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			Foreword

			A Life in Canadian Rock

		

		
			It must have been the summer of 1964, so I was going on twelve. A group of four or five families from our neighborhood was living in a ragtag cluster of tents at Morgan’s Point, on the Ontario shore of Lake Erie. We were all camping there together for a few weeks that summer, while our dads commuted to St. Catharines for work. It was a boyhood ambience of sunburns, mosquito bites, campfires, a warm, shallow lake with a threatened undertow, playing coureurs de bois in the woods, and a first kiss under the sumacs.

			One evening some of us kids were gathered outside the dance pavilion. We were too young to go in, and couldn’t have paid anyway (to have a quarter of your own was a big deal then), but stood nearby to listen. Who can now imagine such a remote time, pre-everything, when a man could remember the first time he ever heard rock music? 

			(And if that makes me “old,” I’m comfortable with it—proud of it. If a youngster tells me he was born in any later decade, my only response is sympathy: “You missed so much.”)

			According to the posters, they were called The Morticians. They were pictured in long-tailed suits and top hats, and the battered hearse they and their gear traveled in was parked outside. My first impression of live rock music was that it was loud—surprise. They probably had a bunch of fifty-watt amps, but I’d only ever heard Dad’s hi-fi, the car radio’s single speaker, and the little transistor pressed up to my ear at night. The guitars were brash, jangly and warbly, voices echoey and unintelligible, something low was rumbling the walls, and I couldn’t understand why the drums sounded so metallic—not knowing what cymbals were. But the drumming sure galvanized my attention. 

			So did the noise . . .

			It was the time of the British Invasion, and soon there were rock bands everywhere—in every dance hall, and in every second garage. In those years I often spent school holidays with my Blackwell grandparents in Georgetown, Ontario. By an accident of familial timing, my uncle Richard was just a year older than me, so more like a cousin. He played drums in a band called The Outcasts, emulating the “blue-eyed soul” trend that was everything in nearby Toronto. 

			Even as I took up playing drums myself (well, practice pad and magazines on the bed for the first year), the musical education that was being delivered to me in little old St. Catharines was, in retrospect, astounding.

			It is probably safe to say, from this twenty-first-century vantage point, that there was no better decade in which to be a kid than the ’50s, and no better decade to be a teenager—especially an aspiring musician—than the ’60s. Discuss . . .

			(If you missed it, see above sympathy.)

			It was not radio or television or even word of mouth that introduced me to the music I came to love—it was cover bands. While I very much appreciated the R&B that influenced the “Toronto sound,” and played it in some of my earliest bands (still identifiable in my playing today), the first music that really electrified me was the “second wave” of the British Invasion. That was when rock ’n’ roll became rock, I guess—edgy, aggressive-sounding bands like The Who, The Kinks, and The Hollies. I did not hear that kind of music on Top-40 radio, not then, but I heard it played by Graeme and The Wafers. They were a mod-style band from the Prairies who took up residence in the Niagara Peninsula one summer—and rocked my world. 

			The bands I saw at high schools, the roller rink, and the Castle (“A Knight Club for Teenagers”) included local heroes like The Modbeats, The Evil, The Ragged Edges, The Veltones (still remember their mournful single on CHOW radio from their hometown of Welland, “Just Another Face in the Crowd”), and dozens more, plus so many truly excellent bands from Toronto. 

			A few records trickled out from there, too, and we all liked the singles and albums by Mandala and The Ugly Ducklings. (One of my earliest conversations with bandmate Alex was about that album Somewhere Outside—including “Gaslight,” a single that ought to have been a huge hit everywhere—and Alex laughed when I played the staggered drum figure that opened “Just in Case You Wonder.”)

			And the drummers! Anyone trying to lay down funky beats for those blue-eyed-soul bands simply had to have more chops than a surf-rock drummer. So they were all at least good, and some were masters whose playing still echoes in this eternal youngster’s inner transistor. Whitey Glan with Mandala, Skip Prokop with Lighthouse, Graham Lear with George Olliver’s Natural Gas, Danny Taylor with Nucleus, Dave Cairns with Leigh Ashford, and many more—all playing in my hometown on a weekly basis. Every drummer did a solo—it was simply expected—so even just standing in the audience, no young drummer ever had it so good. 

			Further afield, it was an adolescent thrill to see The Guess Who at a county fair in Caledonia, then again at the psychedelic youth pavilion called “Time Being” (1967, of course, the Summer of Love—still not fifteen, I was a little young for all that, but sure wanted to be part of it!) at the Canadian National Exhibition in Toronto. The next time I saw The Guess Who was at a pop festival at Brock University in 1969, with Mashmakhan (Jerry Mercer another great drummer) and a number of local bands—including my first band with a handful of original songs, J. R. Flood. In front of ten thousand people, I played a drum solo in Santana’s “Soul Sacrifice,” just as Michael Shrieve had done at Woodstock, and it received a life-affirming reaction. 

			My head didn’t swell, but my ambition did. . . .

			In later years I would be privileged to become part of the history of Canadian rock, achieving unimagined success and accolades with my bandmates (“the Guys at Work”) Alex and Geddy.

			Even that road was illuminated by touring with other Canadian bands—crossing paths early on with The Stampeders, April Wine, and the great Downchild Blues Band, as we all struggled as opening acts and playing rock clubs around the U.S. 

