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			“Well, I guess it’s time for the slamdance contest.”

			“That sounds dangerous.”

			“Oh, it’s not dangerous, it’s going to be a lot of fun.”

						— Mel’s Rock Pile, SCTV


			

			


					
			INTRODUCTION

	

				
			“Hi, I was wondering if Ken Chinn was there?”

			“Ken Chinn . . . Is that the guy they call Chi Pig?”

			“Oh, yeah. That’s him.”

			“He wanders in and out, we just kind of act like his answering service. Let me see if he’s around.”

			He’s not. Ken Chinn is the vocalist for one of Canada’s most infamous punk exports, that great Edmontonian monument to weirdness, SNFU. To get in touch with him, you have to call his favourite bar in Vancouver in the early afternoon. If he’s around, you might get about five minutes with him before someone else needs to use the line. It is, after all, a business. And, as legendary as Ken Chinn might be to some, to the Gastown bartenders I’ve been calling once a day for three weeks, he’s still just a barfly without a cell phone.

			Canada’s punk history is a cloudy one. Bands lived and died in isolation. Recordings are sparse; listenable ones are sparser. Despite thriving music communities in cities like Ottawa and Calgary that flourished at the same time as those in London and New York, Canadian punk bands never caught the attention of international media the way their peers to the south and across the Atlantic did. Theirs was a quintessentially modest Canadian existence, just with more stories about amyl nitrate and sex in public. You won’t hear the bombastic opening chord to a Lowlife song at a baseball game in Milwaukee, and the lead singer of Electric Vomit won’t be on TV selling you butter between sports and weather on the evening news. And so it goes that Canada’s first wave of punks, alienated kids living in alienated cities, have been disappearing from our collective cultural memory, disappearing from our record stores, and, in some cases, just disappearing.

			It is an unfair fate. Consider that Zoom, a precursor to both the Diodes and the Viletones, was amongst the first punk groups in the world to release their own record. Toronto’s the Curse were the first North American all-female band of punk’s first wave. D.O.A. created the continental do-it-yourself touring network still used today and were the first band to officially use the word “hardcore” to describe their sound. Pre-punk bands like the Dishes laid the conceptual groundwork for queercore groups like Pansy Division and Limp Wrist in the ’90s, while in Regina the Extroverts established the city’s first live venue to only promote bands playing original music. It stands to this day.

			The list goes on. But the legacy of these bands goes far beyond the dim corners of dive bars and dusty shelves of record collectors. Punk in Canada was a transformative cultural force that challenged every sleepy, safe city from Victoria to St. John’s. It’s not Pierre Berton’s Canada, but it’s just as real and just as crucial. And it’s got way, way more vomit.

			I began to piece this book together in 2006, while still studying at Ryerson University. Essentially, I convinced the school administration to let me begin work on the project in my final year as a substitute for a fully realized academic paper. Mercifully, I had landed one advisor with a weakness for the Viletones discography and another who was simply willing to follow me into the dark; the assignment I handed in at the term’s end amounted to little more than hundreds of pages of interview transcription. I graduated.

			My very first interview that year, conducted over the phone from my Jarvis Street apartment, was with Bev Davies, the Vancouver-based photographer whose lens helped define the stark visual aesthetic of the early west coast scene. Her candid photos of bands like the Subhumans and D.O.A. first caught my eye in high school while flipping through the pages of Chart. I knew about these bands, but I had never seen visuals like this, never heard about the concept of “fuck bands” with names like “Rude Norton” and “Victorian Pork.” In an interview with iconic radio and TV personality Nardwuar the Human Serviette, Davies talked about guys like Randy Rampage in the same breath as Lemmy from Motörhead, and her photos showed musicians whipped into a frenzy, part of a culture of punk I had yet to really tap into.

			Soon after uncovering Davies’ photos, I started writing for Exclaim!, trading my adolescent fanzine for a shot with a national music magazine and, under the scrutiny of a great no-bullshit editor, started to take my punk rock fandom more seriously. It wasn’t enough to trace my garbage-can ninth grade emo back to the basements of Washington, D.C. It was wasn’t enough to follow the roots of my tenth grade white-washed skate punk to the beaches of California. I knew that something had come before me and my record collection in suburban Etobicoke, and looking at Davies’ photos in the worn-out pages of Chart, it was obvious where to start.

			When I was still living in my parents’ house, I would take the subway downtown every weekend, heading straight for Rotate This! on Queen Street West and spending hours poring over their racks of vinyl and CDs before heading home with whatever I could afford that week on my pin monkey income. I immersed myself in the music, the art, and the knowledge that I was starting to touch on something secret, special, and forgotten. By the time I had a job and was living downtown, I would spend my Sunday afternoons with the clerks at the landmark Sam the Record Man on Yonge, listing off records I needed ordered into the store. The entire Sudden Death catalogue. Whatever Sony had kept in print from the Diodes. All the Teenage Head records. Anything Canadian, anything even tangentially punk.

			There was a glaring hole in my acquisitions, though. Most of the early Toronto bands had their licensing swept up by a local archivist in the late ’90s and the albums he had produced were no longer in print. When I finally tracked him down, he invited me over to his house in the Junction. He went into his basement and came back up with an armful of records. In his living room, he spread out the complete discographies of bands like the Mods, the Curse, the Viletones, and the Ugly for me to choose from. I bought everything.

			Within a few years of my university graduation, I had hundreds of hours of interviews on tape. I had a box full of fanzines, books, albums, and photocopies from the library. I had a hard drive full of movies, photos, and archived news clippings. I had bootlegged an academic copy of the 8 mm Ross McLaren film Crash ’n’ Burn from the back of a classroom at Ryerson, talked about car-surfing with Stiv Bators while staring at the city from the sixty-third floor of a Bay Street office tower, and watched more than one person get so drunk that they couldn’t stand. I had made more friends that I ever thought possible, been threatened with a lawsuit, and been lent records worth more than my life by people who had no reason to trust me. 

			This book was put together, appropriately, all over this country. It started in a lecture hall at Ryerson University and grew inside my overheated apartment above a meth lab on Ossington Avenue. It followed me when I first visited Winnipeg in 2007 and saw the majestically decrepit Royal Albert Arms with my own eyes, a dive where Hüsker Dü recorded the B-side to “Eight Miles High” and local greats Personality Crisis built their legend. On a family vacation I looked at the site where the Smiling Buddha once stood on East Hastings Street in Vancouver, in the centre of the poorest postal code in the entire country and the highest concentration of HIV-infected individuals in North America. Parts of this book were literally written on the road, on a laptop in the back of an RV rumbling across the eastern seaboard of the United States during one of the worst winters on record. Mostly, it was written in my kitchen, late into the night, an endless loop of the Dayglo Abortions, Diodes, and Dishes on my headphones.

			This is a story worth telling. It’s not just a story about a few isolated communities making loud, fast music during a period of time we now know as punk’s first wave. It’s not just about the bands, and it’s not just about the music they made. It’s about the cities they lived in, and how they changed the cultural landscape of this country forever. It’s about being weird and inventing your own community when the dominant one rejects you. The decisions made by Canadian punks from 1977 to 1982 — to stage all-ages concerts in local halls, to record and release their own records, to stand up for original creative expression — changed the foundation of this nation’s creative class in a way that reverberates along the Trans-Canada Highway to this day.

			In his 2007 book The Unfinished Canadian, noted cultural critic and Carleton University journalism prof Andrew Cohen argues that Canadians are at a loss for a cohesive national identity because, as a country, we no longer teach our history. Not only this, but we “distort it, deny it, and dismiss it.” Cohen may be speaking to more traditional national histories, but the core argument can be applied to microcultures as well.

			As a country currently resting somewhere near the top of the international creative heap, Canada boasts recognized musical talent across genres and the entire spectrum of mainstream success. But rarely do we credit the innovation that kicked off when a few rowdy kids started creating their own spaces to perform weird, original music in the late ’70s. Unwelcome in traditional live music venues that preferred seasoned musicians playing popular covers, Canada’s young punks were forced to adapt and innovate, to find or create spaces that would tolerate acne-covered twerps playing freaky, out-of-tune songs written that day on instruments learned that week. They created their own venues by booking community halls. They created their own media by writing and distributing fanzines. They recorded their own singles using whatever technology was available, and then folded the photocopied record sleeves in their parents’ basements. 

			It should come as no surprise that many of the most important innovators of Canada’s independent musical revolution of the ’80s and ’90s, documented in Michael Barclay, Ian A.D. Jack, and Jason Schneider’s groundbreaking rock tome Have Not Been the Same: The CanRock Renaissance 1985–1995, sprung from the muddy waters of the first-wave punk pond. In Kelowna, B.C., hardcore upstarts the Gentlemen of Horror morphed into the Grapes of Wrath, producing a collection of folk rock records that consistently land on all-time Canuck best-of lists. Saskatoon’s tiny punk community fostered the creation of the platinum-selling roots rockers the Northern Pikes, and if it weren’t for a supportive fringe of punks in Edmonton, k.d. lang would not be an international household name today. From launching the political career of two New Democratic Party MPs (former L’Étranger members Andrew Cash and Charles Angus) to landing a 17-year-old kid from Toronto behind the kit for punk legend Stiv Bators (Mods drummer David Quinton-Steinberg), punk in Canada had a far-reaching effect on young people looking for something different. Beyond the required haircuts and the skinny jeans, punk in Canada was about taking a look at your city and realizing that you and your friends had the power to make it a better, more interesting place. 

			In many ways, punk was built for a country like Canada. A decidedly urban mutation of ’50s rock and roll, punk was about gutters and speed, the impersonality of tall buildings and the anonymity of dark alleys. It might play against type, but a third of Canada’s population lives in one of three major urban centres — Montreal, Toronto, or Vancouver. In contrast, only 16% of Americans live in their three largest cities — New York, Los Angeles, and Chicago — and of these, only New York latched on to punk in its earliest incarnation. In Montreal, Toronto, and Vancouver, bands like the 222s, the Viletones, and the Furies were coalescing in one form or another at the same time that “New Rose” from the Damned, considered to be the first-ever U.K. punk single, was showing up in the import section of Her Majesty’s colonial record stores. But what helped to define the first wave of Canadian punk wasn’t just the same lonely cityscapes and roach-infested apartments of every other city in the western world. It was the isolation. The fact that a band from Winnipeg had a day’s drive in any direction before they could play a show outside of their hometown, that a band from Edmonton couldn’t even muse on the possibility of the budget of a Stateside recording contract, and that a band from St. John’s had an ocean between them and the rest of the world.

			A common misconception about Canadian punk is that it was simply a carbon copy of music emanating from New York and London. It doesn’t take much digging to discover the truth; that musical change was in the air, that the bubble of ’70s prog-rock was ready to burst, that disenfranchised kids in cities all over the world were getting turned on to bands like the MC5 and the New York Dolls, preparing to tear down the bloated rock and roll that was filling stadiums and airwaves. The goal was to take it back to a purer form, and no one city holds a monopoly on that idea. Still, Canadians are often accused of playing catch-up to their American and British peers. The same kind of assumption dogs all Canadian art forms; in her groundbreaking 1972 study of Canadian literature, Survival, Margaret Atwood calls this the Colonial Mentality, addressing the perception that all homegrown literature is simply an inferior copy of British or American forms. Like Andrew Cohen, Atwood wasn’t speaking about punk, but she observed that many felt that “the Great Good Place was, culturally speaking, elsewhere,” an assumption that applies as much to 7" singles as to 5" chapbooks. As to the value in seeking out homegrown arts, Atwood suggests that art should not act solely as a object of aesthetic pleasure, but a mirror. And, if a culture lacks artistic mirrors with which to orient itself in the world, it must “travel blind.”

			Film critic, author, and University of Calgary professor Maurice Yacowar finds the same dismissive tendencies in his studies of Canadian film. Yakowar is particularly intent on exploring the idea of the Canadian as an ethnic minority, arguing in a 1986 essay that “the Canadian film experience proves that a whole nation can feel itself a silenced, even invisible, Outsider in its own home.” Almost two decades later, it may seem that little has changed in the Canadian film industry. Yakowar’s description is just as easily ascribed to the Canadian musical landscape at the time of punk’s international explosion, but, mercifully, it is an outdated one today. Punks in this country helped to shatter our cultural reliance on the sounds of the south, and did so without emulating American trends.

			I talked to over 100 people in researching this book. Mostly musicians, but also journalists, managers, and fans. For some, especially those who were deeply entrenched in a particular city during the first wave, the idea of a book about Canadian punk seemed impossible; with such great distances separating most scenes, there was little cross-pollination, and, as a result no national unity, sound, or identity. What formed was the by-product of what former New York Times Toronto bureau chief Andrew H. Malcolm calls the “shared hardship” of our geography; a sound not defined by its unifying sonic characteristics, but a shared understanding of our isolation. Subsequently, Canada produced bands that never could have existed elsewhere, from the caustic social satire of the Forgotten Rebels to the violent half band–half performance art of the Viletones. The social conditions may have been similar elsewhere in the world, but the context created something very, very different. It created a mirror for Canadians to see themselves in; showing us a hard, funny, mixed-up group of people in need of a serious paradigm shift.

			To try to sell first-wave punk as nothing more than a revolutionary force — a cultural means to an end — is to sell out the tremendous value of some of the amazing music that was created in this country during that period. One of the greatest pleasures of assembling this book has been the hours spent tracking down rare recordings by previous unknowns, along with having an easy excuse to listen to the Pointed Sticks all the time. Admittedly, barriers to production meant that more first-wave bands didn’t record than did, and those that did weren’t always afforded the most ideal options for premium fidelity. The result is an endless parade of “Yeah, but you should have seen them live,” a sentiment found in every city in this country. “Sure, the first Teenage Head album is great, but shit, they were fuckin’ heavy live . . . Yeah, the Red Squares single is pretty good, but you should have heard the first mix. It’s like Sabbath . . .” Context certainly helps to understand the roughness of the Normals’ recordings or the unnecessarily ’80s effects on the first Popular Mechanix songs, but there’s no need to offer excuses for bands like the Modern Minds or the Bureaucrats, bands that wrote and recorded incredible collections of songs that have been unfairly lost to time.

