t
site all day, showing selections from eac h performance, and the stranges t
thing wa s watching ourselves  o n T V like that , just hour s afte r w e ha d
played. The camera that had been in my face throughout the performance
showed someone who looked a lot different than I had felt — the stranger
playing those drums looked calm, intense, confident. I was relieved to hear
that despite my inner sense of acceleration  (pulse, adrenaline, awareness) ,
somehow I  had managed t o keep the tempo s naile d down . Th e soun d
quality was not great, but I was relieved to hear that we had played pretty



^er$e five  36 5

well. A  triumph o f preparatio n an d determinatio n ove r environment ,
biology (o r chemistry), and lack of time.

At leas t I  coul d say , with al l humility , w e didn' t suck . Tha t alon e
answered the prayers I had sen t ou t al l day to anyone who might be lis-
tening and could help , but i t occurs to me now it was really a prayer to
myself. "Pleas e don't suck."

Amen.
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Repeat to fade ...

On December 8th, 2003,1 took Traveling Music on one last roadtrip, driving
the Z-8 to Grand Canyon National Park, where I had rented a cabin for a
few days . As the writing had piled up through thos e eigh t months, I set
myself a  "soft goal " of completing th e firs t draf t b y the en d o f the year.
Now that the book had grown so long, complicated, and unwieldy, I knew
that if I was going to pull it al l together, I needed to ge t away and really
concentrate.

Slipping throug h Lo s Angeles a t dawn , I  heade d eas t throug h th e
Mojave Deser t on 1-40 , across the width o f California and into Arizona.
Just over the stat e line I  picked u p ol d Route 66, following that tightl y
wound, crumbling piec e of history throug h th e quaintl y revive d "gold-
rush town" of Oatman. Wild burros wandered the street , begging food
from th e tourist s (few, early that Decembe r morning). The town's other
historic highligh t was the Oatman Hotel , where Clark Gable and Carole
Lombard spen t thei r weddin g nigh t i n 1939 , afte r bein g marrie d i n
Kingman, Arizona.

On throug h Kingman , I staye d with th e lon g loo p o f 6 6 throug h
Hackberry Springs and Seligman, then a short stretch of 1-40 to Williams,

367
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the turnof f fo r Grand Canyon. All through Arizona I was gaining eleva-
tion, driving into winter, and I watched the outside temperature fall fro m
the 6os to the 305. As I drove north on Highway 64 through the ponderosa
pine forests , approaching 7,000 feet now, flakes o f snow began to fill the
air. When I  parked at the national par k visitors cente r for the inevitabl e
"passport stamp, " I got out an d stoo d fo r a  moment i n the col d wind .
"Smells like snow," I said to myself , with a big smile. I had been missing
my winter soulscape.

Although Gran d Canyo n wa s one o f th e busies t nationa l park s i n
America, with five million visitors annually, I had picked the right time of
year. That Monday in early December, I was able to get a cabin right on
the canyon's rim, with a  little tabl e looking ou t the window to that stu -
pendous view. As I set down my overnight bag and my box of papers and
books, a phrase came to mind, "I grinned out loud."

Every day and night, I watched the light change on the multi-colore d
strata, th e sculpture d roc k wall s descendin g a  mil e down , an d a  mil e
across t o th e Nort h Rim . Over tha t ever-changing , monumenta l vista ,
the ligh t effect s wer e infinite, and a s I had known i t would be, it was a
wonderful place to work. And while I worked, I seemed to view that
canyon i n nearl y every possible aspect , from brigh t winte r sunshine to
lowering clouds, rain, fog, gentle snowfall, and even a couple of full-blown
blizzards. The moon was full, an d the night-time view was equally spec-
tacular, the canyon's depths silvered with ledges of snow in a fantastic play
of blue light and shadow.