			This book spotlights the pivotal role played by Ronnie Hawkins in early Canadian rock, and he had his part in Rush’s history, too. Our Moving Pictures album was written in the summer of 1980 at his farm near Peterborough—the same farm that hosted John and Yoko a decade earlier.

			When Rush started to headline, we were able to bring other Canadian bands, like Max Webster and FM, on our U.S. tours. We even brought Max on a European tour—but even then they never caught on in the way we, as fans, expected they would. That “divide” remains a mystery—why so many great bands, from the ’60s and up through the ’70s and ’80s, failed to make that connection with American (or European) audiences. (That is to say, even when they had the opportunity.)

			The Tragically Hip are another puzzling example. As a longtime fan of theirs, singing their praises, I sometimes describe them to unaware Americans as “the Canadian Pearl Jam.” In some aspects, notably lyrics and arguably songwriting in general, The Hip are the superior in that comparison—but again, by and large, Americans didn’t “get” them. I don’t get that.

			Seeing them play at the House of Blues in West Hollywood one time in the early 2000s, I had rarely seen an audience more engaged with a band’s songs. But alas, there weren’t as many in that audience as there might have been. . . .

			The rest of the story can be left to the book you are about to commence reading. It is enough to say that the history Bob has researched so lovingly, and woven so deftly into an entertaining story, reflects a vitality, a creativity, and a power that is profoundly worth celebrating. 

			It begins at a time when the only native rock was . . . the Canadian Shield and the Rocky Mountains. . . .

			Neil Peart, 2015
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			Introduction

		

		
			Here’s a pop quiz for you, about pop music. Most of these questions are a bit hard, so give yourself a pat on the back for each one you get right. But it will be even more impressive if you figure out what each group or artist has in common, once the answers are revealed. 

			1.	Who wrote the classic cowboy anthems “Cool Water” and “Tumbling Tumbleweeds”?

			2.	What was the top rock band from 2000–2009?

			3.	What is the best-selling country album of all time?

			4.	What was the best-selling rock album of the 1990s?

			5.	Who welcomed in the New Year from New York City on radio and television for forty-eight consecutive years?

			6.	Who holds the record for most consecutive weeks at number one on the British charts?

			7.	What was the number one chart single of 1960? 

			8.	Which singer’s debut single sold ten million copies in 1957, at the time second only to “White Christmas”?

			These are some big achievements, and certainly we’re looking at some pop culture milestones with these questions. Let’s find out the people responsible, starting back in the 1930s. 

			1.	“Cool Water” and “Tumbling Tumbleweeds” were two of the best-loved songs by those singing cowboys, The Sons of the Pioneers. The original group featured Leonard Slye, who became better known as Roy Rogers once he started acting in films as well. But Roy wasn’t the writer; that was singer and bass player Bob Nolan, a true Prairie son born in Winnipeg, Manitoba.

			2.	The 2000s belonged to Nickelback, in the rock world. They sold some fifty million albums, and had the top rock song of the decade, “How You Remind Me.” Adding up all their chart numbers, Billboard magazine declared them the top rock group of the decade.

			3.	Shania Twain’s 1997 album Come On Over has sold over forty million copies around the world, making it the top-selling country album of all time. Of its sixteen tracks, eleven became hit singles, including the chart-topping “Love Gets Me Every Time,” “You’re Still the One,” and “Honey, I’m Home.” By crossing over to the pop world, Twain continued to set records, and eventually Come On Over became the best-selling album by a female artist in any genre.

			4.	Twain had the best seller of the ’90s, but rock also held its own in the decade. Bands such as Nirvana, Pearl Jam, and Metallica led the way for harder rock, while Santana, Hootie & The Blowfish, and Matchbox Twenty matched them in moving well over ten million copies each. But when the decade ended, it was Alanis Morissette who took the crown with her 1995 release Jagged Little Pill. You oughtta know it sold over thirty million copies.

			5.	You want to say Dick Clark, but the Rockin’ New Year’s Eve host didn’t hit Times Square until 1973, and his final broadcast was in 2012, a mere thirty-nine years. The record goes to Guy Lombardo, who began in 1928, and continued until 1976. With his big band The Royal Canadians, Lombardo was beamed first via radio and then TV from the ballroom of the Waldorf-Astoria Hotel. His program included the famous ball drop in Times Square, and Clark’s program was merely a competitor at first, trying to capture a more youthful audience.

			6.	Ho-hum, just another number one for Bryan Adams in 1991, with “(Everything I Do) I Do It for You,” a soundtrack job for the film Robin Hood: Prince of Thieves (the Kevin Costner one). The power ballad was certainly a sizeable hit, the number one single of the year in the U.S., and number one for nine weeks at home in Canada. But in England, they went nuts for it. The song stayed on top for a record sixteen consecutive weeks, and ran roughshod across the continent as well, hitting the top spot in most European countries. Like Hannibal in reverse, Adams then crossed the Alps, becoming India’s biggest English-language star and conquering much of South and East Asia as well.

			7.	Elvis warned “It’s Now or Never,” The Everly Brothers sang of “Cathy’s Clown,” Brenda Lee said “I’m Sorry,” and Ray Charles had “Georgia on My Mind.” But none of those number one hits could match a little movie mood music called “Theme from a Summer Place,” used in the 1959 film starring Sandra Dee and Troy Donahue. It was re-recorded by Percy Faith, and his version shot to the top for nine consecutive weeks, a record at that time. It also won the Grammy for Record of the Year, and it is still the number one instrumental of all-time on the Billboard charts. The easy listening orchestra leader Faith was from Toronto.