			The efforts of Sudden Death Records in Vancouver have helped to keep much of the early west coast material in print, and it’s clear why; bands like the Modernettes and the Young Canadians hold their own against the best of the States and the U.K. Toronto, as mentioned, hasn’t been so fortunate, and neither have cities like Calgary, Winnipeg, or the entire east coast. But just because these bands don’t have music shelved at the mall doesn’t mean they weren’t interesting or innovative. Like the early CBGB scene, punk in Canada was an umbrella that welcomed all kind of freaks, from the angular fuzz of the Government in Toronto to the early electronic experimentation of Phil Walling in Halifax. It encouraged musicians who would later form genre-bending bands like Nomeansno and the Rheostatics to rethink the boundaries of genre and the need for mainstream acceptance. And, more importantly, it sounded great.

			Perfect Youth is a far-from-complete look at punk’s first wave in Canada. To offer the stories of every band, every musician, and every scene would take volumes, years, and a comically miniscule typeface. The Canadian punk scene may have been small, but it was active, and it was everywhere. After years of talking, reading, and listening, I’ve tried to piece together a collection of snapshots that I feel capture the energy and the personality of that time, and the bands and the scenes that had the greatest impact on the cities around them. From Victoria to St. John’s, these are the stories of the frenetic bands and the close-knit local communities that helped to shape Canada’s punk identity.

			There has been an explosion of coverage of this era in the past few years. Anyone looking to dig deeper into a particular scene is likely to find not just a wealth of information and long-lost music online, but some amazing published material to sink your late nights into. Liz Worth’s oral history of the Southern Ontario scene, Treat Me Like Dirt, holds the distinction of being the first published account of bands like the Viletones, the Diodes, and Teenage Head; it’s an invaluable resource and fascinating local history. Similarly, Don Pyle’s Trouble in the Camera Club tells the story of early Toronto punk through incredible photographs and Pyle’s confessional personal narrative. The west coast boasts three immensely readable and mostly factual autobiographies, Joey Keithley’s I, Shithead, his recent photo book, Talk – Action = Zero, and John Armstrong’s Guilty of Everything, all of which paint stirring portraits of a life spent in the trenches. Victoria’s early scene was tirelessly documented by Jason Flower for All Your Ears Can Hear, which chronicles every single band to play a punk-tinged note in Victoria from 1978 to 1984 and compiles any available recordings onto two accompanying CDs. Then there’s Chris Walter, who was a tremendous help in convincing punks from Winnipeg that I wasn’t a total creep or a lecherous newspaperman. His two band biographies, the Dayglo Abortions saga Argh Fuck Kill and Personality Crisis history Warm Beer & Wild Times, were indispensable resources for piecing together the early Victoria and Winnipeg scenes, respectively. That Walter initially scared me shitless (it had something to do with his head tattoos and a well-publicized history as a serious brawler) only made his revelation as a true gentlemen eager to help a fellow writer all the more moving. 

			I hope there are more books. I hope every city in Canada is fortunate enough to be given the enthusiastic unveiling of a book like Liz’s or Jason’s. Perfect Youth is not intended to be the final word on any of these bands. There are omissions. There are people who refused to talk to me, and there are people I ultimately found impossible to track down. There are inclusions that not everyone will agree with. Ultimately, it’s a collection of snapshots of a scene that mattered, even if the only thing that defined it was its divisively remote nature. Because in 1976, even a city close to the American border like Vancouver might as well have been Reykjavík. Canadian punks created incredible, revolutionary art because they had no hopes or illusions of a recording contract, a platinum record, or a free lunch. They were lost in the wilderness at the corner of Portage and Main, Yonge and Bloor, Hastings and Columbia. They were beautiful freaks who became lawyers and drunks, real estate moguls and petty thieves.

			This is only a drop in the bucket of their history. But it’s the snapshots I wanted to share, before I return to my daily ritual of trying to get Chi Pig on the phone to finish our goddamn interview.

		



	

		
			BACK DOOR TO HELL
THE VILETONES
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			The Viletones [© Don Pyle]

		

		
			October 15, 2006, 5:00 a.m. EST

			Copies of the Sunday edition of the Toronto Star have started to appear on doorsteps in the suburbs and in the racks of downtown convenience stores. Inside the paper’s arts section screams the attention-grabbing headline “Nazi Dog set to snarl again.” The Viletones have reunited, leading the Star to print a headline that could have just as easily been culled from a decades-old archive, still offending 30 years on. A few days earlier, the article’s titular Nazi Dog, better known now by his given name, Steven Leckie, gave an interview to the paper in which he declared himself the lone survivor of punk’s first wave — John Lydon doesn’t count to him. He extols the virtue of a punk rock death count. He proclaims his intentions to render obsolete modern punk bands as he once did Goddo. He calls new audiences “milk drinkers.” And the Star runs it in all its titillating hyperbole, just as Leckie intended. Whether announcing plans to kill himself onstage in New York City in the ’70s or showing off his self-inflicted scars on TV, the character of Nazi Dog has always dominated local punk coverage. A lot has changed in Toronto since the Viletones first stalked the stage of the Colonial Underground on Yonge Street. But it’s good to know that some things stay the same.

			The first time that I met Steven Leckie, he barely looked at me. Seated together in the living room of B-Girls vocalist Lucasta Ross, Leckie was entirely absent from our conversation. One of my only notes, beyond Ross’ recollections of her own history, is that I was offered a sandwich. 

			Then he called me. Leckie was full of conspiracy theories; about his friends, about his former bandmates, about the Viletones’ late ’70s road crew and their double life as spies for Malcolm McLaren. For an hour, Leckie lived to up to every brilliant, eccentric, and scary thing I had ever heard about him.

			If you live in Toronto, you will, at some point, stumble headfirst into the legend of Steven Leckie. He was our Iggy Pop, our Johnny Rotten, our David Johansen. He fronted the city’s most notorious punk band, the Viletones, a punk rock Ogopogo that lived even larger in legend than it did onstage — which was goddamn large. His legacy as a brilliant frontman is equalled by his notoriety as an unstable personality onstage and off, a man who created a character — the violent, unhinged Nazi Dog — and allowed it to lead him through the rest of his life.

			That he is now on the other end of my cell phone, spelling out his most paranoid fears about his art and accomplishments, is overwhelming. That he agrees to meet again and talk properly is a relief.

			So for the second time, I am seated with Steven Leckie, tape recorder between us. On the patio of a bar in the Junction — Leckie smokes, so even though it’s freezing, we opt to drink our coffees outside — we shoot the shit for a few minutes before he asks to read me something. From inside of his jacket he pulls a perfectly folded piece of paper with my name written in big, bold letters at the top of it. He reads,

			What can you do when the medium of first-generation punk requires not a stage but a tight wire because the true craft of punk demanded not a persona but a life? A life to even sacrifice on the altar of life and death, an attempt to bear witness to the purity of a spectacle that in history would be understood by perhaps the Aztecs as a human sacrifice or maybe general custom. Misunderstanding or doubting, that is only proof that those who through their mediocrity stand on the sidelines not only of punk rock, especially Viletones, but any art ahead of its own time. The words of Rimbaud not only told but warned over 100 years ago this spectacle would come, and I, far more than most first-generation punk artists, embraced and heeded that future vision. A vision that manifests in high art reality. That punk art is the bastard son of no one. Of no other movement. An orphan. But an Artful Dodger orphan. And the death count in punk is much higher than those Dickens himself could have foreseen, for there is no Fagin to pay off but something much greater. Immortality itself, though an Aztec spectacle of sacrifice, whose virtues have been eroded through time. 

			The letter wasn’t entirely unlike Leckie’s usual crypto-poetic style of speech, but I struggled to grasp the essence of what he was trying to say, casting himself as an adolescent protagonist culled from the pages of Oliver Twist. When he was done reading it, he didn’t hand it to me. He just folded it into four, put it back into his pocket and started our interview.

			In many ways, the story of the Viletones is best left for Leckie to tell. Leckie is the Viletones — he is the history, and he is the heart. He is the subject of and source of all the great rumours that swirl around the band, from the claims of near-fatal onstage blood loss to the seedier stories about having sex with Debbie Harry in a Cadillac behind Max’s Kansas City.

			There are also the indisputable facts that cement the band’s status as punk visionaries. Their very first show earned them an infamous headline on the front page of the Globe and Mail’s entertainment pull-out: “Not Them! Not Here!” As recently as October 2007, SPIN named “Screamin’ Fist” one of the 20 best punk singles of 1977, the song having earlier made its way into William Gibson’s genre-defining novel Neuromancer as the name of an operation aimed at disrupting Soviet computer systems. Nirvana covered “Possibilities” at a 1993 concert in Rio de Janeiro. And that’s Steven Leckie framed next to Christian Bale in Mary Harron’s 2000 adaptation of American Psycho when Bale’s murderous Patrick Bateman says to a bartender, “I want to stab you to death, and then play around with your blood.”

			At the same time, the Viletones have never occupied the same mass cultural space as major west coast names like D.O.A. and the Subhumans. They never got Teenage Head’s gold record. They remain a strange cryptozoological punk rock specimen, having never released a truly satisfactory recording, their only CD compilation now long out of print. The Viletones live on as a hushed name, graffiti scattered throughout the city, an iconic logo. They live on through Steven Leckie as a Toronto institution as knit into the city’s cultural fabric as SCTV and porn shops on Yonge Street. They’re bigger than a band. They are art. They are a ghost. They are in my van, writing me letters, and smoking on a patio with me talking about Herman Melville.

			“Ahab was punk rock’s demographic,” says Steven Leckie. “With one killing harpoon, so would be all that came before and after first generation punk rock.” This is how Leckie talks — in metaphors, in poetry, in the elevated fashion that one associates with high art. Martin Mull’s imminently quotable quote, that writing about music is like dancing about architecture, is never better applied than in an interview situation with Leckie. There are dry facts about the Viletones, but, in many ways, they are identical to those of any other band. The Viletones’ real story, real power, is buried somewhere in Leckie’s cryptic statements. But there’s still some worthwhile dry facts to get out of the way.

			Steven Leckie lived on his own in Toronto, his father moving to Montreal for work and trusting his teenage son to handle the big city alone. Legend has it that the first classified ad Leckie placed in the Toronto Star came in 1976 with the simple line “Ramones/Iggy Pop stylist seeking same.” A search of the paper’s archive doesn’t turn up this locally infamous request, but does uncover an ad from the paper’s December 11, 1976, edition:

			VILETONES

			VILETONES, a quick punk rock group doing originals & mid 60’s music, desperately need a bass player. 363 3809 after 6.

			It’s a relic that is in keeping with the Viletones timeline Leckie has always claimed, one that sees the band forming before the release of Ramones and long before the titular band’s first visit to Toronto on September 27, 1976. The show, while poorly attended, is frequently cited as ground zero for the explosion of local punk bands, an aspirational gig that saw dozens of new punks sprouting up in its wake. 

			“Oh boy, has it ever engendered a long shelf life — this idea that when you saw the Ramones, everyone in the audience wanted to get a band,” says Leckie. “It wasn’t the way I felt. I already had a band that I knew was far more pronounced than the Ramones.” The Viletones already existed on posters plastered through the city and, most notably, on the back of Leckie’s own leather jacket, an early warning for the planned takeover to come. It wasn’t until 1977 that they would exist onstage, although the wait allowed the band time to refine that pronounced expression that Leckie claimed to be theirs since the beginning.

			Two musicians responded to the first Toronto Star ad — Freddy Pompeii, a Philadelphia-born draft dodger who had played on the Syndicate of Sound’s proto–psych rock classic “Little Girl” before transplanting himself to Toronto and fucking around in the folk trenches for years, and Mike Anderson, renamed Motor X, a young drummer who was intrigued by the world into which Leckie offered a golden ticket. Along with bassist Jackie Death, the band began their campaign of Viletones postering and jacket-wearing, a routine of gang-style intimidation Leckie lifted from The Warriors that quickly wore on Pompeii. He quit when it became apparent that no shows were going to be booked in the near future. A few days later, they had a gig, Pompeii was back, and the band wrote their first batch of songs inside of a week.

			The Viletones made their live debut in May 1977 at the Colonial Underground, the dank basement playhouse of the Colonial Tavern on Yonge Street. Leckie had gone to the wall promoting the show, and it was suitably packed with the kind of curious revellers that appeared at early punk shows, unsure of what to expect but eager to experience something new. A teenager who had gone through the multiple identities of any adolescent, Leckie debuted his most important invention in the form of his manic onstage persona, Nazi Dog. For the curious and the committed, the Viletones delivered.

			“Steve Leckie comes out and starts smashing a beer bottle and scraping up his arms and he’s gushing blood and everyone in the crowd is like, ‘Holy shit,’” recalls Ralph Alfonso, the manager for the Viletones’ local rivals the Diodes. “The gauntlet has obviously gone down.”

			“It was not like you were going to see the Beatles,” laughs Colin Brunton, who captured the early Toronto punk scene in his film The Last Pogo. “They couldn’t play super great, but it had an impact. We knew Steven before he became a punk rocker. So all of a sudden we’re seeing this guy up onstage, cutting his arm. The band was wailing away. It just seemed like everyone was on, people were stumbling around, sniffing amyl nitrate. It was jam-packed and crazy.”

			The next day’s Globe and Mail ran the infamous headline “Not Them! Not Here!” on the front page of the pull-out Fanfare magazine. Adorned with a full-page shot of Leckie, the feature articulated, in torrid, damning details, the previous night’s concert. Writer Paul McGrath begins, “The Viletones are not a group of musicians, they are a spectacle, so no talk of music shall enter the argument.” He doesn’t stop there.

			Nazi Dog is no ordinary entertainer. He is also no ordinary rock and roll entertainer, nor is he an ordinarily vicious rock and roll entertainer. Everything he does or says takes words, music, and motion to extremes of violence, anti-intellectualism, and consummate nastiness. But he is revered and adored by a fair portion of the audience. Others stare, slack-jawed in disbelief, while a few laugh openly at what appears to be a display of unmusical, catatonic seven-year-old temper. The believers, exhibiting ultimate libertarian restraint, bear no grudge against those who don’t quite buy Nazi Dog’s impersonation of a multiple auto crash. To each his own is one of the unwritten laws of the scene, and no fists are raised in defence of Nazi Dog’s right to do what he’s doing for what is most likely a meagre fee. After all, this ain’t exactly Las Vegas.

			“I had no intention to play with them,” says Chris Haight, who, busy with his own music project, didn’t realize how close to Viletone-dom he was. “But when I saw them, they were so pure. The Dog had all the anger, all the moves, everything to make people think, ‘Fuck, I wish I was him.’ But they needed a sound identity. They were all over the place. They needed an anchor to work from.”