Straight in front of rne was Bright Angel Point, named after the Bright
Angel Creek, far below on the canyon's floor. The creek had been named
by Major John Wesley Powell (a one-armed Civi l War veteran leading an
1868 expedition o n the first-eve r descen t o f the Colorad o River , he ha d
certainly been "workin' his angels"), and the choice of name was intended
to be a kind of "atonement" for a creek previously named after a  member
of the expedition not given to bathing — the Dirty Devil.

When I  think o f great hotel room views I have experienced, they are
many, from the Chateau at Lake Louise, in the Canadian Rockies, my win-
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dow open to the glacier-fed, turquoise waters surrounded by conifers an d
high snowy peaks, the Wickanninish In n in Tofmo, British Columbia, ove r
the stormy Pacific, the Princeville Resort on Kauai, above sublime Hanale i
Bay, or the St. Regis in Manhattan, overlooking Central Park in September .
However, none has been more powerful and affecting than looking out at
the Grand Canyon through th e days and nights of work, even as I sorted
through the multi-colored strat a of my own "geology."

On the first morning, I awoke before dawn, curtains wide (wanting to be
open to that view even when I was sleeping), an d dressed up warm to walk
into the cold twilight, down the icy path along the rim to the lodge. While I
ate breakfast, I paged through the written journal I had kept during my var-
ious travel s tha t year , wantin g t o mak e sur e I  hadn' t misse d anythin g
worthwhile, then returned to my little cabin and sat down to work. Opening
the two three-ring binders , th e 300-page typescript tha t represented eigh t
months of steady work — and fifty-one year s of my life — I started a t the
beginning, readin g with red pen in hand. Fro m the outset I  had followed
Max Perkins' advice, "Don't get it right, get it down," and by that point I had
a lot of it down, and now I wanted to try to get it right.

Immersing mysel f i n thos e pages , I  retrace d th e highway s o f th e
Southwest, the musi c I  had listene d to , my memories o f St. Catharines ,
London, Mexico, the American Southwest, and Africa, and I was soon lost
in the timeless absorption  that I always found in creative work, with musi c
or with words. At one point I  paused an d looked ou t the window, taking
in the splendor i n front o f my worktable. Fully appreciating the moment,
I chuckled to myself and said, "lust kill me now."

Another quot e from Fred Nietzsche came to mind:

Whoever cannot settle on the threshold of the moment forgetfu l
of the whole past, whoever is incapable of standing on a point like
a goddess of victory without vertigo or fear, will never know what
happiness is , and worse , will neve r do anythin g to mak e other s
happy.
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I knew what happiness was, just at that moment, to be working in that
inspiring setting, closing in on the first draft of the biggest challenge I had
ever set myself in prose writing — my life and times, my music and mem-
ories, my songs and stories. The trick, though, and the real challenge, were
trying to "make others happy," to attempt to make this story unfold in a
way that might be interesting for a reader, to describe the places and the
feelings, the events and the connections, and make the past come alive.

Pausing only to walk to th e nearb y lodge for meals , sometimes just
bringing a sandwich back to the cabin with me, I carried on correcting ,
adding passages, cutting others, and rearranging the pieces. Without haste
or distraction, I worked my way steadily through the manuscript, for one
day, then another , and then another . Jus t as I developed drum part s by
playing a song again and again, gradually refining my experiments into a
smooth flow of structure, rhythm, and detail, or assembled son g lyrics by
tinkering with each word and each line for days on end, every time I went
through th e Verses and Choruses of the book, a host of little refinements
gradually built an overall elevation that sent me back to the beginning, to
"play" it again.

Once o r twic e a day a busload o f Japanese tourists unloade d a t th e
lodge, and for an hour or so my solitude would be interrupted, but mostly
it fel t like I had the place almost to myself. One evening I was talking to
Carrie on the telephone, and I looked out the window into the blue twi-
light and saw a mule deer tiptoeing lightly through the snow, followed by
a yearling fawn, and then another. Asking Carrie to hold on for a moment,
I put down the phone and grabbed my camera. When I pushed open the
creaking screen door an d steppe d outside , they didn't eve n flinch, and
hardly even looked at me when the flash went off . With five million visi -
tors a year, they must be used to it.