			8.	Paul Anka was only fifteen when he went alone from Ottawa to New York to get a record deal and become a pop star. That was exactly why he went, and exactly what happened. One of the very first teen idols, Anka sold an astounding ten million copies of the song he wrote, “Diana.” It outdid anything by Elvis, including “All Shook Up,” on the charts at the same time, and easily bested Jerry Lee Lewis’s “Whole Lotta Shakin’ Goin’ On” and Buddy Holly’s “That’ll Be the Day.” Adding in the millions of copies sold in other countries where it grabbed the top spot, including England, Canada, and Australia, only the immortal “White Christmas” was figured to have sold more copies.

			Okay, that’s enough. You get the point I’m sure. These, and many other chart records and fascinating facts in popular music feature a Canadian connection. Pop, rock, country, jazz, then and now, you name it, there’s a Canadian or two or twenty as an important part of the story. Some of them are superstars, known around the globe, such as Adams, Neil Young, Leonard Cohen, and Joni Mitchell. Others are just super-talented, maybe known better in their home country, but their art has touched millions. Take Gene MacLellan as one example. The shy songwriter from Prince Edward Island managed to get himself on CBC television thanks to a demo tape of exceptional material. His fellow performer Anne Murray knew a great song when she heard it, and her 1970 version of MacLellan’s “Snowbird” became the most widely played song in the world, according to Broadcast Music Inc. (BMI). In 1971, another Canadian group, Ocean, grabbed a second MacLellan song and had an even bigger chart hit with it, called “Put Your Hand in the Hand.”

			Now here’s where things become what might be considered unfair for Canadians in pop music. If you were a songwriter in 1970 with a couple of huge hits to your credit for others, say a Randy Newman or Jimmy Webb–type, you would be the toast of L.A. or Nashville. Artists, producers, and record labels would be scrambling for your songs and lining up at your door. But they couldn’t find that door far away on P.E.I., and MacLellan was just as happy to stay away from the limelight. Still, there should be credit where credit is due, and you rarely see his name in any list of great songwriters. The more you look, the Canadian conundrum keeps coming up. Back to Paul Anka; after “Diana,” the hits didn’t dry up. He became one of the very biggest acts of the early rock ’n’ roll era, tallying a very impressive thirty-three Top 40 hits on the Billboard charts, including three at number one. By the numbers, that is more than Little Richard, Jerry Lee Lewis, Frankie Lymon & The Teenagers, Richie Valens, Eddie Cochran, Gene Vincent, Bo Diddley, and Carl Perkins. Combined. Yet all of those other artists are in the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame. Anka is not. Of course, you can argue that Anka went on to more Vegas-style material, and wasn’t really rock ’n’ roll, but he was in 1957 when he sold ten million copies of “Diana,” and one hit alone (Valens, Bo Diddley, Perkins) was enough to get others in.

			Canadians just don’t seem to get their due in the accepted history of rock ’n’ roll. They get left out, marginalized, or worse still, assimilated. Rock histories place Mitchell and Young as part of the California sound, just because they moved there. Yet musicians often move to the bigger recording centers of the day, whether it’s Memphis, New York, Nashville or L.A., London, or Kingston, Jamaica. When Young sang about a town in north Ontario, that wasn’t a California reference, and when Mitchell wished she had a river she could skate away on, it probably wasn’t the Sacramento. Nobody is trying to shut Canadians out. It’s simply that the history books have been written by those in the bigger countries, the U.S. and the U.K. They dwarf Canada in population, and it’s only natural if you are writing about your own country, you pay attention to the scenes and sounds there. The mythology was created and accepted years ago. Rock ’n’ roll was invented in the U.S., and England gets let in the club thanks to the incredible success of The Beatles, The Stones, The Who, and The Kinks. Then it’s as if the doors were slammed shut. It has to be Detroit or New Orleans, London, or Liverpool. You’ll read lots about the folk scene in Greenwich Village, but nothing about the coffeehouses in Toronto that spawned Ian & Sylvia and Gordon Lightfoot. Much is made about EMI’s Abbey Road, or Chess in Chicago, but in Montreal sits one of the most important recording studios in the world, the RCA Victor plant that Emile Berliner himself built, a company that gave the world Wilf Carter and Hank Snow’s recordings, the first records of Oscar Peterson, and the fascinating, distinct, and thriving world of French Canadian music. In 1964, every second teenager in the U.S. grabbed up a guitar and started a garage rock band thanks to The Beatles on Ed Sullivan, but Canada’s Capitol Records had released the band’s records a year before that. And when Elvis went in the army, Buddy Holly’s plane went down, and Jerry Lee Lewis and Chuck Berry got into legal trouble with very young women, conventional rock ’n’ roll history says the music died, at least for a few years. Don’t tell that to Conway Twitty, then a full-fledged rockabilly cat who found a huge scene in and around Hamilton and Toronto and invited his Arkansas buddy Ronnie Hawkins along to liven up the party.