			Haight was, in many ways, the exact anchor the new band needed. While Pompeii and Anderson had limited experience in live performance, and even less experience with writing and recording, Haight had already produced one of the early scene’s best records with his power-pop band Zoom, a duo featuring future Diodes drummer John Hamilton.

			“Zoom goes back to when Johnny and I met when I first moved to Scarborough,” says Haight. “I was learning my chops from playing the blues. The rock thing didn’t really do anything for me until later. By the time we started experimenting with rock, it felt like a brand new scene. Sometimes, we’d play classical music.” The pair’s eclectic taste is apparent in their lone recording, the “Sweet Desperation” single (backed with “Massacre at Central High”), released in early 1977, making it one of the earliest Canadian punk singles. It demonstrates the kind of nuanced musical approach that was lacking from many early punk bands, aided by production work courtesy of a young kid named Terry Brown. Brown would go on to fame as Rush’s producer, working with bands as varied as the Rolling Stones and Voivod. 

			“Zoom is surprisingly forgotten,” says Don Pyle, who played in several bands and published a book of his incredible photographs of the early punk scene, Trouble in the Camera Club, in 2011. “It’s typical of that period; it’s sort of bubble gummy, but it’s sort of out of tune. It has that roughness to it. It’s one of the earliest things, and it barely gets mentioned.” The band’s head start did them no favours, though, and despite a growing scene at the Ontario College of Art and the basement of the Colonial, Zoom folded soon after the single’s release. There are a lot of claims to the first do-it-yourself punk single, many of which come from Leckie in regards to the Viletones’ “Screamin’ Fist.” But it’s quite possible that Zoom released the first punk single without the help of a major label.

			“Even though we were all friends, it just wasn’t firing on all cylinders,” says Haight. Hamilton joined forces with the art school–oriented Diodes. Haight took a different route, following the trail of blood to the vacant bassist position in the Viletones. (Jackie had been recently booted from the band for being unreliable and irresponsible, impossible as it sounds.) Haight clicked immediately with the Dog, Pompeii, and Motor X, helping to pen their first three classic songs: “Screamin’ Fist,” “Possibilities,” and “Rebel.” 

			“The Ramones had that whole Beach Boys thing that harkened back to the ’60s, but the Viletones didn’t have that,” says Cleave Anderson, drummer for the Battered Wives and himself a one-time member of the band. “They’d play two chords, but then it wouldn’t even go to the third chord the way the Ramones did.” It’s a fact noted in SPIN’s 2007 write-up of “Screamin’ Fist”: “Punk’s early critics often condemned the genre as nothing more than three chords and an attitude. In this Toronto band’s case, two generally sufficed.”

			The band’s simplicity was an integral part of their charm; while other local bands like the Government and Cardboard Brains were exploring the artier end of punk’s left-field spectrum, the Viletones were holding it down on the bottom rung, stripping a simple genre down to its barest parts. Before long, the band was a mainstay of Toronto’s fast-growing punk scene, and by summer, they were taking the show on the road.

			Depending on who is telling the story, it was either Leckie, Teenage Head, or God who drove down to CBGB in New York to ask Hilly Kristal for a chance to play the American punk Mecca. Kristal agreed, and a few weeks later, nearly every active Toronto-area punk band with a reliable ride was part of a Canuck convoy pulling down the I-90 for a three-night weekend stint with the Cramps, who were enjoying their first opportunity to play for a weekend crowd (having been previously relegated to the “prove yourself” slot of Monday through Wednesday). It was the beginning of the Viletones’ intimate relationship with the city and a sign that they had cemented a deadly triad of Southern Ontario punk menace with the Diodes and Teenage Head, the three bands leading the area’s new musical charge. The August 1977 issue of the Pig Paper, Toronto’s definitive early punk zine, refers to the bands as “basking in media attention of Beatle proportion.” It concludes that “only good things lie ahead, as well as in their wake.”

			The Viletones returned to Toronto and got down to the business of recording their initial batch of songs, first inking a management deal with Mega Media Productions. Helmed by Tibor Takács, the future director of such righteously titled made-for-TV horror flicks as Mansquito, Ice Spiders, and Killer Rats, the new managerial muscle gave the band the confidence to release the three-song Screamin’ Fist EP on their own Vile Records. 

			There’s an odd bit of controversy that dogs the record to this day; “Rebel,” one of the Viletones’ best-known songs, is claimed by Steven Davey from the Dishes as an original composition, given to the Viletones in good faith and never acknowledged following their large-scale success. Davey is adamant that the song, along with several well-known Toronto punk classics from the era, are his. Leckie is equally vehement in his denial of the claim. In Liz Worth’s excellent oral history of the early Toronto scene, Treat Me Like Dirt, there is a fair representation of both sides of this argument. But Davey, incensed that the book doesn’t editorialize or vindicate him beyond a doubt, now refuses to talk. He won’t talk to me. He won’t talk to Colin Brunton, who has interviewed hundreds of participants in the early Toronto scene for his astonishingly in-depth follow-up documentary The Last Pogo Jumps Again: A Biased & Incomplete History of Toronto Punk Rock and New Wave Music Circa September 24, 1976 to December 1, 1978. Davey’s voice is absent here, so while there may be lingering doubts as to the true author of “Rebel,” we must now leave these tough rock ’n’ roll questions to the brilliant scientists of the future.

			The legacy of the “Screamin’ Fist” single isn’t just in malformed copyright controversy; as mentioned the title track also supplied the name of Operation Screaming Fist in William Gibson’s seminal 1984 piece of cyberpunk fiction, Neuromancer. The South Carolina–born author had moved to Toronto in the late ’60s to evade the draft, but settled in Vancouver long before the rise of the Viletones, attaining his degree from University of British Columbia in 1977. But Gibson remained fascinated with the rise of punk culture worldwide and particularly attuned to its mutation in his former home.

			“If you’re gonna be name-checked, and that book wins the Hugo Prize as the best science fiction book of the year, that’s fucking awesome,” says Leckie. “It would only be things like that that took away the loneliness of being an artist.” That loneliness, despite fronting one of the city’s most popular bands, was a direct result of the terrifyingly confrontational Nazi Dog persona that had come to define Leckie. His antics, while humorously grotesque in hindsight (and with the knowledge that everyone survived), must have been alienating beyond belief in the late ’70s.

			“Especially after I got to know him a bit better outside of his nocturnal environment, I got the feeling Nazi Dog was, first and always foremost, a very clever, quite calculated role he was busy playing,” says Gary Pig Gold, creator of the eponymous Pig Paper. But even precise calculations can lead to unexpected consequences. 

			“They played a show at Max’s Kansas City when Leckie hit an artery and was spouting blood,” recalls the Forgotten Rebels’ Chris Houston. “People were running up with their mouths open as if he was an open shower and sucking down the blood. This was pre-AIDS, but top that, motherfucker. He had spent the whole afternoon shooting speed, too.” Other tales from Max’s involve a show promoted by Leckie as his last — he promised to kill himself onstage, not the first or last time he made the threat to drum up publicity for a gig. While he never followed through, he did knock Pompeii unconscious for several minutes after dropping him from his shoulders mid-song. Another often-circulated story involves a woman walking right up to Leckie mid-set at CBGB and pinning his foot to the floor with a knife.

			“There were fans, so to speak, that would get so caught up in it, like the girl who stabbed me in the foot in CBGB’s,” says Leckie. “She must’ve separated. She went right into the movie. She became a part of the lyric.” But Leckie’s movie was quickly evolving into something that other people were nervous to become a part of. Sometimes, it wasn’t just what was happening onstage: the band had aggressively courted a violent following and found one in a local gang called the Blake Street Boys.

			Hailing from the city’s rougher east end, the Blake Street Boys became a mainstay of Viletones gigs, controlling the offstage violence and intimidating the hell out of any audience member that wasn’t part of their crew. Admittedly punk had always had elements of violence at its core, but this was different — more powerful, deliberate, and direct.

			“It was a real drag,” recalls Don Pyle. “The scene before was fun. There were fights here or there, but people didn’t come looking for a fight. The Blake Street Boys came looking for a fight. Out of the blue, you’d see six people beating on one person. And Leckie would use them as his fist. He’d just point at people and they’d get beat up.”

			“I really sought it out,” says Leckie, who had moved to a live-in rehearsal space at Parliament and Dundas, just east of Toronto’s psychological border along Yonge Street. “I’d just drive around with Motor, making it clear that, ‘Hey, we’re your band.’ It was pretty rough, and these guys were really fucking cutthroat and dangerous. There was a fair number of them in the beginning. There’d be 25 of them. Then 20, 15. It would depend. Because they were always getting arrested. Other bands in Toronto would present themselves as punks, but on the weekends go to their parents’ cottages in the Muskokas. These boys would never, ever get that. If it was anything to do with water, it would be Wasaga Beach at best.”

			As successful as the Nazi Dog name and personality — combined with the Blake Street Boys’ muscle — had been in garnering newspaper headlines and CBC features right out of the basement, it was, not shockingly for discerning readers, a growing hindrance.

			“I go backstage to introduce myself to Leckie because he had been phoning me, and he goes, ‘Hey, man, you should be managing us,’” recalls Diodes’ manager Ralph Alfonso. “And I’m like, ‘Well, I’m kind of already committed to managing to the Diodes.’ And he goes, ‘You should manage both of us!’ And I go, ‘Yeah, well, that would be kind of cool.’ Then I look at him and he’s dripping blood and obviously a psycho, and I’m like, ‘Ah, you know, maybe I’ll just do what I’m doing right now.’”

			“I think everyone was pretty shocked when we got signed to CBS,” says Diodes’ vocalist Paul Robinson. “But basically, when you look at the Viletones, how signable is a band with a singer called ‘Nazi Dog’? I remember all the big people from Warner Brothers coming down to check them out, and just going, ‘Oh my god, what is this?’” It was the opposite of what they were used to.”

			“He was the closest thing to a star,” recalls Toronto Star entertainment writer Peter Goddard. “But he lacked a Svengali. Steve, plus somebody else, would be living in the Hollywood Hills right now. He created a performance persona that worked. His intellectual reach was great, but he was alone.”

			In a 1978 Toronto Star profile, Leckie remarked to Goddard, “Before I do an album I want a contract with a major label. I want lots of money behind the album to promote it. We don’t get along at all with the guys now working with us. I mean, they want to put our record out with a company called Razor Records. Razor Records? Why don’t they call it Safety-Pin Records? Don’t they know what’s happening?”

			There were a lot of claims made by the Viletones through 1978: that the band was on the verge of signing to CBS, or Sire, or Stiff in the U.K.; that they were about to leave for England — on May 3, 1978, according to an April interview in the Pig Paper. The band never moved. And there were the continued threats that Leckie would finally follow through and kill himself onstage. From the same issue:

			Gary: Are you going to kill yourself?

			Nazi: I will.

			Gary: When?

			Nazi: Before I’m 23. I’m 20 now. I just can’t see much more of this. I’m getting away with murder right now.

			Leckie never killed himself.

			In 1978, the Viletones released their second EP, the four-song Look Back in Anger, on Razor Records. The band’s DNA had already begun to change with the addition of Sam Ferrera, bassist for thug rock powerhouse the Ugly, on second guitar. The beefed-up new lineup never quite nailed the violent simplicity of those first three songs, and despite the inclusion of great songs like “Back Door to Hell” and the controversy-baiting “Swastika Girl,” failed to advance the band toward their major label goals. Frustrated with Leckie’s control over all things Viletones and their seeming lack of progress, the remaining members of the band, save for Ferrera, quit unexpectedly, unveiling their new band, the Secrets (get it?) days later.

			The Secrets, which also featured former Diode (and Haight’s Zoom partner) John Hamilton, debuted with a slicker, dancier sound than the Viletones ever had, more in line with the school dance-ready Teenage Head than, you know, horrifying nihilism. While the band never achieved the local renown of their previous groups, their records are a fresh take on the often joyless late-era recordings of many of their peers, fleshed out by a cappella detours and doo-wop bounce. 

			The defection and formation of the Secrets left a gaping hole in the Viletones lineup, partially filled by the unexpected arrival of Calgary transplant Steven Koch on guitar. Koch had moved to Toronto as a Viletones fan, having written a letter to the band while still living out west, and came to Toronto with his brother, Alex, the drummer in Crash Kills Five with Don Pyle. Then, there was the arrival of Ferrera’s former bandmate in the Ugly, drummer Tony Vincent. Suddenly, there was a concern bigger than lineup problems — it was a guy named Mike Nightmare, who represented the Ugly in the same way that Leckie embodied the Viletones. 

			“The Ugly were probably way worse than the Viletones. Or better, ’cause Mike Nightmare was pretty fucked up,” says Colin Brunton. “He was pretty real, man. Mike Nightmare was a legit, tough kid. We’ve got a shot of Mike Nightmare, he’s shooting up onstage. Like, he’s got a syringe in his arm. It wasn’t pretend. He was shooting up heroin.” Nightmare, from all accounts — he died in 1997 — was the real-life incarnation of the Nazi Dog character, a Blake Street Boy who didn’t need a gang to do his fighting. He also lacked Leckie’s vision, and while many accounts of the era lump the pair together, it’s clear that their approaches were wildly different, with Leckie’s detached intellectualism countering Nightmare’s brute thuggery. Still, the bands occupied the darker, more nefarious end of the the city’s punk spectrum, a bond best exemplified by the riot they caused at the infamous Outrage concert.

			Staged by Teenage Head’s management team at Toronto’s Masonic Temple (it is not without great irony that MTV Canada now broadcasts from the same building), Outrage was, ostensibly, a showcase for the Head, framed by a complementary bill of Simply Saucer, the Battered Wives, the Concordes, and the Viletones. Promoted as a de facto sequel to “RockShock,” a concert presented by the same folks not four months prior, Outrage signalled that punk in Toronto had arrived in a major way, the crowd packed and the local media in full effect. Contrasted with RockShock, a limp, poorly attended gig that felt like a sad high school dance, Outrage looked to be an unequivocal success. Until the Ugly showed up.

			Tensions were already high, as the other performers began to grasp the full purpose of the event, with Teenage Head the only band to get paid, have a soundcheck, and get a dressing room. The Viletones showed their gratitude by inviting the Ugly onto the stage unannounced at the conclusion of their set, and no sooner had the band kicked into their first song than Teenage Head manager John Brower had rushed the stage to clip Mike Nightmare in the ear. Nightmare responded in kind, and soon the venue’s entire security detail — bought and paid for by Brower, it’s worth noting — descended on both bands, an unfair fight that saw both the Viletones and Ugly bruised, beaten, and dispensed from the Temple. Thanks to the presence of multiple film crews, the carnage now lives in violent infamy.