And of course, I had brought music with me for the journey, much of
it more "purposeful" this time, considered as research, as so much of my
reading and movie-watching had been lately. (The internet had been very
useful for some questions, like "what year would Ricky Nelson have sung
'Travelin' Man' on 'Ozzie and Harriet?'") On the drive to Grand Canyon,
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I had listened to CDS like The Who's My Generation  and Th e Who Sell Out,
refreshing my memory of those early favorites, as well as a CD of selected
modern song s made for me by my friend Matt . With a  mix of "sample"
tracks of artists he thought I might like, Matt introduced m e to some great
new bands, like Dredg, the Mars Volta, and Porcupine Tree, younger musi-
cians wh o wer e stil l pursuin g excellenc e an d honest y i n roc k music .
(Porcupine Tree' s song, "The Soun d o f Muzak," had a  chorus bewailing
the cheapenin g o f modern music , "One o f the wonders o f the world i s
going down, it's going down, I know/ It's one of the blunders of the world,
that no one cares, no one cares enough"). As Count Basic once said, afte r
listening t o a  playback of Sinatr a an d Duk e Ellington' s Francis  A . an d
Edward K. album, "Always glad to hear about that kind of carrying on!"

Over the passing months, Mat t and I had become close friends, hiking
together i n the Sant a Monic a Mountains nearl y every week, and talkin g
about our lives and work. During those hikes, Matt had been hearing a lot
about my struggles with the book, and I had been hearing a lot about his
struggles with the record company. Vertical Horizon's latest album, Go, had
run into a wall of record-company apathy and mismanagement, and had-
n't sold very well — afte r thei r previous release, Everything Yo u Want-, ha d
topped the charts and sold over four million copies. Something was wrong
there, and it wasn't the music. So Matt was considering his options, think -
ing it was time to free himself from that record company, and perhaps even
his band , an d tr y i t o n hi s own , maybe be a  "songwriter-for-hire" fo r
awhile, and eventually, make his own record.

All unexpectedly, by that time I had become mildly obsessed with the
Beach Boys and Brian Wilson, and on the drive there I had been playing
his acknowledge d masterpiece, Pet Sounds,  finally beginning to under -
stand what all the "fuss" was about — thirty-seven years after it s release,
in 1966. However, I'd only been thirteen then, and in any case, hardly any-
body understoo d his achievement when that album first came out. I was
just glad to have that rich vein of music in my life now,  with unexpected
depth an d resonance, for it had been reintroduced t o me by a thread of
coincidence and happenstance.
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Back in 2002 , when I was first talking with the publishing compan y
ECW about Ghost  Rider, they sent me a box of books as "samples." One of
them was a biography of Dennis Wilson, The Real Beach Boy, and I started
reading hi s story . As previously described , i t wa s sadly reminiscent o f
Keith Moon's biography , a tragic story o f an apparently loveable young
man driven to extremes of self-indulgence, destroyed by his own demons
and lacking the will to resist them.

After I finally found a copy of The T.A.M.L Show,  in the spring of 2003,
and watched Dennis Wilson, the radian t young surf-god, pounding his
drums and shaking his blond hair while the girls screamed, I was brows-
ing i n Barne s and Nobl e one day , and wa s drawn to bu y Heroes  an d
Villains, the biography of the whole band written by Steven Gaines. Then
I found another biography of Dennis Wilson, Dumb Angel, becoming fas-
cinated by those cautionary tales, captivated by all the harrowing stories
about the Beach Boys. I still hadn't gone back to their music, but the more
I read abou t it , the more curiou s I  became. Apparently there had been
much more than "Fun, Fun, Fun" going on there.

I started buying the CDS , and appreciating them in a way I never had
before: with my own deepened experience, maturity, and understanding.
The beautifully crafted earl y material, and th e ultimat e expression of a
naked spirit confronting life and love, Pet Sounds, all of it was a joyous rev-
elation to me, pure listening pleasure. I was powerfully intrigued by Brian
Wilson as a true artist, at his best certainly the "genius" he had often been
called, and by Dennis Wilson as a character.