			Is this some kind of secret history of rock ’n’ roll? Not really, and certainly not in Canada. But it’s not all that well known either. The formation stories, the background, the trivia, the stuff that makes up music history books, hasn’t been passed on that often, and you won’t find that much on the Internet either. And if the artist is Canadian, it’s often not really considered very important. It’s only when you start adding up all the accomplishments, the talent, the landmark recordings, and the milestone developments that you realize the country is pulling way above its weight in the music department. Hopefully, you’ll find all of that in this volume. It won’t have every great Canadian band or performer, as there is a lot of ground to cover. There’s rock, pop, folk and jazz, country, soul and rap, alternative and electronica, dance and metal, all of it in French as well. It won’t try to figure out what sets the national music of the rock era apart; great swaths of Canadian forest have been felled to print essays on our songwriters, their relationship to nature, the cold climate, the wide expanse of land and the long empty spaces between cities, the traditions brought via immigration, and even how polite Canadians can be. None of the theories fully explains how the country can produce such different artists as Barenaked Ladies, Drake, Arcade Fire, Justin Bieber, Rush, Anvil, Bachman-Turner Overdrive, Loverboy, and Celine Dion. Yet they are all obviously and could only be Canadian. Here then is the history of music in the rock ’n’ roll years from a different angle: the Canadian story. We’ll stick to the rock ’n’ roll era, from the mid-1950s on, and look at the most popular music as the decades progressed.

		

	
		
			1

 Moments to Remember

			Canada’s First Rock ’n’ Roll Hits

		

		
			If there was ever a nasty, brutish, ugly mutt of music, it was rock ’n’ roll. There was no way you could identify its parents. This mongrel was made up of rhythm and blues, country and western, some jazz, gospel, old folk, and sweet harmonies. And don’t even try to put a date on the birth of rock ’n’ roll. Dozens of songs, from the ’30s and ’40s up until “Rock Around the Clock” in 1954, get credited as the start. Or maybe it was a moment, such as Sam Phillips opening Sun Studio in 1950, or DJ Alan Freed popularizing the phrase “rock ’n’ roll” on the radio in Cleveland. Lots of braggarts over the years have claimed to be the daddy or mama. There’s no clear moment when the rock era began—music slowly changed over several years until it became obvious by 1955 that rock ’n’ roll was big.

			The years leading up to 1955 saw many artists edging the music along, most notably rhythm and blues performers. They were, in everything but name, rockin’ and rollin’, as jump blues and boogie-woogie were getting more and more electric. But music was still largely segregated, especially on the radio, and there were few stations playing R&B. Eventually, some white artists started to pick up a bit of the sound, making it a lot more popular and mainstream. That’s as good a place as any to trace Canada’s entrance into the rock ’n’ roll era, with some transitional groups that were among the first to gain wide success with the changing sounds.

			So we begin not in some wild juke joint, with ear-piercing guitar and sweaty bodies packing the dance floor, or on the makeshift stage of a county fair, as a good ol’ country boy shakes his hips in a most lascivious manner. No, this is Canada, and Toronto in particular, which is nothing if not polite. At that time, it was still known as Toronto the Good, a name derived from its Victorian morals and strict Days of Rest laws. So our rock ’n’ roll story begins at St. Michael’s Choir School, behind the imposing St. Michael’s Cathedral, the 1840s Gothic Revival landmark. It was a private Catholic school, set up to supply St. Michael’s Cathedral with a steady supply of voices for its boys’ choir. Students would get the basic Catholic education of the day, and learn choral singing as well. Very well. The school is renowned for its performances, tours, and graduates, including opera singers, jazz vocalists, and one Barenaked Lady along the way. 

			In 1947, four boys at the school decided to form a vocal group. They were Bernie Toorish, Connie Codarini, Rudi Maugeri, and John Perkins, and unfortunately chose among other names The Otnorots (spell it backward). That wasn’t going anywhere, and Maugeri and Perkins left to finish up high school at St. Michael’s. We’ll hear more from them later. Jimmy Arnold and Frank Busseri replaced them, and by 1950 the group was singing around the club circuit, and had become The Four Lads, specializing in squeaky-clean harmonies and popular hits of the day. It was the style that supper clubs loved, and word spread, landing them a lengthy residency at Le Ruban Bleu in New York, a mainstay in the city since 1937. All the right people stopped by, including Mitch Miller, the oboist and bandleader who had just started his new job as the head of Artists & Repertoire for Columbia Records. Miller liked what he heard and had a job in mind for the four Canadian lads.

			The first the world heard of The Four Lads on record was the sound of four voices going “Ooo-wah, ooo-wah, ooo-WAAHH,” before singer Johnnie Ray cooed his massive hit “Cry.” Miller had teamed the quartet with a singer about to shake the music world. Ray’s over-the-top warbling was an instant smash, as he poured more and more emotion into the lyrics, almost crying the words. Those rich harmonies of the Lads were big, too, influenced by a new vocal style. Ooo-wah’s were all the rage, thanks to the street corner sounds that would later be called doo-wop. It was a number one single, and number one on the R&B chart as well, although its tinkling xylophone and gentle pace weren’t the R&B of John Lee Hooker’s “I’m in the Mood,” or B. B. King’s “3 O’Clock Blues,” also hits around that time. But the huge white audience was being introduced to a small bit of R&B with that song, and the Canadians received full billing on the cut, the label reading Johnnie Ray and The Four Lads. On the flip side as well, “The Little White Cloud That Cried” was almost as big a hit, making it to number two. 