			“If I wasn’t in rock and roll, I’d be making you guys fucking lie on the floor right now and I’d be taking your wallets,” said Nightmare himself in a January 1978 interview on CBC Radio. “I’ve done that before. It’s just another nightmare.” He burps. “No future.”

			“I think he even scared Leckie. He scared everybody,” says the Dream Dates’ Greg Dick, who replaced Nightmare as the Ugly’s vocalist when they reunited in the new millennium. “You didn’t want to mess with Nightmare.” In and out of jail, primarily on breaking and entering charges that would inevitably lead to drug charges, Nightmare fronted an unstable band that collapsed when his rhythm section was lost to the latest incarnation of the Viletones. While the loss stung for Nightmare, there doesn’t seem to have been any lasting bitterness between the two performers, with Leckie remaining in awe of Nightmare’s ability to push his live shows to extremes that even the Viletones couldn’t touch.

			“There was a show where he brought a pig’s head that he’d bought or stole from Kensington Market,” recalls Leckie. “The whole fucking head, and put it in the front of the stage and just macheted the thing. I mean, that is just — oh my god.”

			The new Viletones would play a critical role in the chaos of the Last Pogo, the final punk show staged by promoter team the Garys (Topp and Cormier) at the Horseshoe Tavern. On December 1, 1978, what many consider to be the final punk show of Toronto’s first wave washed up on the shores of Queen Street West, and, oddly enough, the Viletones weren’t scheduled to perform. Seeing as formalities had never stopped Leckie and co. before, the band invited themselves to the show and took to the stage to play an impromptu set on Teenage Head’s gear. Teenage Head, the night’s intended headliners, never managed to play a note. Before they could begin their set, plainclothes cops shut down the concert. A few suspect that they were tipped off by the Viletones, upset at their exclusion from the event and hoping to cap things off themselves.

			The city’s punk scene changed after the Last Pogo. Bands broke up, lineups shook up, and the Toronto punk community was never the same. It some ways, the night marks a too-convenient journalistic end point to an era that never truly ended, but at the same time, there is no doubting the major changes that occurred not long after the final table had been upended. One of the biggest happened within the Viletones, who, thanks to the influence of Queen West’s newest musical outsider hero Handsome Ned, went full-on rockabilly.

			“It was bred out of apathy, probably,” says Leckie of the dramatic shift. “The audience had conformed at that point. I just literally said to Sam and Tony, ‘Now we’re going to do rockabilly.’ It was to outfox them, keep ahead of them by going backwards. I saw it with others. I saw it happening with the Clash, where there was a conscientious decision to develop a full reggae element. It made sense in the scheme of things. It lined up. The future is always found in the past.” The band went so far as to play Hank Williams songs when opening for Gang of Four and the Buzzcocks. The change went over like a lead balloon. 

			And the Viletones just kind of fizzled out.

			Unlike some bands that tarnish their legacy with an ill-timed stylistic shift or prolonged period of decline, the Viletones . . . didn’t. Leckie remains a larger-than-life Toronto personality. When our interview veers into the realm of cutting, or juicing, in professional wrestling, I bring up my inevitable guide to all things related to the world of the mat, Damian Abraham from Fucked Up.

			“I love Fucked Up,” says Leckie, high praise from someone who seems to despise almost every modern punk band. “I saw them only one time and I just loved them. Really did. When he worked at Suspect Video he would give me magic mushrooms for Viletones singles.”

			Clearly, this is a tale worth following up on. When I’m talking to Damian a few weeks later, I ask about the drugs and the records he was running from the Bloor Street cult video institution he used to work at.

			“Here I am, this straight edge, record-collecting nerd,” says Abraham. “We weren’t supposed to rent to Steven Leckie because he had too many late fees on his account. But because he was the lead singer of the Viletones I erased that note from his account and kept renting to him. I was a pretty bad employee. That’s why I got fired.” Leckie, saying that Abraham seemed like “the kind of guy who can get things done,” insisted that the video store clerk find him hallucinogens in exchange for Viletones singles. He did.

			“I remember I lived around Christie and Bloor, so by the time I got to Christie it looked like the sidewalks and the roads were on fire,” says Leckie. “Damian’s very cool.”

			In some ways, it speaks to the broadness of Leckie’s vision that the Viletones were bigger than any one song or sound. It created the strange cult of personality that exists around Leckie, a man who ostensibly released only one good single in 1977, to this day. Over the course of our conversation, it often feels less like we’re discussing a band than a prolonged piece of performance art, one that has lasted the entirety of his life. He speaks of his life like that of Jesse James, casting the Star’s Peter Goddard as his John Newman Edwards.

			“You want a stage name? Top Nazi Dog,” he says. “You think you’re liberal? This is a liberal time? How liberal do you want to take it?

			“It wasn’t like you had an audience that was waiting for something to extinguish the leftover taste of disco or longhair bands. But it did. Punk did. You’d see us or the Pistols or the Clash or the Ramones on the cover of such and such a magazine playing in front of 500 people. Just down the block at Madison Square Garden, there was no disputing you still had that 25,000 singing Led Zeppelin. But they were irrelevant. They became irrelevant. Punk had extinguished it. But the tragedy of that, I suppose, if it is tragedy, is that when you extinguish, you risk extinguishing your own life. Which is what has happened. Two years living in the Viletones or the Ramones would be 20 years with James Taylor. You see the point? It’s too much. It’s too much.”
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			April 3, 1980, 10:30 p.m. MST

			The Edmonton Oilers are out of town. Tonight, the Northlands Coliseum is filled with pimpled-faced teens, here to see Irish rockers the Boomtown Rats. The kids are on their feet and waiting for the opening piano trills of the band’s controversial school shooting anthem “I Don’t Like Mondays” to fill the huge hockey arena. When Bob Geldof and other non–Bob Geldof members of the band finally hit the stage, the room erupts. Lights flash, sweat flies off the band. It’s enough of a sensory overload that no one in the Boomtown Rats feels the gentle mist that begins to fall all around them. As the sax solo that begins “Rat Trap” rips through the arena and across centre ice, Art Bergmann from the Young Canadians stands on the catwalk above the headliners. The lead vocalist for the smart ass punk trio from Vancouver who somehow lucked into the opening slot for the Rats’ west coast tour, he stares down at the band from the roof of one of the oldest venues in the National Hockey League. He unzips the fly of his jeans and lets loose a torrent of piss. No one ever knows.

			Having a conversation with Art Bergmann feels kind of like communicating with Hunter S. Thompson’s immortal wave from Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas. Bergmann’s history reads with all the promise of Thompson’s Nevadian high water mark, with all the energy and potential of a generation breaking and drifting back into the ocean. The creator of some of the most enduring Canadian punk anthems of the ’70s and greatest aberrant rock songs of the ’80s, Bergmann was always viewed by those around him as the giant who would eclipse his peers, a great artist destined for a place in the Northern Songwriter Pantheon. Today, he is crippled by arthritis that prevents him from performing, a source of endless frustration that, along with the rapid decline of his hearing, has led him to abandon his interest in music altogether. Most days, our conversations veer passionately from Russian military history to the local politics of his current home province of Alberta. He refers to his time as a musician as “less of a career than a series of misunderstandings with the Canadian music industry.” He’s writing, but he says it’s more “weird dreams, bits of lyrics,” although he hopes to assemble it into something readable eventually. He may be done with music, but with the right kind of eyes and a working record player, you can still see a high water mark on East Hastings Street in Vancouver, the place where Bergmann first broke and fought like hell before rolling back into small-town Alberta.

			Early in my first conversation with Art, he asked me if I was looking for “facts or funny.” I told him I was as interested in the myths as anything else. He told me I had given the right answer. “I can’t believe the shit I’ve heard about myself,” he said. Neither can I.

			In the early 1970s, Art Bergmann joined the Mount Lehman Grease Band. A party pub band, they were as well known for their live performances as the bucket of assorted liquor and drugs readily available at their shows, the legendarily night-ending Mount Lehman Brew. The band was headquartered in Abbotsford, B.C., but played dances and parties all over the lower mainland. A recent high school graduate, Bergmann’s first experience with public performance and the inherent perks of a job as a musician was the Grease Band; one of his only clear memories of playing with the band is of a stranger pouring a 26-ounce bottle of vodka directly into his mouth mid-show.

			John Armstrong attended the same high school as Bergmann in Surrey, just outside of Vancouver. A few years his junior, Armstrong had taken a shine to Bergmann at one of his raucous Grease Band gigs; when Bergmann split for White Rock, a seaside town just south of Surrey and across the border from the United States, Armstrong dropped out of school and followed soon after. Says Bergmann of Armstrong, “He thought I was a star before I thought I was.” While the former taught the basic mechanics of songwriting and chords to the latter, it was Armstrong and his friends who introduced Bergmann to the new sounds coming out of New York, London, and, increasingly, nearby Vancouver.

			In White Rock, Bergmann formed the Schmorgs, while Armstrong and his younger friends played under a constantly changing banner, often known as the Shits, and, later, the Monitors. Not exactly a punk hotbed, the small city still provided the band with an eager audience. “White Rock has its own little scene of derelicts and addicts,” says Bergmann. “And a biker gang called the Gypsy Wheelers. They were the meanest bunch of sons of bitches you could ever meet.” Both the Schmorgs and the Shits played numerous Gypsy Wheeler rallies and parties, often getting paid in a mix of cash and cocaine. “And we’d have to go to the after party,” he says. “At their place, if you didn’t drink, they had a guy whose job it was to club you with his huge crescent wrench. He said, ‘Drink up, you slugs.’” 

			The bands also played the infinitely more wholesome Spirit of the Sea festival, an annual tradition in White Rock. The Shits played twice, and twice received lifetime bans from the Semiahmoo Bay bandstand. Their final year, a band from Vancouver came down to play. A rough-edged punk outfit called the Skulls, it was the first significant sign to the White Rock gang that something really exciting was going on in Vancouver. 

			“After that, we were on the bus every weekend to Vancouver,” says Armstrong. 

			“White Rock was just wretched,” says Bergmann. “So we all packed up our paper bags and moved to the city.”

			Once the White Rock crew moved to Vancouver, they played one show together as the Frantic Technicians before splitting; Armstrong joined Active Dog, and Bergmann started assembling his own band. Vancouver offered a million more opportunities for the group — for an audience, a scene, and, naturally, some serious fucking trouble.

			“I went downtown by myself and I was kind of wandering the streets,” says Armstrong. “There was this drunk with a case of beer, and he was trying to hail a cab. He kept walking further and further away from his case of beer. I said, ‘If he goes one more foot . . .’ And he did. So I grabbed the case of beer and took off.

			“I heard someone yelling, so I looked over my shoulder and there’s this big tall guy chasing me and I thought, ‘Fuck, I’m a dead man.’ I ran down the street and down an alley. Eventually, I couldn’t run anymore and I just stopped. I split open the case of beer and grabbed one, ready to break it and defend myself. And it was Dave Gregg, from D.O.A. It wasn’t some guy coming to kill me. He said, ‘Fuck, that was great! Do you want to go to a party?’” Gregg took Armstrong to his inaugural warehouse show, his first exposure to the Dishrags and D.O.A., who had just completed their metamorphosis from the Skulls, one-time White Rock festival visitors.

			Vancouver didn’t just offer a thriving punk scene, but an opportunity to see some great touring artists, a major attraction for guys like Bergmann and Armstrong, both of whom had a nursed a strong education in the blues and the foundations of rock and roll while killing time in their small-town dead-end day jobs. A visit to see veteran rocker Mitch Ryder wouldn’t provide the exact high the pair had expected, though.

			“There used to be guys who would drive around in cars and queer bash on the west end,” says Bergmann. As with other cities across North America, ’70s queers included any visible outsiders, something most early punks certainly were. “We were still new to the city then, and we were oblivious to it. These guys came racing past us and just about ran us over, and of course we yelled out, ‘You fucking cunts!’ They came back around the next block and beat the shit out of us with crowbars and tire irons. I ended up with a broken jaw.” Bergmann had his jaw wired shut for a month, stalling his new band’s first show. The important lesson, according to Bergmann (who was more than happy to indulge in the serious dosage of painkillers his injury afforded him), was to “not go to any more Mitch Ryder shows.”

			While Bergmann was laid up at his parents’ house, Active Dog was falling apart, leaving Armstrong to seek revenge on his bandmates by forming his own band and, for the first time, writing his own songs. Introduced to a drummer named John McAdams, the pair agreed to meet up at a rehearsal space McAdams was renting. Things got off to a prodigious start when Armstrong showed up early, drunk, and high on speed, couldn’t get inside, and opted to break the door down rather than wait for McAdams, who he complains is “always late anyway.”

			“I got there and was like, ‘What the fuck is this? Guess I’m going to have to fix this damn thing,’” recalls McAdams. “But we started to play and it clicked real well.”

			“The place looked like it was hit by a cannon shell,” says Armstrong. “And I said, ‘I had a little trouble getting in.’ I’m amazed that he hung around after that. ‘This was a regrettable accident. Poor judgment on my part. Also, do you have any money? We need some beer.’”

			While the band rotated through a series of lead guitar players and bassists, a bond between McAdams and Armstrong quickly formed; McAdams was christened “Jughead,” thanks to his passing resemblance to the Archie character, while Armstrong reinvented himself under the pseudonym of Buck Cherry (a spoonerism of rock pioneer Chuck Berry), a name he maintains to this day; almost everyone I talked to about him simply referred to him as “Buck.” It wasn’t just punk names being formalized; now under the moniker of the Modernettes, Buck and Jughead were afforded their first real show when someone at a party offered them the chance to open for the newest iteration of Vancouver’s first punk band, the Shades. 

			“They said, ‘You should open for us.’ I said, ‘Sure,’” recalls Armstrong. “And then I went, ‘Fuck, I’ve got to get a bass player.’ We decided we were just going to have a Sid Vicious cardboard cutout onstage and play without a bass player.” With just one week to go before the band’s debut performance — where a cardboard cutout would be holding down the low-end — Armstrong met a cute girl a party. A cute girl who, by a brilliant stroke of luck, could also play bass.