I even felt compelled t o seek out a  rare copy of Dennis Wilson's sol o
album, Pacific Ocean  Blue, from 1977, just to hear his own, personal music.
It was described lovingly in the words of his friends and biographers, but
I suspected that might have been partly because people seem to have loved
him so much. Dennis Wilson was often described as the "soulful" member
of the Beach Boys, and true enough, that was the essence of what he tried
to achieve in his own music, and often succeede d pretty well.

But why was it the flamboyant, exhibitionist, extrovert, self-destructive
drummers like Keith Moon and Dennis Wilson, who descended into help-
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less addiction s an d die d a t thirty-tw o an d thirty-nine , wh o seeme d so
intriguing t o me , more romantic  — o r a t least more tragic  — than th e
higher musical inspirations o f Buddy Rich's tempestuous career ended by
a brain tumor a t age seventy, or Gene Krupa changing the world's percep-
tion of drummers forever, and dying of leukemia at age sixty-four?

Perhaps it was because Keith Moon and Dennis Wilson had embodie d
a quality I  recognized a small part of in myself, a dark side, a secret fasci-
nation with the "anti-hero," in friendships, in life, and in art. I considered
the most important gif t a  person could receiv e genetically to be strength
of will, and apart from an y talent or sensitivity to words and music, that
was certainly the quality t o which I  attributed muc h o f my own success
(or a t least survival). I  was grateful fo r other genetic gifts, once reflecting
that I  had inherited "m y father's sense and my mother's sensibility, " but
none of that was any good without will — and it was surely the lack  of that
will that had been the fatal flaw that brought dow n others before me, like
Keith Moon and Denni s Wilson. As someone wise once said, "There ar e
no failures of talent, only failures of character."

By late in 2003, when I was driving along the Pacific Coast Highway, to
the appropriate soundtrack of the Beach Boys (once glancing out toward
the ocea n and seein g a pair o f porpoises pacing me in gracefu l arc s just
offshore), I  sometime s imagine d th e event s o f a  da y i n 1968 . Denni s
Wilson was driving his Ferrar i down the Pacifi c Coas t Highway , and h e
picked u p a  coupl e o f young hitchhikers , "hippi e chicks. " H e brough t
them back to his sprawling estate on Sunset Boulevard to share some "free
love," made a night of it, and thought no more about it. But the next night,
arriving home fro m a  recording session , Dennis sa w an ol d schoo l bu s
parked in his driveway — the Manson "family" had moved in.

Like s o many others ha d been , Dennis wa s captivated b y Manson' s
snake-charmer charisma, and with Dennis's apparent innocence, generos-
ity, and lack of will, he was soon drawn into a  vortex of drugs, sex, and
violence. Manson once held a knife to his throat, and Dennis, ever fearless,
said, "D o it , man. " Charli e laughe d an d pu t dow n th e knife . Dennis' s
prized Ferrari, his AC Cobra, and his Rolls-Royce were wrecked, the rented
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estate was trashed, his clothes and money were stolen, and the whole sit -
uation wa s ou t o f hi s control . Dennis , n o longe r fearless , eventuall y
abandoned the house and took shelter in a friend's basement apartment .

In my Santa Monica life, I often drove or rode my motorcycle past that
estate at 14400 Sunset Boulevard, a low ranch house in perpetual shade
under a spreading canopy of trees, just across from Will Rogers State Park.
Knowing what had transpired there, and what it had led to in the horrify-
ing Tate-LaBianca murders, the place always gave me a chill. I could never
tell if the dark ambience of the property was imaginary or real.