			Hitching their ride to Ray’s skyrocketing fame, The Four Lads recorded more sides with the singer in 1952, and then got their own deal from Miller. By 1953 they were in the Top 10 with “Istanbul (Not Constantinople),” not rock ’n’ roll but a fun novelty number. The group’s big year was 1955. They scored back-to-back number two hits on the pop charts, with “Moments to Remember,” and “No Not Much,” and 1956 saw them hit with “Standing on the Corner” at number three. “Moments to Remember” became the group’s signature song, with its unison opening lines soaring into dramatic harmonies. Decades later, it was always the highlight of PBS fundraising specials and vocal group reunion shows.

			Meanwhile, those two old St. Michael’s buddies, Rudi Maugeri and John Perkins, saw what was happening with the group they passed up. When The Lads returned for a reunion concert, Maugeri ran into Perkins and decided they wanted back in the game. Drafting in Perkins’s brother Ray and Pat Barrett, the quartet drifted around the club circuit for a couple of years before getting a break through a Cleveland TV show. Through it they connected with Bill Randle, considered the top DJ of the day in the U.S. His support got them a record contract with Mercury, and their new name, to match their haircuts.

			After a couple of false starts, the group’s first hit, 1954’s “Crazy ’Bout Ya Baby,” did have a bit of rock ’n’ roll to it, with a few electric guitar licks and a walking bass line behind the big band brass. The vocals were still very clean-cut, even if they did swing a little. For 1954, it wasn’t a bad effort, given that members Maugeri and Barrett wrote it themselves. When it hit number eight, The Crew-Cuts were brought back into the studio, but this time Mercury had a number in mind. Atlantic Records had a new R&B group, The Chords, with a song that was poised to be a hit. It was one of the earliest examples of doo-wop, “Sh-Boom.” With its repetitive “Life could be a dream” theme, part scat vocals, and infectious sh-boom backing vocals, it conquered the rhythm and blues charts for the summer of ’54, and also became one of the very first true R&B numbers to cross over to the pop charts, opening the ears of white teens even further. However, it was common practice in those days for other labels to grab on to a hit and try to steal the original’s thunder with a cover version. The Crew-Cuts sent their version to pop stations a month after the The Chords had first hit the charts. The more sanitized version was the bigger hit, soon a number one.

			The differences are obvious. The original by The Chords is driven by drums, bass, and electric guitar, plus a great honking sax solo. The Crew-Cuts use an orchestra. The Chords’ vocals soar, with lots of energy, and the harmonies are rooted in gospel singing. The Crew-Cuts’ singing is precise, and it sounds like they are back in St. Michael’s. That’s how the great early race debate of rock ’n’ roll began. Were The Crew-Cuts (and more to the point, the band’s record label) stealing the money, fame, and artistry of The Chords? Or, were they doing the opposite, leveling the playing field, and bringing R&B to bigger and bigger audiences? The Chords never had another hit, but Fats Domino was thrilled with the royalties that poured in when Pat Boone covered “Ain’t That a Shame.” Boone is the best known of the cover artists, but The Crew-Cuts were, for better or worse, the first to score a big hit, and turn it into a career.

			The Crew-Cuts followed “Sh-Boom” with another tune lifted from the doo-wop school, “Earth Angel,” originally by The Penguins. The lovely ballad followed virtually the same trajectory as “Sh-Boom”: The Penguins’ version went to number one R&B, crossed over to the Top 10 in pop, and a few weeks later, in swooped The Crew-Cuts. They outsold the original, and had the bigger hit, a number three. Again, the original is the best, just piano, drums, harmonies, and Cleveland Duncan’s remarkable, pained lead. This time, The Crew-Cuts aren’t as unhip as the “Sh-Boom” effort, but still, orchestrated horns take over, and no one is hurting in the vocal performance.

			The Crew-Cuts would continue to cover R&B songs through the rest of the ’50s, gaining one more Top 10 hit with a version of Otis Williams & The Charms’ “Gum Drop.” The band did do more originals along the way, and even a little country, with Sonny James’s “Young Love.” They also learned to rock a little; in 1957 they charted with a cover of Dale Hawkins’s immortal “Susie Q,” which included a distorted guitar solo.

			Another Canadian vocal group were a little more rock ’n’ roll than The Crew-Cuts and The Four Lads, probably because they didn’t learn their chops in a cathedral. The Diamonds, originally Tedd Kowalski, Phil Levitt, Bill Reed, and Dave Somerville, got together in Toronto a little further into the ’50s, when the rock ’n’ roll era was beginning. They did learn from The Crew-Cuts’ example though; getting a gig in Cleveland, they attracted Bill Randle, still a powerhouse DJ, and once again he worked his contacts, lining up a tryout with Mercury Records. Randle had a copy of a new record by Frankie Lymon & The Teenagers, “Why Do Fools Fall in Love,” and suggested to all that a cover of that would be a smash. The Diamonds’ version was rush-released in January of 1956, following the Teenagers’ 45 by only a few days. For once, the cover didn’t match the huge success of the original, but it did put The Diamonds into the Top 10, and started the ball rolling.