			“A cardboard cutout of Sid Vicious as their bass player!” Mary Armstrong laughs incredulously at the band’s original plan. A cheerful fixture of the nascent Vancouver punk scene, Mary’s early teenage years were anything but easy: she was a runaway at 13, and bands like the Subhumans had helped her find safe places to stay. In a city with a harsh underbelly, the kindness likely saved her life. It was the Subhumans’ guitarist, Mike Normal, who co-signed for her first bass, and their drummer, Dimwit, who helped Armstrong hone her chops through endless practice in the band’s rehearsal space. When the opportunity came to put her passion into practice, she jumped at it.

			“They took care of me until I kind of had my shit together,” Mary says of the Subhumans. “It was pretty cool. I was lucky.” She pauses for a while. “I was one of the lucky ones.”

			With a solidified rhythm section, the band was able to pound out a six-song set of original tunes Armstrong had been working on since moving to the city. Punk in their delivery, the songs were firmly rooted in the rock and roll basics Armstrong had been taught under Bergmann’s watchful eye, taking the power-pop approach of local favourites the Pointed Sticks and stripping away the flourishes and fancy musical accoutrements, leaving power chords, 16-note driving bass rhythms, and four-on-the-floor drums in their place. The Modernettes’ sound was stuck somewhere between ’77 and ’59, a characteristic that helped turn a cheeky name into something unexpectedly rich in irony. Listening to the band’s songs, the influence of other Vancouver bands is apparent. But so is Mitch Ryder. It’s a powerful mix that, combined with Armstrong’s natural charisma and Mary’s potent sex appeal, made the band one of the scene’s most popular bands almost overnight.

			Art Bergmann finally had his speech back after a month of protein shakes and painkillers. Recruiting Jim Bescott and Barry Taylor, Bergmann formed the K-Tels, and, like Armstrong, he was almost immediately offered a show he was completely unprepared for — opening for the Pointed Sticks at an outdoor concert for 3,000 people. The band played four songs, and, like the Modernettes, almost immediately became one of the city’s most popular bands. Bergmann’s live experience helped; in a scene dominated by novices, his ability to command a crowd’s attention was apparent in those early shows. The band’s songs showcased his sardonic wit inside a rigid, basic punk structure. A distinct vocal style, mixing a conversational speak-sing and a keen sense of melody, defines the band’s material, as it does Bergmann’s entire catalogue. In the same way that his later material would demonstrate a nuanced understanding of rock and folk tropes and mores, the K-Tels are the sound of an artist challenging himself to create something exciting and unique inside a stripped-down framework. Like a haiku or a Dogme 95 film, but wasted on Labatt’s Blue and high on speed.

			Despite the popularity of bands like Armstrong’s and Bergmann’s, along with scene stalwarts like the Subhumans, the Pointed Sticks, and D.O.A., there wasn’t a bar in Vancouver willing to book punk bands. Shows happened in halls, and frequently never happened again after the owners got a look at their clientele, and, more often than not, the damage to their property. The lack of a home base for the scene made it harder for new bands to flourish, as shows were few and far between and could only accommodate the bigger names in the city. So while it was okay to be D.O.A., it wasn’t easy being the amazing, underrated, and highly experimental U-J3RK5. Jim Bescott from the K-Tels knew something had to change, so he approached Lachman Jir, owner of a decrepit cabaret on East Hastings Street called the Smiling Buddha.

			“We played there for a week, and by the end of the week, the place was jammed,” says Bergmann. The next week, the Subhumans played, and the bar stayed crowded, with the bands and owners eagerly squeezing over 200 people into a room meant for less than 100. The Smiling Buddha quickly became the west coast punk Mecca; touring bands knew it as the lone friendly bar at the end of their long drive to Vancouver, and the full week of punk programming gave new bands a chance to prove their mettle in front of a Monday-night crowd before the terror of opening for the Pointed Sticks.

			Even in a seedy neighbourhood, the Smiling Buddha had a reputation as a down-at-the-heels shithole. One infamous story, recounted in an early Ubyssey article about the venue’s rise to local prominence, involves cops teaching a lesson to a local bum passed out in the doorway, kicking him until he ended up inside the club during a punk show.

			Bands still remember Jir and his wife fondly; they weren’t opportunistic, they were just happy to have people in their bar, enjoying themselves, and building something new in a city that had been culturally stale for too long. And because punks saw the bar as something that belonged to them, they treated it with a measure of respect that wasn’t often afforded other venues, halls, or rehearsal space doors. In a country that was largely hostile to punk, the Smiling Buddha was the Green Zone, and its bold neon sign, an iconic piece of Vancouver cultural history, now rests in the capable hands of the Vancouver Museum.

			While a new crop of bands began to emerge from the belly of the Buddha, established bands hit the road for the first time, venturing out into the prairies and down the coast into the United States. “As soon as we’d get across the border, we’d get little six packs of baby Millers and all that great junk food,” laughs Bergmann. “At the time, they were really happy with Canadians because we saved some of their hostages. During the Iran Revolution, right? So people were buying us dinners and drinks and stuff. I kept saying, ‘Nothing to do with me, man.’”

			“I just remember being in a van and just laughing. For hundreds and hundreds of miles, just doing nothing but laughing,” says Armstrong. “What you did on tour was completely overindulge. We read about what bands did on tour, and we didn’t need a lot of encouragement.”

			Both bands returned home to find their local status bolstered by the legitimacy of Stateside acceptance — the Germs had tried to sell Quaaludes to Bergmann (who doesn’t do downers) — and it was time for both to record.

			The K-Tels entered and won a local battle of the bands, the prize being recording time at a brand-new downtown studio, Little Mountain Sound. Squeezed into the off-hours, the band’s debut single became an early engineering job for a fresh-faced Bob Rock, the local musician who later gained an international reputation recording such infamous egos as Bon Jovi and Mötley Crüe at his studio in Hawaii. It’s somewhat prophetic that one of his first gigs would involve committing Bergmann’s “Hawaii” to tape, a song that has lived on as one of the most enduring songs of punk’s first wave in Canada.

			“A band would cancel out or something, and Bob would get us in at two in the morning,” says Bergmann. “We never knew when that would be, so one night they came to get me from this club in the middle of the night, and I was totally high on acid. That’s the night we recorded ‘Hawaii.’”

			The song landed on the 12" Hawaii EP, but slowly stirred up controversy when a friend of the band, Ross Carpenter, claimed that Bergmann had stolen the melody and lyrics from him. A former bandmate of John Armstrong in Active Dog, Carpenter was shocked when he picked up the record and saw Bergmann listed as the sole writer. Likely not wanting to incite a division within the small community, Carpeneter kept his complaint to himself, until, years later, it became apparent that “Hawaii” was still not just popular, but making money. He made his feelings known, though not directly to Bergmann.

			“All I remember seeing is the title, ‘Let’s Go to Fucking Hawaii,’ and I thought, ‘That’s a fucking great idea for this song,’” says Bergmann, who used the phrase to anchor what he thought was an original song. “I used to pride myself on remembering stuff. But I just don’t remember that moment when I heard that song. But he says he sat me down and played it for me, showed me the lyrics. So finally I wrote him, ‘What the hell happened? Because I don’t remember.’ And he told me. And he’s not a guy to lie about it. So we just split everything 50-50.”

			Songwriting credits and royalty rates weren’t the only problems facing Bergmann and the K-Tels. The band’s increasing profile meant that they had finally landed themselves on the radar of the actual K-Tel corporation from which they took their name. Naturally, they were served with a cease and desist notice. While Bergmann maintains they could have beaten the conglomerate in court, it would have taken “lots of years and lots of money.” Instead, the band opted to change their name right before the release of Hawaii, adopting the deceptively sweet-sounding Young Canadians.

			Hawaii became the first EP released on the city’s brand-new Quintessence Records imprint. Located on 4th Avenue, Quintessence was the only local store to carry punk and new-wave records. Around the time that the newly christened band was trying to figure out how to release their material, the store was in the process of expanding; owned by Ted Thomas, Quintessence employed the kind of enthusiastic nerd-types that populate independent record stores to this day, and one, Gerry Barad, had convinced Thomas to invest some money in putting out records, which up until that time had consisted solely of single releases from Tim Ray and A.V. and the Pointed Sticks. The Young Canadians fit right into the niche that they were beginning to carve out in the new scene.

			Quintessence followed up working with the Canadians in the most appropriate way possible, teaming up with Bergmann’s longtime co-conspirator, John Armstrong and the Modernettes. Driving home from a late-night session with Barad, Bergmann had put a Modernettes rehearsal tape on the car stereo; after four or five songs, Barad asked who the band was. It was the beginning of a fortuitous career; today, Barad is the Chief Operating Officer of Live Nation, a behemoth of the live entertainment industry.

			“The next thing you know, I get a phone call. ‘Do you guys want to make a record?’ I’m like, ‘Do I?’” laughs Armstrong. With the same deal as the Young Canadians, the Modernettes recorded their first EP in fits and starts, whenever Bob Rock and Little Mountain were free from the bigger projects that paid the studio’s bills.

			“We would sit around every night and see if we got the phone call,” says Armstrong. “If Aerosmith or AC/DC fucked off early, we would get the rest of the night. So we’d go in and set up real fast and start working. It was very weird. The first time I was in the live room, I looked around and went, ‘You could put four of my apartments here.’ Way off in the distance was a grand piano.” The result was the Modernettes’ first EP, the six-song Teen City. The lead-off single, “Barbra,” became a “Hawaii”-sized anthem when Quintessence made the 12" its second-ever EP release. Oh, and the fuck-up is intentional — Armstrong had written the song in a drunken stupor, hence the misspelling of the name Barbara, a mistake that is spelled out in harmony-laden chant in the song’s verse, no less.

			Both Teen City and Hawaii sold briskly, and both bands began to tour regularly between Vancouver, Winnipeg, and San Francisco.

			“Oh, they thought we were huge rock gods,” laughs Bergmann, when asked about touring in small-town Canada.

			“We were welcomed like long lost relatives,” says Armstrong. “In those days, the punk rock community in every town always seemed to be composed of the best and the brightest. The scenes were always filled with really smart and interesting people. There wasn’t a bunch of thuggishness and nihilism. It was just a bunch of really cool, young people having a good time.”

			The sentiment is echoed by conversations I have with bands across the country. The importance of great Canadian bands visiting these cities on tour cannot be overstated. In less developed scenes, they meant big shows and a chance for locals to hone their chops in front of a real audience, and they proved that New York and London weren’t the only places producing great punk rock. A Modernettes show in Edmonton really was a big deal, because the Ramones certainly didn’t have Alberta on their tour itinerary. These bands, not so unlike the kids in the audience, showed burgeoning musicians in cities across the country that they didn’t have to adopt a fake English accent to play punk and escape their hometown.

			“When we played in Saskatoon, we were big time to them,” says Armstrong. “We had a record out. A real record. We played in the States. They thought we were rock stars. It’s flattering for about two seconds. And then you’re like, ‘Oh, if you knew the truth . . . Let me tell you the truth. I’m just as fucked up as you are. It’s just as hopeless. We don’t have any money. We better have a drink.’” At the very least, the band’s frugality made for some unique marketing, as Armstrong started carrying a can of spray-paint on tour, and under the cover of night, would tag the succinct slogan: “Get Modern or Get Fucked.”

			The band’s drummer, John McAdams, felt the same financial pinch of the band’s supposed success. A former technician with the CBC, he had left the safety of a government job to hop in the van with the Modernettes. “When I left the CBC, I was able to go on unemployment for a year,” he says. “Then unemployment ran out, and I figured I could drive a taxi. I could pick which days I wanted to work, could gig whenever I wanted, and probably make good money. It worked out fine. I remember driving around one night, and three or four punks got in the cab. They were checking me out, then one went, ‘Hey! Oh, hey! Aren’t you . . . Aren’t you Jughead? From the Modernettes?’ I said, ‘Yeah.’ ‘What the hell? Aren’t you rich? I thought you were rich!’ ‘No, I’m driving taxis so I can pay my rent and eat. Where do you wanna go? Wanna give me a tip? Give me a good tip if you think I should be rich.’”

			The Young Canadians sometimes fared a little better; they spent one tour opening for the Boomtown Rats across the west coast, and another playing with XTC. While the sobriety of XTC didn’t mesh perfectly with Bergmann’s lust for liquor and drugs, the immense respect he has for the band is apparent. The Boomtown Rats, less so. He dismisses them as “sucking fucking ass” and says everyone but Bob Geldof was a “plain idiot.” And then he tells me the story about pissing on them in Edmonton. Still, things were going well enough that, when they returned from tour, Quintessence put the band in the studio again with Bob Rock to record a follow-up EP. This Is Your Life contained some great songs, but none with the hit power of “Hawaii.” It was the beginning of the end of the band, and of Quintessence.

			“We didn’t know the guy in charge was a raging coke addict and he blew about 10 grand worth of income,” says Bergmann. “So the record tanked, or they just blew all the money. Same old story.”

			The Modernettes weren’t even able to get a second record out of the label before it folded. Returning to Vancouver with an exciting batch of new songs, the band demoed their new material, eager to show Quintessence owner Ted Thomas and get back in the studio. When Armstrong finally played the new demos for their label, he was dejected when Thomas turned him down, telling the band he didn’t hear a hit.

			“I found out later that it had nothing to do with hearing a hit,” says Armstrong. “He didn’t have any money. And he had no more credit.” Despite selling over 5,000 copies of Teen City, the band returned from another tour to find the label folded and no royalties headed their way. With no money and an endless pit of van repairs, gas, rehearsal space rent, and real-life expenses piling up, both bands began a slow dissolution. At the same time, Bergmann and Armstrong had been hanging out with another group of musicians and jamming as Los Radicos Popularos, a fuck band consisting of some of the biggest names in the scene, the least serious super-group ever conceived. Hanging out in the apartment of one of their old White Rock buddies, the new band coalesced around vocalist Bill Scherk.

			“For me and Art, it was such a relief to not be the guy,” says Armstrong. “Art was in a three-piece, I was in a three-piece. I was just tired of being the singer, songwriter, and guitar player. I think Art felt the same way. Plus, the band didn’t owe any money, so every time we played, we just split the money up amongst ourselves. And all of a sudden, I was actually making money playing music.”

			In what Bergmann describes as “probably not the smartest move on my part,” he broke up the Young Canadians. The other members of Los Popularos, as they were now known, quit their bands, and Armstrong made his break with the Modernettes official by pushing his drummer down a flight of stairs.