On my last afternoon at Grand Canyon, Thursday, I drove down a sce-
nic roa d alon g the ri m t o Hermit' s Res t (anothe r advantag e to bein g
out-of-season, as that road was closed to cars in the busy summer months,
when shuttle buses handled the crowds). As I slowly cruised along, stop-
ping a t th e overlook s t o vie w differen t aspect s o f th e canyon , I  was
listening to Surfer  Girl  and Shut Down: Volume n, and when I returned to
the lodge for lunch, I noted in my journal, "Wonderful, to put it mildly. So
experimental, so original , s o vulnerable, s o beautiful.  Perhap s unparal -
leled. 'In My Room,' 'Don't Worry Baby,' 'The Warmth of the Sun' — Brian
Wilson was doing all that in, like, 1964!"

Amid the rugged landscape, the wintry air, and the white quilt of snow
under the ponderosa pines, that sunny California music made me think of
Carrie, an d home , an d drivin g back there th e followin g day. My drives
along Sunse t Boulevard, past Denni s Wilson's forme r estate , had bee n
more frequen t lately, because Carri e an d I  had finall y bought a  bigger
house over that way , partway up th e Santa Monica Mountains . I t had a
view over the city and along the coast, even a slice of the blue Pacific, and
that had been enough to sell me, along with the wonderful kitchen, spa-
cious garage, and — especially — my very own office, with a door I could
close on the world when I was writing.

I was excited about moving into that house in the new year; however,
I was also fully (and sadly) aware that I would be leaving barely a month
after that, flying up to Toronto to rehearse and maybe do some recording
with my bandmates. In a sweet parallel with my own wanderings through
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my musical past, a seed I had planted during the Vapor  Trails  rehearsals in
2002, about us learning some old cover songs to play live, grew into a sug-
gestion fro m Gedd y tha t w e commemorat e ou r 30t h anniversar y b y
recording some o f the song s we grew up o n — coincidentally creatin g a
soundtrack to my "soundtrack," as it were. We began searching our mem-
ories and digging through old records from the mid-'6os, by The Who, the
Yardbirds, Buffal o Springfield , Blue Cheer , Cream , an d th e lik e —  th e
bands fro m ou r teenag e years, the one s whose songs we learned chords ,
lyrics, and drum parts  for, and even played in our own early bands — and
trading suggestions by e-mail.

If we decided t o g o ahead wit h th e ide a (ou r answe r to tha t eterna l
"Now what?" question) an d were pleased by the results , we might release
five or six "cover tunes" on a little EP ("Extended Play," a suitably old-fash -
ioned term for a record that was longer than a  single, but shorte r than an
album), cal l it Feedback (Gedd y and Alex had already decided that, in the
mid-'6os spirit, there should be lots of feedback and backward guitar on
every track) , an d mayb e pla y som e o f the m o n th e upcomin g 30t h
anniversary tour.

Yes, that four-letter word, tour, was again looming o n my horizon .
As much as you ever can, by the time I drove to Grand Canyon in early

December, I knew  what was coming a t me for most o f the next year. The
bustle of Christmas (still a difficult season for me, with too many Ghosts of
Christmas Past) , then try to get the book finished and sent to Paul for edit-
ing before the end of the year, and hopefully get to work on the revision an d
finish that before I had to travel to Toronto for the possible recording and
the certai n si x weeks o f rehearsin g fo r th e six-month , fifty-seve n sho w
30th Anniversary Tour, which would start in May. I didn't want to go, but
I knew it was the Right Thing To Do.

Pride had prevailed , I suppose. Rush was probably the first band ever
to survive thirty years together with the same members, and it seemed we
ought t o celebrate that achievement . In early discussions with Ray , I had
"opened th e bidding" a t forty shows, but just as with the Vapor  Trails  tour ,
I was soon outbid. By the time Europe entered the discussions (after more
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than te n years , we fel t w e pretty much ha d to g o and pla y for ou r fan s
there), the total had risen to fifty-seven. And counting ...

For me, after thirty years of touring, the constant upheava l and intru-
sion o f that life , a s well as the shee r difficult y o f the job , had lon g ago
stopped bein g glamorous and exciting . It stil l mean t everythin g in th e
world for me to play well, and I would give everything I had to prepare for
and deliver the best show I could — but i t wasn't exactly  fun. Like Mark
Twain's definitio n o f work, "anything you'd rathe r not do, " touring was
work. But it was my job.