			The rest of 1956 saw The Diamonds continuing to cover R&B numbers by such groups as The Willows and The Clovers, to some minor chart success. Everything changed in 1957. An obscure group, The Gladiolas, had a minor hit brewing. But for a change, the original R&B version wasn’t that hot. The song itself was great but the production was sloppy, cluttered, and the vocalists weren’t the most talented, certainly not as strong singers as The Diamonds. The song was “Little Darlin’,” a bold slice of doo-wop written by Maurice Williams, who would later score with his group The Zodiacs and the classic “Stay.” But his Gladiolas weren’t bothering the pop charts and “Little Darlin’”wasn’t even a major R&B hit. A month later, The Diamonds’ version became one of the best-known songs of the early rock ’n’ roll era. 

			The arrangement was stolen from the original, from the clickity-clack percussion of the claves at the start, to the spoken-word interlude. But The Diamonds added more and stronger doo-wop parts, and had much more spark, so that the song jumped out of the radio. The vocals start much earlier on The Diamonds’ version, an exciting “Ah-ya-ya-ya-ya,” whereas The Gladiolas’ lacks urgency. Even most R&B purists admit The Diamonds had greatly improved the song, and left their mark in the heady early rock ’n’ roll days.

			It wasn’t just R&B groups that were getting one-upped by Canada’s vocal kings. Even the great Buddy Holly saw one of his classics snatched away, “Words of Love.” The Diamonds’ version, the group’s follow-up to “Little Darlin’,” came out a month before Holly’s own. Theirs was very different, starting with doo-wop bass vocals, soaring oh-oh-oh’s, and was much speedier. They also turned the second verse into a spoken-word segment, to mimic “Little Darlin’.” Finally, they added a twangy rock ’n’ roll guitar solo, a coup de grace that took the song to number thirteen. When Holly’s version arrived, it didn’t even chart. Up next was a carbon copy of The Rays’ current hit “Silhouettes,” identical right down to the B-side, “Daddy Cool.” This time, it was Top 10 for both, although The Rays won, number three to number ten.

			Being on Mercury Records provided The Diamonds with another huge hit, thanks to label executive/songwriter Clyde Otis. One fall afternoon in 1957 the group was watching TV, and saw some kids doing a line dance they called The Stroll. There was no song to go along with it, so the group asked Otis to come up with one. The slow, sexy strut was a number four hit for The Diamonds, and one of their most raw, with a bleating sax and honky-tonk piano, and became their second million-seller after “Little Darlin’.” Of all the so-called cover acts of the ’50s, The Diamonds won the most respect, for their authentic doo-wop and R&B chops, and their run of hits.

			The ’50s saw musicians who had specialized in one of the older forms of music being drawn into the new, exciting rock ’n’ roll field. Many young country singers followed Elvis and hopped on the rockabilly bandwagon. The sound coming out of Sun Studios led the way, with Carl Perkins, Jerry Lee Lewis, and Johnny Cash among the many. Gene Vincent, Wanda Jackson, and Dorsey and Johnny Burnette all played the wild music too. The rock histories always focus on those players, and rockabilly is generally regarded as a Southern and Western sound. So once again, a Canadian has been forgotten, one of the biggest stars of that era. 

			Jack Scott was an odd mix for that time, or any. Born in Windsor, Ontario, he was an Italian in love with hillbilly music, especially Hank Williams. Scott was born Giovanni Scafone Jr. his father a recent immigrant from Italy to Canada. In the late ’40s when he was ten, the family moved right across the border from Windsor to a Detroit-area town. Like so many others, Scott became a devotee of the sounds he heard beaming up on high-powered radio stations from the South, especially Louisiana Hayride and the Grand Ole Opry. In the early ’50s he started playing country dances, and after a couple of years the influence of Elvis was being felt in Detroit. Young people at the shows were asking for rock ’n’ roll, too, and Scott adapted. He was good at that, as we’ll see.

			By 1957, Scott had developed a significant local following and a rockabilly sound, with a big bass fiddle, rockin’ electric lead guitar, and some sax. He was big enough to get a record deal and score a couple of local hits. His year was 1958, though, starting with a tune he wrote about a local troublemaker he knew who had just been sent to jail for assault. He called it “Greaseball,” and perfectly channeled the James Dean–rebel identity of the times. The slapback echo made Scott sound huge and menacing. There was just one problem: “Greaseball” wasn’t the nicest of titles. His new record label insisted on a change, and the song became “Leroy.” It headed up the charts to number eleven in the U.S. 

			There was more to that 45, though. Scott had written a love ballad for the flip side, and along the way, a DJ started playing that as well as “Leroy.” “My True Love” was more of a doo-wop number, a slow weeper highlighted by a vocal much different from “Leroy.” Scott had a terrific range, and that ability to adapt. Singing down low for “My True Love,” he was joined by a vocal group he had found over the border in Ontario, The Chantones, who would go on to back him on many of his hits. “My True Love” had perfect timing, as ballads were becoming the big sound of ’58. It wound up being the bigger hit than “Leroy,” peaking at number three and giving Scott his first Gold record.

			“With Your Love” came next, another slow ballad with The Chantones, and with another bass vocal lead, copying the formula. It was a medium hit, but then “Goodbye Baby” took him back to the Top 10, with a return to rockabilly. The other side was interesting, too, a gospel tune called “Save My Soul,” done in rockabilly style, The Chantones in full flight, Scott with a hiccup vocal and some pretty good histrionics on the chorus. It had a lot more fire than Elvis’s gospel sides of the day. Plus, it, too, got into the charts, another double-sided hit.