			“It was an accident,” says Armstrong. “But of course no one believed me.” McAdams had shown up at Armstrong’s door in the middle of the night, one of the only times anyone ever saw him drunk and out of control. An (equally rare) sober Armstrong, yelling at McAdams to go away, finally went to the door and shook his friend violently: “When I let go, he was just kind of boneless.” McAdams fell down the flight of stairs in front of Armstrong’s door. An ambulance was called. The Modernettes were finished.

			Los Popularos were not long for this world. Too fucked up on booze and drugs to function (what Bergmann calls “aggressive socializing”), the band’s material lacked the ferocity and energy of their past work. “Together, the sum of our parts didn’t add up to the passion and fury of Young Canadians,” says Bergmann. Press agreed; the group was called “cluttered and flat,” and unlike the rest of the the Vancouver scene, which has seen a swell of modern interest and reissues in the last decade, no one seems eager to revive Los Popularos.

			“We overindulged in everything we could get our hands on,” says Armstrong. “And in that band, there was no one telling you that you were fucking up, because they were fucking up, too. So there wasn’t a voice of reason anywhere.” After a succesful tour down the west coast to play with the Dead Kennedys, the band started to plot a full cross-Canada tour. Realizing that their fun project had careened wildly out of control, Armstrong quit abruptly. The band left on tour anyway, and broke up in Toronto when their ’66 Oldsmobile died. It took months for Bergmann to get back to Vancouver, paying his way home by working on a low-wage seismic crew in a Northern Ontario oil patch.

			Armstrong still plays, still writes, and still lives in Vancouver. Today, Bergmann lives a few hours outside of Calgary, ironically close to another rich deposit of oil. He never became Canada’s best-known punk poet, but amongst those who have been exposed to his caustic, brilliant work over the past decade, he is revered and respected. To call his catalogue “cult” would be to discredit its ambitious populist leanings; Bergmann is the voice of a generation that got lost somewhere in the haze of liquor, drugs, and bad business of the Canadian music industry. Gratefully, he’s still here, and still writing. And if you can track him down in the wilds of Alberta, he’ll talk your ear off about Russian military history, Ian Curtis, and what it meant to be truly fucked up and alive on the Trans-Canada Highway in 1977.
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			April 15, 1979, 3:00 p.m. MST

			It’s Easter Sunday, and the gym is full of orange-clad prisoners sitting politely through an opening set by teenage art-punk band the Hot Nasties. Punk rock being the latest international curiosity, dominating the newspapers and nightly news, the powers that be in the Calgary Correctional Centre — known locally as “Spy Hill Jail” — have seen fit to invite two of the city’s most popular bands to perform for the population. The Nasties are shaking nervous, but finish their set without incident. The Sturgeons, a more chaotically Pistols-influenced outfit, aren’t so lucky. Their set is immediately interrupted by the incessant need to dodge projectiles, painted Easter eggs brought by inmates’ girlfriends being hurled from an increasingly agitated audience. After two songs spent half-hid behind their amps, it becomes clear that the band will be lucky to finish their set, or leave alive. Frontman Al McDonald steps up to the mic.

			“We don’t give a shit, at least we’re going home to have Easter dinner with our families!”

			The room is immediately on its feet. The guards are immediately on the band. The Hot Nasties and the Sturgeons are rushed out of the prison before a riot erupts. They go home for Easter dinner. 

			Calgary’s first punk band wasn’t quite, as most famous firsts rarely are. Buick McKane formed in 1976, playing Kinks and David Bowie covers in skinny jeans and short haircuts. The band featured Brian Connelly and Reid Diamond, later of Toronto punks Crash Kills Five and pioneering instrumental jangle-rock kings Shadowy Men on a Shadowy Planet. They performed regularly for hostile audiences accustomed to generic bar rock and BTO covers, but the band was a stumbling first step into punk, long before anyone else in the oil-rich industrial centre of Alberta gave a shit about beating on brats or saving the Queen.

			When Torontonian Don Pyle was preparing to make a teenage trip to Calgary to visit family, he was shown a fan letter, sent from Cowtown to local heroes and friends of Pyle, the Viletones. At the insistence of the band, who were amongst Toronto’s best-known and most-feared musical exports, he wrote the fan back, asking what kind of bands he could expect to see on his trip. 

			“He wrote back, ‘Do not come here. It’s terrible. I’m getting out as soon as I can,’” laughs Pyle. The letter-writer was Steve Koch, who would move to Toronto and eventually end up playing in his favourite band, the Viletones. His brother, Alex Koch, was the drummer in Buick McKane, which Steve described as “the closest thing we have to a punk band.” Pyle, obviously unable to insist on the cancellation of a family trip on the sole basis of a stunted music scene, went to Calgary anyway, where he was invited to watch the band rehearse. 

			“At this point, I was just consuming any music,” he says. “It was so weird, because it was extremely loud, and we were in this suburban house, and their mom would come down with snacks.” Not long after, the whole band moved to Toronto — minus their singer, who showed up for practice one day to be told by Mrs. Koch that his band was gone. The rest formed Crash Kills Five with Pyle in Toronto. Eventually, Alex Koch split, and the remaining three formed Shadowy Men. Their move across the country exists as one of the only threads connecting the west coast and east coast at that time, even if they left two years too early to see the birth of Calgary’s first honest punk scene. If they had stuck around, Koch might not have been so quick to dissuade Pyle from visiting his cowboy-loving home.

			On December 21, 1977, Calgary had its first punk show. A high school disaster featuring a group of misfits winkingly called the Social Blemishes, the band wasn’t long for this world, but they seeded half of the Calgarian first wave. At the centre of the Catholic school chaos was a guy named Warren Kinsella, a punk twerp writing short, fast songs about Barney Rubble who would eventually move to Ottawa and play a critical role in the elections that would lead federal Liberal leader Jean Chrétien to three straight majorities. It was an inauspicious beginning to a lifetime career of headline-grabbing and shit-kicking, an important first lesson in getting people’s attention — and keeping it.

			When Kinsella and I sit down in the boardroom of his downtown Toronto consulting office, he’s every bit the sharply dressed, espresso-providing professional that I pictured. But he also says “fuck” a lot, tells me about bringing D.O.A. to Calgary for the first time, and ends our conversation by lending me a record valued at a term of my university education. Kinsella, once a Social Blemish, grew into the kind of punk that the idealistic thread of the ’70s promised: one who actually makes a difference in the straight world and brings the ethos of punk into the decision-making of boardrooms and backrooms that most citizens never see. Whether working as a war room Liberal Party strategist or litigating for the rights of Northern Ontario farmers, Kinsella has taken the core values of punk rock and put a tie on over them. And for good measure, he still plays in a band, Shit from Hell.

			After a stumbling beginning in the Social Blemishes, Kinsella formed the Hot Nasties, while a few of his peers started up the Sturgeons. Both bands came from Bishop Carol High School, a Catholic institution that became the ground zero for Calgary punk. A decidedly teenage phenomenon, Calgarian punk started in the school’s hallways and slowly spread into the community at large. With the first Social Blemishes lunch hour show behind them, the bands set about finding a place that would let them play a real concert. Inevitably, that meant renting a hall, which wasn’t easy at a time when media paranoia about punk was at its peak. So just like Edmonton three hours to the north, Calgary’s scene was built inside community spaces, not bars. Bands were too young and too shitty to show up on the radar of the regular rock and roll venues in the city, and questionably procured halls provided the perfect setting for bands like the Hot Nasties and the Sturgeons to develop a sound and, most impressively, an audience.

			“We’d put on suits — and we had short hair when everyone else had long hair, so we looked like army cadets — and we’d go ask to rent the legion hall for our label ‘SB Records,’ which was Social Blemish Records,” he says. “They never asked and would always rent us these halls.”

			“In the early days, it was like the chess club putting on a little shindig,” laughs the Sturgeons’ Mark Igglesden. “Rather than rebellion and anarchy, it probably looked more like a Peanuts special when those kids do that little dance.” Igglesden isn’t exaggerating — once, to deal with complaints of vandalism and property damage, a “Rock Against Glass Containers” was staged. But that crowd of little dancing kids began to expand rapidly. 

			“We would put on a show, and through word of mouth you’d get 500 people out,” says Kinsella. “But you’d have fights because of these people who were not there for the music.”

			The music was paramount and, in retrospect, deserving of more attention and respect than it was likely receiving at that time. The Sturgeons were the scene’s token sloppy, snotty band, the influence of the Pistols apparent in their tuneful mid-tempo songs. The single 7" recording they left behind isn’t the most high-fidelity sample of late ’70s punk, but it showcases a band with some interesting tendencies, their sneer augmented by the use of xylophone on songs like “Forward Disorder.” The Hot Nasties, by comparison, left behind a treasure trove of Clash-inspired ragers, including the worldwide-anthem-in-another-life “Secret of Immortality,” along with two Canuck punk classics, “Invasion of the Tribbles!” and “Barney Rubble Is My Double.” The latter would even be covered several decades later by gonzo TV personality Nardwuar the Human Serviette and his band the Evaporators.

			“We started doing shows, we were making money, so we decided we should record,” says Kinsella. Naturally, no studio engineers in Calgary had the same sonic reference points as the band, and it took some explaining to get the right sounds. “We went in and they said, ‘Whoa! What’s this?’ They didn’t understand how noisy we wanted it to be. But I think they got into it.” The result was one of the earliest Calgary scene recordings, the 7" Invasion of the Tribbles EP. The band looked to the exploding Vancouver punk scene for independent inspiration, finding a pressing plant through Quintessence Records, the home of big-name Vancouverites like the Modernettes and Pointed Sticks, and teaching themselves the basics of manufacturing and distribution as they went along. Operating under the SB Records banner, the Nasties record was a certified local hit. The logical next step was a two-song Sturgeons single. 

			“It never occurred to me that you could do that,” says Igglesden. “It’s possibly not the best record we could’ve made, but I’m certainly glad we did it. I mean, there’s ‘garage studios,’ and then there’s literally a garage with a reel-to-reel in it, and that’s basically what it was.” The Sturgeons and the Hot Nasties are both bands prized by collectors, part of the incessant fetishization of anything from punk’s first wave. “I can’t believe that some loon in Japan might want to pay more than 10 bucks for it,” he laughs. “But there you go.”

			Calgary had an independent label, two records, an exploding base of new bands, and increasing media attention stemming from their self-booked word-of-mouth gigs, which were regularly drawing hundreds of kids. It only fits that a bar in the city would finally take a long look at the lineup of drunk teenagers outside of a Hot Nasties show and see dollar signs. That bar was the Calgarian. And it was fucking disgusting.

			“The Calgarian Hotel was a dirty, dirty place for very down-and-out people,” say Lonnie James, drummer for the Cutz (whose “Nuclear Hall of Fame” marked the city’s first punk single) and, later, Halifax’s the Super Friendz. “It was a rough place with a cheap hotel on top where you would get scabies off the bed. There was this sign at the door that said, ‘Please leave your knives at the door.’ You’d think it was joke, but once I got to see all the knives they had. It was a lot.”

			A biker bar that catered to the local King’s Crew Motorcycle Club and First Nations population, the Calgarian somehow eked out an existence in the lone seedy block of an otherwise upper-class town. Along with the knives, the table by the door had its share of biker colours, but the bar’s owners saw an opportunity to bring in a new clientele that wouldn’t mind passing through the occupied territory of drunks and hookers at the front to get to the performance area at the back. They decided to give punks free rein of an empty dance floor at the venue’s ass-end, where bands would drag in their PA for a week-long residency, a holdover from the days of pub-rock cover bands. 

			“My parents were horrified that their nice, middle-class kid was going to the Calgarian Hotel,” laughs Michael Nathanson, who played drums in SFY (So Fuck You). “You’d hear that people got stabbed there — sure enough, one of my friends was playing onstage one night when someone got stabbed in the back.” 

			By the summer of 1978, Kinsella and other local punks were putting on regular shows, and the bar landed on the radar of the Vancouver bands who had been itching to tour outside of the west coast corridor. They started coming to town on a regular basis, and as a result, the Calgarian played host to a grocery list of Canadian and American punks. Calgary was a regular stop for Hüsker Dü long before the Zen Arcade tour that took them to Toronto, and the city saw one of the rare early Black Flag tours with Dez Cadena singing. Along with west coast stalwarts like the Subhumans and D.O.A., they were uniformly horrified by the sheer filthiness of this rundown hotel bar. 

			“I moved from Edmonton to Calgary, and this friend of mine who had moved there a bit before me called and said, ‘Hey, I’m going to see D.O.A. They’re playing at this place called the Calgarian,’” says Peter Rowan, a record store owner who went on to manage bands like Sloan and Eric’s Trip. “He gave me the address, and I went down. It was on this dodgy fucking side street. I see this bar called the Calgarian, and I walk in. There are two pool tables, cowboys, Indians, drunk hookers, and I literally turned around and walked out going, ‘What the fuck was this?’ I walked across the street, looked at the address, looked at the place, and went back in. I put my head down, ran through the cowboys and Indians to this hole in the wall in the backroom where a punk band was playing. It was so insane. It was amazing. You had to run this gauntlet to get into the place where the bands were playing.”

			Given the relatively young age of the Calgary punk scene, it was required that the bartenders regularly turn a blind eye to underage drinking. For the sake of the bottom line, they actually encouraged it. 

			“I was 16 when I went for the first time,” says Lori Hahnel, co-founder of the city’s first all-female punk band, the Virgins. “The waitress came up to us and said, ‘So, can I get you ladies a drink?’ And we’re thinking, ‘Oh, what should we order?’ And we’re kind of hemming and hawing and she says, ‘Well how ’bout some highballs?’ And I said, ‘Sure, we’ll have two of those.’ And she’s like, ‘What kind of highballs?’ She didn’t even ask for ID after that.”

			With an influx of touring bands and a reliable headquarters for affordable shows, it’s only natural that the Calgary scene exploded during this period. Bands popped up, played a show, disbanded, and rearranged, producing a burst of activity and creativity that, inevitably and eventually, led to the creation of some great new bands. But it also brought increased attendance and a rise in tensions between the punks and Calgarian regulars. 

			“I remember when we brought Black Flag to Calgary, a bunch of bikers came, and it was a bad night,” says Kinsella. “In those days, to have dyed hair or an earring in Calgary was a revolutionary statement. You didn’t have it. There was a little guy named Joe Cool who had a leather jacket and dyed blond, spiked hair. But he was the fucking toughest guy on earth. The giveaway should have been the notches he had in his ear from when people ripped out his earrings in fights.