Once again, I planned to travel by bus and motorcycle, and control my
environment an d my destiny as much as I could. During the Vapor  Trails
tour, I once tried gamely to define the things I liked about going on tour.
I came up with two: one, after burning so many calories onstage, you can
eat anything you want, and two, there's lots of motorcycling. (Ray , think-
ing as a manager should, likes to point out that I can also "pick up a little
gas money" along the way.)

At least I had a solution for the conspicuous lack of stories in this book
concerning those thirty years with Rush. Also, a solution for the ten pages
of notes that had been collecting at the back of Traveling Music, all the sto-
ries and facts I hadn't found a place for. After that drive to Hermit's Rest,
I sat in the lodge restaurant with my journal, writing down more thoughts
and memorie s I  stil l wante d t o ge t into th e book , an d ende d wit h a
tongue-in-cheek challenge to myself, "Work all that into the book and I'l l
... buy you a drink!"

Wanting to earn that drink, I thought about it awhile, then began flag-
ging those notes "next book." Remembering the project I had abandone d
halfway through in 1997, American Echoes: Landscape with Drums, I thought
I might try to document the upcoming tour the same way, and turn it into
a narrative that coul d also contain mor e o f Rush's history, our lives and
times. Beginning with my earliest experiments in prose writing, in the mid-
'/os, I had wanted to try to capture and convey the real "archi-texture" of a
modern concer t tour, and maybe I was ready to tackle that mighty chal-
lenge. I might call it something like Roadshow: Landscape with  Drums.
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But for now, I already had one book to finish, and I  drove back fro m
Grand Canyon the next morning with the pages of my two black binders
filled wit h note s i n re d ink , the n starte d revisin g an d typin g i n th e
changes. Alon g wit h gettin g throug h Christmas , shopping , wrapping ,
boxing, and shippin g gift s t o m y family an d friend s i n Canada , cooking
the Christma s turke y dinne r fo r Carrie' s famil y (wit h hel p fro m he r
mother, Marian), I managed to squeeze in enough work on the book to be
able to send off the firs t draf t o n December 3Oth — my goal of finishin g
it by the end of the year achieved, if only narrowly.

In January , the editoria l response s to Traveling  Music  starte d comin g
back at me, first from my brother Danny , always a trusted reader, and he
had som e goo d suggestion s that I  immediately adopted , then fro m m y
editor an d agent , Paul. After th e rewardin g experience of working wit h
Paul on Ghost  Rider, I knew that his editing style focused less on criticiz-
ing wha t wa s there  tha n o n enthusin g abou t wha t could  b e there . To
describe Paul' s approach to my work, I coined the phrase "critical enthu -
siasm." As Freddie had done with my drumming, Paul paid less attention
to what I was playing than to how I thought about what I was playing. The
conception, the "dance," the "archi-texture."

And at first the challenge was equally daunting — reinventing my drum-
ming with Freddie, and now reinventing my writing with Paul. He urged me
to elevate the book conceptually, to aim for a kind of nobility ("take the high
road"), a  higher "Emor y Peak " of creativ e ambition , an d I  realize d that
along with trying to recount my life an d times, my own evolution an d its
inspirations, the book shoul d be a "celebration o f excellence," rather than
lamenting it s lack. At that loft y elevation , negative commentary on musi c
and specific performers had no place.

Paul also had grand ambitions for how I might shape my material mor e
effectively, expand my canvas from the six days of the Big Bend journey to
the entire year of my creative life, and he inspired me with his vision of the
highest-level-memoir Idea l that I — we — were going to pursue.

Almost from the beginning, I had imagined I might try to compose an
actual song from the lyrical lines that began each Verse and Chorus, but as

Rideout
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the book itsel f kept growin g and demandin g more an d more attention ,
that idea was set aside. One day in February, I decided to see if the notio n
had a  chance o f working, or , with m y writing tim e growin g short , i f I
should forge t abou t i t an d concentrat e o n th e stories , an d le t the son g
lines stand alone . I  made a  list o f the lyric s on a  page, and a t firs t they
seemed lik e a  column o f disparat e scraps , wit h n o connectio n t o eac h
other. I felt a  little doubtful abou t the idea's future .