			A short stint in the army slowed things down, Scott honorably discharged for an ulcer, and 1959 brought him only one major hit, “The Way I Walk.” It was a classic sound, all echo and vocal and acoustic guitar for the first verse, before The Chantones join in with the de-oo-ee-oo-wops. Scott growls, “Talk to me,” cueing the sax solo. It’s one of the best examples of rockabilly, and one of the very last from its heyday. Safe pop singers and nice ballads were taking over. Scott wasn’t done yet though. Ever able to adapt, he brought back the ballads in 1960 and landed right back in the Top 10, first with “What in the World’s Come Over You,” and then the strings-and-syrup number “Burning Bridges,” matching his biggest hit at number three. While that was happening on the pop charts, Scott released an LP of country, called I Remember Hank Williams, for his early idol.

			Scott’s career continued long after that, but somehow his music faded over the years in North America. The ballads, his biggest hits, haven’t aged that well, but his rockabilly and country material are as strong as that of any of the major stars of that time. Maybe it was because he could do it all and could sound like several different singers. Or maybe rockabilly stars aren’t supposed to be Italian hillbillies from Windsor-Detroit.

			Maybe pop stars aren’t supposed to come from Ottawa either. There wasn’t any particular music tradition in Canada’s capital, and no connection to recording studios or music labels or radio and TV networks. Paul Anka had to make it his way. Not only was he alone, he was also ridiculously young. He formed his first group at thirteen. At fourteen, he won a contest at his local IGA grocery store by collecting Campbell’s Soup labels, which took him to New York. At fifteen, he left for L.A., trying to excite people with his music. He got a single out of it, which failed, and back home convinced his father to let him go back to New York for one last shot. If that didn’t work, he agreed to return home. This time he found the right man, with ABC-Paramount’s Don Costa listening to him play his original songs on piano, including one called “Diana,” about a girl in his church he liked. Anka didn’t have to return to his father; instead the elder Anka had to come to New York to sign the contract for his son, still a minor.

			To say that “Diana” was a hit is a massive understatement. It’s difficult to describe the enormity of its success. It was number one, not just in the U.S., but in England, where it sold over a million copies, in Australia, and of course in Canada. As the sales figures started to add up, records began to fall. Now that Anka was sixteen, his self-written song had become the biggest-selling single of the year, the decade, and in pop music history, with only the immortal “White Christmas” ranking higher. Anka was immediately a huge star and a teen idol as well. Screaming teens kept him hidden away in hotel rooms on tour, and it quickly became a hard and lonely life. Anka poured those feelings of isolation into his songs, autobiographical hits such as “Lonely Boy,” “Put Your Head on My Shoulder,” and “Puppy Love.” He was also branching out, offering his songs to other artists. Buddy Holly asked Anka for a song when the two met on tour. Holly wanted something with strings, a different sound for him. Anka gave him the broken-hearted number “It Doesn’t Matter Anymore,” which Holly recorded at his last-ever recording date, with Anka present. It was to be Holly’s last hit, as he died in a plane crash in February of 1959. Anka could have been on the flight as well, but his manager made him stay back, as he was supposed to keep an eye on Anka for his father. After his friend’s death, Anka decided to give his royalty rights to Holly’s widow, Maria. 

			Branching out was a brilliant career strategy for the still-young performer. Anka was able to work in TV and film, acting and composing. He did both in the 1962 film The Longest Day. He played an Army ranger in the Academy Award–winner and wrote the movie’s theme song as well. It was another theme song that really secured his future as a songwriter, thanks to its three-decade payday. A song Anka wrote in 1959 called “Toot Sweet” took a roundabout route to end up as one of the most famous themes in TV history. Anka’s instrumental, a pleasant little number with a harpsichord playing the melody at the start was recorded by bandleader Tutti Camarata. Camarata happened to also produce Mouseketeer Annette Funicello’s records, and he asked Anka for a batch of songs for the Annette Sings Anka album (they were famously dating at the time). “Toot Sweet” was given lyrics, and a new name, “It’s Really Love.” That same year, Anka recorded it as well for a French movie, Faibles Femmes. In 1962, the famous Tonight Show was undergoing a major change, welcoming Johnny Carson as its new host. Carson and his live band would need a theme song, and he approached Anka. The old “Toot Sweet” was dusted off, given a dynamic drum opening and pulsing horns where the harpsichord had once been, and it never left the airwaves until Carson retired. Night after night, Anka got paid with every play, a considerable fortune.

			As Anka left his teen years, he changed his style and image and left his teenage audience behind as well. He started appearing on the Vegas and supper club stages, and his days on the pop charts ended, seemingly for good. Not that he needed the hits; when his label dropped him in favor of new stars, he shrewdly bought back his master recordings, another move worth millions in future earnings. Still much younger than the rest of the Vegas performers, he became a junior member of the Rat Pack, on good terms with Frank, Dean, and Sammy. Sinatra was in a blue mood and told Anka he was going to retire. He wanted to do one more album, and reminded The Kid, as he called him, that he was supposed to write him a song. Months later, Anka was going over a song from France, a melody he loved and to which he had purchased the publishing rights. It was called “Comme d’habitude,” and sitting at his piano, Anka reflected on Sinatra’s desire to quit. He imagined himself as the embattled Chairman of the Board, bitterly leaving the stage, facing his “final curtain.” In a night, Anka had written new lyrics for what became “My Way.” It revitalized Sinatra’s career, and became a worldwide hit. There was no more talk of retirement. “My Way” spent an incredible 124 weeks on the U.K. singles chart starting in 1969, more than doubling the record previously held by Bill Haley’s “Rock Around the Clock,” and still untouched to this day.