			“So we brought Black Flag, and all these bikers showed up. Joe Cool used to walk around with a tiny lead pipe, the size of his fist. Some biker pushed him or called him a fag, and he smacked this guy on his temple so hard that his eye popped out. I called the cops on my own show.”

			No one was getting rich from these shows, but playing at the Calgarian had its advantages. On the first three nights of Hüsker Dü’s residency, SFY opened with Lonnie James filling in on drums. With no money to pay him, the bands offered up a quarter-ounce of black hash in return for his rhythmic services. The first two nights went fine, but on the last night, his indulgence started to creep up on him. He returned home from work to take a nap before the show, and woke up 10 minutes before the end of SFY’s scheduled set. 

			“I got there, and they were just finishing the set with Hüsker Dü’s roadie as a drummer,” says James. “I ran in, and they all saw me and started laughing. They got me up to play the last song, and everyone had a good laugh. And I kicked over the drums.”

			Somewhat separate from the initial Social Blemish Records scene, the Verdix were one of Calgary’s best, a tightly wound unit that, thanks to their slightly older age and the advantage of a few years’ musical experience, burst out of the gate with a professional sound and a charismatic frontman, Mick Joy. Until the Calgarian, it seems like the two scenes barely interacted; the Verdix were older art-school kids, the Nasties pimple-faced teens, and both camps seem wary of each other, even today.

			“I didn’t like the Verdix, but we were civil,” says Kinsella. “We were suspicious of their motives.”

			“The Verdix were the top of the heap. The coolest punk band in town,” counters Lonnie James. “The Hot Nasties were more of a nerdy kind of a punk. They had a few good songs. No one really liked them at all.”

			Looking back, it’s pretty clear that a lot more than “no one” liked the Hot Nasties, but it highlights the inherent divisions within the scene. Many of the people I talk to simply attribute the division to geography and age; there was a scene in the north, and a scene in the south, and no one had a car to get from one side of town to the other. 

			“The Verdix were different from the Calgary bands that had gone before, which tended to be pretty young, like 17-, 18-year-olds,” says Allen Baekeland, the former station manager of CJSW, the University of Calgary’s campus station. “They were a little bit older and they could play. So immediately the scene sort of coalesced around them.”

			The Verdix pop up in interviews with everyone from Art Bergmann to the Pointed Sticks’ Nick Jones, so their place somewhere in the upper echelon of Calgarian punk is clear. Their only single, “Media,” backed with “Lookin’ Around,” showcases a band that probably could have held their own against many of Vancouver’s finest. “Media” boasts a strong sense of dynamics, a basic concept lacking from many first-wave punk bands’ bag of sonic tricks. The song’s hushed, harmony-laden chorus jars against the slashing verse, while “Lookin’ Around” could be a long-lost Teenage Head demo. Mick Joy’s voice is expressive and unique, and his unfortunate passing is noted with palpable sadness by those in the scene who knew him well, including Bergmann, who counts him as a close friend.

			“That single was done on a shoestring budget, of course, in the cheapest studio in town we could find, in somebody’s basement,” says Rick Lee, who managed the Verdix and played in the Breeders with Mick’s wife, Virginia McKendry. “I remember at one point in the process, looking through the glass out at Mick, and I was almost getting a Frank Sinatra feel, an Elvis Presley feel. Mick had great charisma, and his stage presence was killer. He was one of the best, next to Art Bergmann.”

			“Calgary has some really interesting punk bands,” says Bergmann. “Mick was one of my best friends. Then he died a couple of years ago. I was really sad, man.”

			The Virgins formed, Warren Kinsella jokingly claims, as the “Hot Nasties fan club.”

			“I think that may be kind of a fantasy on his part,” laughs Hahnel. “We certainly liked them, but they weren’t the reason for us getting into that little branch of the punk scene.” While the Virgins never recorded, they were active participants in the scene, and as the first all-female band in the entire province of Alberta (the second was another Calgary outfit, the Downing Street Derelicts), they played a critical role in helping open up the macho, male-dominated world of live rock and roll. Not that it was easy.

			“There was a huge amount of sexism,” says Adele Wolfe, the band’s bassist. “Even in punk where anything goes. You’d think there would have been a bit of tolerance, but there was still a lot of really antiquated notions. We were a novelty. We didn’t have a lot of support, not a lot of bands wanted us to back them. If we made mistakes, the same kind of tolerance that was given to other bands wasn’t given to us. We had to try twice as hard to do half as much as another band.”

			Wolfe, despite her small stature, was not one to back down from the regular confrontations that went along with dressing punk, travelling to the Calgarian, and being a woman in 1980. She recounts numerous brawls, the worst of which involves her fighting another woman in a bathroom and shattering her hand on a mirror, leaving her with crippling arthritis as an adult. We both agree that at least it’s a cool story. And there’s more.

			“Me and a friend were walking to the C Train, which was our above-ground subway,” she says. “And these heads asked us if we wanted to buy drugs. And we said, ‘No, fuck off, rockers.’ So they said something about fighting, and I said, ‘Okay, let’s go.’ And we went to a back alley and they smashed a tire iron into my head. I had blood running out of my ears. I had a shattered nose, a broken cheek bone. My teeth were loose. They just kicked the crap out of me.”

			Much of the band’s career is chronicled in Hahnel’s 2008 novel, the wonderful Love Minus Zero. A fictionalized account of the Virgins’ experiences in Calgary at that time, the book portrays an exciting moment in the city’s history with the emphatic enthusiasm of a teenager discovering music for the first time, touching on the fights, the sense of community, and the vomit-inducing stage fright.

			“The parts where I’m actually talking about playing music are all true,” says Hahnel. “I mean, it’s all true in essence. But a lot of the incidents that I talk about didn’t actually happen, like we didn’t go to Tuktoyaktuk.” In the book, the fictional Virgins, dubbed Misclairol, travel to Tuktoyaktuk, an Inuvialuit hamlet in the Northwest Territories, on a year-long contract to provide entertainment at a local bar for oil workers. In the wake of the Iranian Revolution of 1979, a massive international energy shortage occurred, leading to a push for continental oil production. The Beaufort Sea became the site of tremendous oil and natural gas exploration, and the sleepy community of Tuktoyaktuk was suddenly overrun with workers, executives, and a few musicians. And the Virgins were almost some of them.

			“We were actually offered a contract to go up there for a year, and I’m so glad that we didn’t end up doing that,” says Hahnel. “I’m thinking, ‘Oh my god. Four girls under the age of 20 working in that kind of environment?’ It would have been horrible, you know?”

			Toward the end of punk’s first wave, the Golden Calgarians emerged and blew everyone’s mind. Featuring Jeff Hunter-Smith, kid brother of the singer from the Sandwiches, one of the city’s more prominent bands, they started life as the Remains. Performing Stranglers covers and shadowing Hunter-Smith’s big brother, they watched the Sandwiches write and perform their own songs and were galvanized to challenge themselves to move beyond punk covers. A few members and name changes later, the Golden Calgarians were born. Several years younger than the first crop of bands, their experiences indicate the degree to which punk had changed the Calgarian live music landscape, one that was allergic to original music only a few years earlier.

			“You couldn’t really get a gig with a bunch of cover tunes,” says Jeff Hunter-Smith. “With bands like the Hot Nasties and the Verdix, we were basically told, ‘If you want to play with us you’ve got to have originals.’ And once we wrote four, we wrote six, and we just never looked back.” Interestingly, it was a holdover from the era of bar-rock that led to many Calgary bands developing such huge repertoires of original music. Take the Hot Nasties, who only released one official vinyl record, but have a cassette discography containing 18 songs. The Calgarian was still booking bands for week-long stints, expecting three full sets per night. Since cover songs were verboten, this standard meant bands were forced into a writing frenzy in order to secure a paying gig.

			The Golden Calgarians became the first punk band to record in a commercial studio, cranking out the “It’s Fun to be Alive” single soon after forming. They then hustled their way into a bigger studio and became one of the most infamous punk exports from the city when they hustled, once again, to get the single to campus radio across the country. The band’s sound was slower than that of many of their peers, like a prairie Replacements riffing on the Sex Pistols’ “Bodies.” They became the first Calgary punk band to tour, spending the ’80s driving across Canada, producing some great records, and carrying the torch for the first wave of Calgarian punk that had been snubbed out at home.

			By late 1980, the punk scene in Calgary, like in many cities across Canada, was changing. Hardcore and an increasing skinhead population moved in, displacing many of the more art-minded punks who had populated the first wave. The violence at the Calgarian had gotten out of control.

			“A woman I know picked a fight with one of the hookers outside,” says Lori Hahnel. “And it came into the bar. It was this huge melee — it was unbelievable. It was like a movie or something. So they stopped booking the punk acts after that.” Bands found a new home at the National Hotel, a marginally less seedy establishment that was equally enthusiastic about inviting the heavy-drinking punk masses. But the first set of bands had already begun to go the way of the buffalo. The Sturgeons broke up and reformed as the more aggressive Riot .303; the Virgins broke up, and Adele Wolfe moved to Edmonton to found Jr. Gone Wild with Mike McDonald; the Verdix imploded; and the Golden Calgarians hit the road and did their best to spread the Cowtown gospel. And the Hot Nasties provided a fitting final explosion to punctuate the end of an era by performing at Calgary’s biggest annual tourist attraction, the world famous Calgary Stampede.

			“Leading up to the big show at the Stampede, I told the other guys I wanted to stop,” Kinsella says. “The fights, the fascism. They felt the same way. It was just that none of us knew how to tell each other.” At a huge outdoor show with the Sturgeons and Edmonton’s Rock and Roll Bitches, the band played in front of thousands of curious families and a few familiar faces. Invited by Kinsella, the local punk contingent stormed the stage, and a dozen cops swarmed the band and the crowd, trying to prevent what they saw as an inevitable riot unfolding at the 100-year-old rodeo. The riot never happened. The band finished their set, and then broke up.

			“Never in my wildest dreams while this was happening would I have imagined that people would be interested in it 30 years later,” says Lori Hahnel. “Or that I would be talking to groups of people as part of a local history program.” Thanks to the success of Love Minus Zero Hahnel has been part of an initiative put together by the Calgary Public Library, giving presentations — complete with a detailed PowerPoint presentation — at local branches. “I always knew, even while we were performing, that I would have to write about it in some way or another. I didn’t know what form it was going to take, but I knew I was going to write about the experience. I didn’t ever think that it would command the sort of attention that it does.”

			“They value their history there,” sums up Kinsella, now 3,400 kilometres from his hometown. “I go back and a kid will tell me he bought a Hot Nasties record for three hundred dollars on eBay. Fuck, if you write me, I’ll just send you one.”
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THE 222S, 364 ST. PAUL, AND MONTREAL’S PUNK PAST
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			The Electric Vomit [© Marcel van der Aa]

		

		
			February 12, 1981, 4:30 p.m. EST

			The gun is on the table. Recording for the latest 222s single has reached something of an impasse; the thick-necked men who brought a band of ratty teenagers from the south end of the city to the sleazy French suburb of Laval are at their wit’s end, and the band has been called to kitchen on the second floor of the home studio they have been holed up in for several days. No progress has been made on the planned recording of “Come to Me Cold,” and the men, each of whom belong to one of the city’s entrenched and powerful crime families, have had enough and decide to settle the creative power struggle that has stalled the sessions in the clearest way that they can. The 222s see the gun and get the message. All resistance to the creative ideas of their new management ceases immediately. Singer Chris Barry steps into the booth to record his vocals for “La poupée qui fait non,” a kitschy and unapologetically saccharine French pop song from the ’60s that the band is being forced to record as the A-side to its own song. Barry finishes his take, leaves the house, and never looks back. 

			More than many cities featured in this book, Montreal in the 1970s was an inhospitable punk landscape, especially when you consider its size and population. One of the biggest cultural centres in Canada, and today home to some of the most innovative (and popular) independent music in the world, the city was dominated by disco until the ’80s. Bands in Toronto may have been despised, but they could rely on a sensationalist press to give them coverage and a sales-hungry bar scene to give them a place to play; out west, the availability of community halls led to a strong DIY ethic and a healthy all-ages scene. 

			In a telling New Year’s Eve radio interview with Terry David Mulligan on The Great Canadian Gold Rush in 1977, Juan Rodriguez from the Montreal Gazette lambasts the international press circus over punk. Rodriguez, the paper’s entertainment gatekeeper, is upset that punk has overshadowed what he feels are “very good musicians” who had made “very good music” over the past year: “I think punk rock is media hype. I don’t see any selling power in this whatsoever. It’s fine to go to one or two shows to let off a bit of steam, but the record industry is geared to more expensively produced music. People are used to listening to music that was produced over two or three months with lots of layers and different kinds of music, because people are into very expensive hi-fi units. Punk rock, if you’ve listened to it once, that’s about it.”

			In the European-style boroughs of Montreal, it was disco or death, and the dearth of first-wave punk bands reflects this hostile culture. Which is not to say that the bands born on the bilingual island were any less vital than their national counterparts; like the remote punks of Edmonton and Victoria, Montreal’s new wave of musicians fed their isolation into their sound and aesthetic, creating some truly exciting music in the process. Today, enthusiasm for that lost era means that several of these underappreciated acts are reuniting and touring, happy to earn the praise that the disco kings and queens denied them 30 years ago. But like many fringe creative movements before it, the body count of Montreal punk is high, and not every unsung hero of the city’s first wave will get a chance to find a new, appreciative audience in a new century.

			John Kastner and Sean Friesen first saw the 222s through the windows of Station 10 in downtown Montreal. They were 14, visiting the city from their familial homesteads in the nearby bedroom community of Beaconsfield, and far too young to get into the club. Eager to glimpse what a homegrown punk band might look like, they had travelled into the city that night just to stand outside and experience what they could. Soon, the pair would form the Asexuals, the first punk band from Montreal to tour North America. Kastner would eventually splinter off to start the Doughboys, a band that would sign to A&M Records and become one of the most popular Canadian rock bands of the ’90s, leading to a successful career working for major music festivals and writing Hollywood film soundtracks. But right now, the boys are squeezed into a tiny booth at a downtown Toronto diner, a few hours before the reunited original lineup of the Asexuals is to take the stage at the bar next door. It’s part of a tour that has taken the band to old stomping grounds just like this. It’s a long way from the sidewalk outside of Station 10, but it’s all part of the same weird journey.