However, once again the missing element proved to be will (and time,
and a  little  imagination) , a s I  worke d ove r th e line s agai n an d again ,
smoothing i n som e "connectiv e tissue, " an d findin g th e distillatio n o f
words and rhythm that seemed most resonant, in the poetic sense of being
suggestive of meaning, but allowin g the reader' s ow n music to create th e
soundtrack.

Sometimes th e son g was se t asid e fo r a  day or two , a s I  worked o n
another par t of the book with Paul , but eventually , line by line, stanza by
stanza, the song came together to a point where I was satisfied with it (or
at least content to "abandon" it) . Like many song lyrics I had written over
the years , "Traveling Music" was woven from piece s that had ofte n bee n
conceived separately — in this case , even scavenged from anothe r lyrical
project I  ha d bee n toyin g wit h throughou t th e year , Th e California
Quartet, vignettes se t in locale s like Big Sur and th e Sierr a Nevada an d
interwoven with different interio r moods .

Finally, looking a t th e "Travelin g Music" song in th e contex t o f th e
book o f which it was to become a part — a beginning and an ending —
it occurred to me that the process of the song's building was a microcosm
of the book's  building.

I was reminded o f my Grandma Peart's sewing basket, where she kept
all he r multicolore d bit s o f materia l fo r patches , shinin g polychrom e
spools of thread, fluffy pastel yarns, knitting, sewing, and darning needles,
the littl e wooden "egg" for darning socks , the C-clamp s for her quiltin g
frames, and other implements o f rural self-sufficiency. To me, that resem -
bled the collection o f material and tools I had jammed into the first draft
of the song, and the book.
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Ideally, I  wanted bot h o f them t o b e mor e lik e on e o f the beautifu l
quilts my grandmother produced throughout her  life, many of them fro m
recycled, and thu s memory-rich , piece s of cloth . The scrap s had some -
times come fro m famil y members ' castof f clothing , or ol d curtain s an d
such, and thus the individual pieces were imbued with a certain intimacy,
and eve n narrative . Th e geometr y wit h whic h the y wer e patterne d
together i n the final quilt was intricate, colorful, attractive, and , perhap s
most of all, a comfortable plac e in which to wrap yourself.

I wrote to Pau l that da y and describe d th e metaphor , saying , "From
now o n that's  th e highest-level-memoi r form , th e qualit y w e want :
Grandma's Quilt." He agreed (with "critical enthusiasm"), and a new tem-
plate joined our highest-level-memoir ideals of "archi-texture."

Day afte r day , week afte r week , the edi t note s kep t coming , a s Paul
devoted his own life and creative being to this book, without compromise ,
living u p t o hi s company' s motto , "Strivin g fo r th e Ideal " Chapte r b y
chapter, word by word, we worked through i t again and again , for fou r
months, distracted fro m ou r poor neglected wives and everything else in
"real life " even as I traveled to Toronto at the beginning of April to star t
rehearsing for the tour and recording the songs for Feedback.

Paul stayed with me the whole way through, setting all else aside, work-
ing through the night and e-mailing me edited chapters that were ready for
me when I got up at 6:00 a.m., to be able to spend a few hours on the book,
until I had to leave for my "real job" at the studio or rehearsal hall.

Even with all of Paul's help, encouragement, and dedication, it was still
up to me to "make it so," and as with Freddie, I would have to start all over.
"Take this thing a  little further. " "Put th e pieces together" "Get ou t o f the
way — let it happen!"

There was only one way to "let" all that happen: get up in the morning
and go to work.

The first show of the tour i s tomorrow.

Where are we going?
Halfway across  the world.
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When d o we get there?
Oh, fifty-seven times over the next six months.

Why do I have to sit in the middle?
Because that's where the drums are,  stupid.