			Anka had the magic touch and the craftsman’s perseverance. Tom Jones was another who came calling for a hit, and got one in 1971, with “She’s a Lady,” the biggest song of his career, and a million-seller. To make the deal sweeter for Anka, the B-side was Jones’s version of “My Way.” Finally, the way was paved for Anka himself to return to the top of the charts. Anka and his wife, Anne, had five children, all girls, and as a loving tribute, he wrote “(You’re) Having My Baby” in 1974. It was syrupy, a bit outdated, and criticized on a number of levels, but it also found a huge sentimental audience, and brought Anka back to number one. It started another run of Top 40 hits for Anka that lasted the decade.

			Anka continued to be sought out by stars in need of his hit-making talents. He’d long known The Jackson 5 and family, and in the early ’80s, he sat down with Michael to work on material. The idea was to find a duet track for an Anka album, and the pair cowrote several songs over the course of a month. The tracks weren’t used at the time, as Jackson’s Thriller album exploded. But after Jackson’s death, executors announced a new single and album, both called This Is It. The track used was from the Anka sessions, and another called “Love Never Felt So Good” was used on the 2014 album Xscape. It broke into the Top 10, a mere fifty-seven years after Anka’s initial hit with “Diana.”

			In the new rock ’n’ roll landscape, Canada’s biggest successes had come from performers leaving their home and native land. There wasn’t a star system in place for the new music. There was no national hits chart, no chains of radio stations playing the same songs. The national broadcaster, CBC, was still leery of the music, and had little programming time for it. The infrastructure wasn’t there. There were very few recording facilities, labels, and business professionals. It was difficult to tour and spread the word. The cities were too far apart, the travel was expensive and dangerous in the winter. So the rock ’n’ roll scenes were building in each community with local stars, but very few that were heard outside their own cities. There were exceptions; Montreal’s Jimmy James and The Candy Kanes got a deal with the new Columbia Records of Canada in 1958, and managed to get their rockabilly hit “Baby Sitter Rock” on the charts at CHUM Radio in Toronto. But more than likely, if your star was starting to shine at home, you’d be attracted to a bigger U.S. center.

			That was the route for one Leonald Gauthier of Rouyn, Quebec. The country singer had started in logging camps, but soon was playing shows in town as well. At one of his concerts he met another singer, Ginger Heppel, in town from Ontario for a gig. She liked him, he joined her band, and they teamed up, personally and professionally. They soon had a stage show in Montreal and upstate New York. Leonald changed his name, and they became Hal and Ginger Willis. Country great Webb Pierce caught their act, and convinced them to move to Nashville. That led to the Grand Ole Opry, but Elvis had broken big by then, and rock ’n’ roll worked its way into their set too. Their signature song was “My Pink Cadillac.” Colonel Parker picked them to tour with Elvis, and others picked them for their songwriting, everyone from Patsy Cline (“Walkin’ Dream”) to Flatt and Scruggs, Ernest Tubbs to Jim Reeves. Willis eventually hit the big time with the autobiographical country hit “The Lumberjack” in 1964, which sold 1.5 million copies.

			Quebec’s music scene was one of the most vibrant on the continent in the late ’50s. Montreal especially had plenty of clubs, from show bars to cabarets to teen dances. Touring acts were plentiful, including most U.S. stars at the time. African-Americans had long favored playing Montreal (and Canada in general) thanks to better race relations, and there was a constant flow of the best jazz, blues, and R&B artists. There was also a unique Francophone music scene beginning, something completely different from rock ’n’ roll. Folk and traditional music had long been an important part of Quebecois culture, and the chanson was adapting to modern times. Singer-songwriters, or chansonnier, would soon become important voices for a political and cultural explosion in Quebec in the 1960s known as the Quiet Revolution. The roots of that movement were established by Félix Leclerc, a playwright, poet, actor, and songwriter. Moving to Paris in 1950, he became a superstar in Europe and a hero back home. He returned to Quebec in 1953, and his writing, in all its forms, had a great influence on the growing attitude of change in the province. His songs were direct, the work of the poet-songwriter, with themes of nature, love, death, the elements, God, and country. Leclerc set the model for the chansonnier to come, with his acoustic guitar, passion, and his connection to the land and people, a nationalist. The song and the words were everything, the show business meant as little as possible. 

			Somehow Leclerc and those who followed, including those from the Quebec rock ’n’ roll world that developed, managed to survive the crush of English culture all around them. Not just English Canada, but that of the U.S. as well, bordering Quebec to the south. The province numbered about five million people in 1960, fighting off the barrage of media, and star systems from Hollywood, New York, and Nashville. Lots of Quebec people loved Elvis of course, but they had their own hit artists and TV stars, and a self-supporting music industry way before English Canada.

			The biggest stars in early Canadian rock ’n’ roll music had made their names by leaving the country, but there were plenty of rockers at home.

OEBPS/image/10954.jpg
CANADIAN
ROCK "N’ ROLL

IIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIII





OEBPS/image/190.png
T
[ WSTORY
o OF

Bob Mersereau

\

aﬁs? $ e

ﬁi






OEBPS/image/CanadianRock_cover_fin_fmt.jpeg