			“We went to a high school with 2,000 kids, but the four guys in the Asexuals and three of our other friends were the only punk guys,” recalls Kastner. “We were freaks to everybody, and we basically just took a lot of acid, went downtown, and saw punk shows. The 222s were the first punk band that we saw in Montreal. We couldn’t get in to see them, but we liked them because of Chris Barry. We thought he was like Iggy. Once we saw him kick some guy in the face for spitting on him. We thought that was the coolest thing ever.” The 222s had played a handful of shows around Montreal before recruiting Barry, a shit-disturbing 16-year-old high school student, to front the band. 

			“I was thrilled because all I had was my high school band, and those guys couldn’t really play,” recalls Barry, on the phone from his home in Montreal. “These guys, they were a professional act, you know? Well, they weren’t really, but they aspired to be a professional act and presented themselves as such.” But Barry’s new position had very immediate consequences.

			“The 222s were on TV a fair bit, so I sort of became a minor celebrity in my high school,” says Barry. “Actually, not a minor celebrity. I was a huge celebrity in my high school, but in the grand scheme of things, minor.” Soon, the school’s administration began to feel that Barry’s teenage micro-fame was a distraction to other students. They called his mother and insisted that she take him out of school, or they would find a reason to fail him. “A bad influence,” he was called. 

			“They suggested that I was mentally unsound and that my parents should really consider getting me a psychiatric evaluation,” says Barry. “This was because I wore leather pants to school.” 

			Barry’s introduction to the band had come through a mutual friend made somewhere amongst the crates at a record store called 2000 Plus. Tracy Howe, a fellow sonic early adopter and drummer for start-up punks the Normals, shared a rehearsal space with the 222s. When he heard they needed a vocalist, Barry was the first person he suggested. 2000 Plus had quickly become the nerve centre of Montreal punk — its message board, swap meet, and listening post. It was, after all, the only shop in the city to stock albums by bands like the Stooges and the Damned. 

			“We had discovered the Ramones and we were the first store that really stocked 7" picture sleeve singles,” says Marc Demouy, who ran 2000 Plus and played an integral role in the development of Montreal’s music scene. “We concentrated our import department on more of that New York, U.K. sort of music. Television, Talking Heads, Suicide, and of course everything under the sun from the U.K.” Providing a clubhouse for local anglophiles and burgeoning punks, 2000 Plus also served as the literal clubhouse for the city’s second punk band, the Chromosomes. Formed shortly after the 222s hit the city’s limited circuit, they represented a much more violent, unhinged musical force. And soon, they were about to collide with the savvier, slicker 222s in a major way.

			Chris Barry’s time with the Montreal public school system was at an end, and with the help of his new bandmates, he was moving on to higher education . . . sort of. His first show fronting the 222s was in January 1978, headlining a music festival at McGill University. Since Barry had joined the band, they had recorded and released their first single, making them the only band from Montreal’s first wave to produce a record. This accomplishment naturally made them an object of scorn for the less professionally minded Chromosomes. In front of an audience of 800 curious students, the 222s were forced to compete with a squealing PA and amps that had been sabotaged by the earlier act. As soon as they started, the members of the Chromosomes began throwing cups of beer on the band from the side of the stage. Before long, the crowd was following suit.

			“Of course, all the frat boys said, ‘Well, that’s an idea.’ They’re spitting and throwing shit on us. I’m just a kid and I don’t have much experience. I mean, I played a few high school parties with my band but I don’t know anything. So I took a cue from Metallic K.O., the Iggy Pop record, and thought, ‘Okay, I’ll just taunt them.’ So I started taunting them as best my 16-year-old intellect could muster. And it wasn’t a good idea, because it made them even fucking crazier. They were throwing shit, and it ended up being a riot. They killed the PA and turned on the house lights and the place just erupted. The university was all fucked up and then the riot spilled out onto the street.” What followed was the kind of negative press early punks dreamed of, with the accompanying city-wide ban on performance that they dreaded. The 222s, the Chromosomes, and the Normals were unwelcome everywhere, from the universities to the discotheques. Until Tracy Howe heard about an old storefront on St. Paul road where some guy was throwing crazy parties. 

			“There was no intention of putting on punk shows. There was no intention of putting on any shows at all.” Robert Ditchburn is seated across from me at a coffee shop near his hotel, a massive folder full of show posters, photographs, zines, ticket stubs, and press releases laid out all over the table. They tell a story of Ditchburn’s unexpected hard left into the world of punk at 364 Rue St. Paul Ouest. 

			NO. 7 PRESS RELEASE

			THE 364 SOUND

			The music of a society in collapse, the voice of resistance, white urban rock, the 364 SOUND shatters this, the best of all possible worlds. It rejects the lies for freedom for the rich, love for the beautiful, peace for the dead. Our daily spectacle — the banality of evil — is overturned, wrenched apart, and reflected. “It is a terrorism of our basest sensibilities” (Susanne Harwood, Montreal Star).

			“We heard about it, but we had never been there,” recalls Tracy Howe. “It was a storefront in Old Montreal. I still don’t know why he rented it.” Howe was working at the McGill audiovisual department at the time and had discovered a fellow new wave and punk fan in his co-worker, Scott Cameron. The pair started jamming with a friend of Cameron’s, and soon, the Normals were born. It was through McGill that they met Ditchburn. “He would pretend to be a student and rent audio equipment,” laughs Howe. He and Cameron let Ditchburn’s deception go unreported, and in return, they were given the keys to the proverbial kingdom.

			“I just thought I’d open a store,” says Ditchburn. “No plan at all. It had windows onto the street, onto a nice little Montreal street. It was a cool, funky store with jive windows. My friends were either artists or poets, so I got them to put some art in the front. We opened the store the day after I started renting it with no paperwork, with no nothing.” Long before Old Montreal was the cleaned-up tourist destination it is today, it was just another run-down part of the city, and it was here that Ditchburn began to throw unlicensed parties, art shows, and poetry readings. Eventually, Howe got wind of the space, and, banned from the rest of the city’s legitimate venues, approached Ditchburn about hosting a show. Montreal’s punk scene might have been small, but it was dedicated, and the drought that had come after the McGill riot meant that there was no shortage of thirsty revellers travelling to Old Montreal on the night of the first show at 364 St. Paul.

			“A huge amount of people showed up, and I don’t know where they heard about it or how they found out about it,” recalls Ditchburn. “Somebody got up to the microphone at the end of the night and said, ‘Come back next week, we’re playing.’” 

			Carlos Soria, future guitarist for Montreal punk legends the Nils, remembers finding the venue for the first time. “This show was in Old Montreal, on this really scary street. It was in the middle of nowhere,” he says. “You’d walk in and there was this first wave of crazy punk rockers. I had my hockey jacket on and people looked at me funny, ’cause I didn’t realize you were supposed to dress punk. I was 15.” Soria returned home to his brother Alex, energized by what he had seen. Together, the pair would form the core of one of the most influential punk bands ever produced inside this country’s borders, a band name-checked by artists as diverse as the Goo Goo Dolls and Superchunk. “It was just insane. It was music you’d never heard before, and anyone could do it, make it. They brought it down to our level. It wasn’t like seeing something on TV. You were right there, it was right in your face. And that made you want to go out and do it yourself.” 

			“It changed my life,” says Rick Trembles of his first night at 364. A barely teenage member of a band called the Electric Vomit, a cobbled-together group that once opened for the Viletones, Trembles started the long-running post-hardcore outfit American Devices in 1980, with former Normals member Rob Labelle. Because of that night, he says, “I still consider it a privilege to be playing with one of the Normals.”

			Destined to be a short-lived solution to The Punk Problem, 364 provided a necessary stage for new bands to learn the ropes of live performance, helping to save Montreal from the ever-present threat of disco by encouraging a new generation of musicians to play original music, play it aggressively, and play it weirdly. Ditchburn even let the Normals use the store as a practice space.

			“I don’t know how he never got arrested,” says Howe. “There would be four hundred people wall-to-wall, and he’d be selling beer. We had never been to anything like this, and the first time we played, we just got trashed by people. We were covered in beer, ketchup, just crap. It was messed up, but we liked it. We just kept doing it, and people ended up liking it. Things grew during that period, and shows started happening at real bars.” Ditchburn had proved, from illegal beer sales alone, that punk was a financially viable type of music to book. And it wasn’t just the owners of more legitimate establishments that were taking note. So were the legitimate businessmen of the neighbourhood.

			“Most of the clubs in Montreal at the time were Mafia controlled,” explains Ditchburn. “Even though nobody ever used the word Mafia. Montreal is its own old world, not so clean cut as Toronto.” The venue’s trouble with a local contingent of made men started when, during a hit, several Mafioso took cover inside the open storefront. A week later, they were back, in an attempt to make Ditchburn an offer he couldn’t refuse. “This limo showed up and these big guys came out,” he says. “A couple of guys guarded the door and one went and examined the back. Then some other guy in a suit came up to me and said, ‘I hear you’re running shows here. Maybe we can make a deal.’ I guess he was trying to say I could reach a new clientele. He could set us up, he’d be the manager and put some plants here and the bar there. Our bar at the time was a gift that we were using, the old section of a bowling alley on a couple of parking signs.” When asked if he felt intimidated, Ditchburn explains the complexities of the situation. “It wasn’t that they were scary, but they were opening a whole door of underground life that nobody...,” he trails off. “We ran. I ran. I didn’t want to be on the payroll when somebody started asking questions. It was like Mean Streets out there. I don’t know what they really wanted, maybe I was in their territory, maybe they had that section of Montreal.” With Ditchburn gone, the punk rock social experiment of 364 Rue St. Paul Ouest was over, but it helped establish the 222s, the Normals, and the Chromosomes as viable local acts with distinct, devoted followings.

			“There were less than 10 bands in Montreal at that time. One or two of them were kind of a pastiche, pop groups that were just trying to adopt a punk image,” says Howe. “But then there were the Chromosomes, who were super nihilistic, like the Dead Boys to the max. We were more in the social conscience, Clash end of things.” The Normals failed to record anything during their brief lifespan, but they were documented in the cult concert film The Normals, an impossible-to-find piece of celluloid that even some members of the band haven’t seen in years.

			“The Normals are lucky, because that guy made that movie,” says Howe. “I heard that they did a thing in Montreal last year where they had three bands, and this movie. We had some great songs, though, and I think it’s a shame we never recorded.” Howe isn’t the kind to puff out his chest over past musical endeavours; after all, his post-Normals career has been an unequivocal success, from the new wave of Heaven 17 to the pioneering electronic experimentation of Rational Youth. The lone recording of the band seems to be “I Wanna Be Considered a Nice Guy,” a verge-of-destruction demo plied from some old reel-to-reel tape by scene champion, Montreal Mirror cartoonist and Electric Vomiter Rick Trembles, which gives little indication of the band’s true sonic direction. Says Howe, “It was just too wasted to do much with it. It’s a pity.”

			The stylish nihilists of the bunch, the Chromosomes are perhaps one of the most infamous of Montreal’s first wave; not a bad distinction for a band that never managed to record a note. Montreal’s answer to the visceral violence of Toronto bands like the Viletones and the Ugly, the Chromosomes scared the shit out of people. One of the only interviews I was able to track down with them, from the November 1978 issue of the zine Surfin’ Bird, comes with the postscript that the band has since broken up due to the drummer’s imprisonment on drug charges.

			“Our reasons are simple,” says Chromosomes vocalist and guitarist Dave Rosenberg in the interview. “Playing music gets you laid and gets you more free drugs.” The band’s logo was a bat impaled by a hypodermic needle; by the end of the ’80s, Rosenberg would be dead from a heroin overdose. But in 1977, he was still just a hell-raising punk, in and out of jail, and the charismatic frontman for one of the city’s most popular bands. And it was up to 2000 Plus’ Marc Demouy, who quickly became their de facto manager-cum-babysitter, to try to steer the Chromosomes’ ship in the most upright fashion he could.

			“They would rehearse in the store’s back stock room,” recalls Demouy. “Those guys were just absolute delinquents. Their pastime was, like, breaking into pharmacies to score dope. We were finding needles behind posters and stuff like that.” When asked what it was like to try to manage a band with the fabled hunger for narcotics and deviant behaviour of the Chromosomes, Demouy is frank. “We’re talking about putting out fires from morning to night. And these guys were actually really fucking good. Their absolute lust for drugs just prevented them from being able to carry out any plan.” The band was a vital pillar of the early Montreal scene, but their instability took its toll. Rosenberg was gone by 1998, and drummer Gery Lecker passed away shortly after filming his interview for Montreal punk documentary MTL Punk: The First Wave in 2011. It was with great difficulty that I finally tracked down the band’s bassist, Allan Fine, and snuck in an interview between Stanley Cup playoff games (his sign-off at the end of our interview: “Go Bruins”) long after I had turned in the first draft of this book.

			“I don’t see all the importance in it,” he says, somewhat indifferent to the continued interest shown in his band. “It’s music, it happened. You keep going. More music.”

			“The Chromosomes were scary crazy dudes, but they were really funny,” says Tracy Howe. “They lived hard. They had some serious drug habits. But they were really good when they were onstage. It was really intense. I would try to be as nice to them as possible. They’d smash stuff, break stuff, attack the audience. They’d beat on the audience with their guitars. In those days, people who went to those gigs were into letting themselves go, or acting how they thought they should just based on what they had read. They thought you acted like as much of a dick as possible. Dave would just wade out into the audience and beat on people. We were terrified of them. We were real nerd-punks compared to those guys. They were so fucked up it was unbelievable. But when they were halfway straight, they were really nice guys.”

			Demouy recalls his time as their manager as a major learning experience, and there is an honest, fond inflection to his accounts of his dealings with the band, though it frustrated him as a business owner. “I didn’t think they stood a chance of doing something significant, because of their pure self-destructive nature,” he says. “But it made them crazy live, made them a wicked band onstage because these guys just didn’t fucking care, you know? They were loud and they hit those drums hard and they were really in your face, like nobody else. But unmanageable.”

			Howe recalls a particularly unruly show in the Côte Saint-Luc neighbourhood of Montreal, a predominantly Jewish part of town. “It was right by this pool. Dave had organized all of it, and he got this massive PA system, but we had to put it together,” Howe says. “We had these bass bins, horns, tweeters, and 16 mics.” Howe and the rest of the Normals set about putting together the sound system, but quickly realized that Rosenberg had failed to bring a snake, one big cable that all other cables are plugged into in order to keep things organized. It’s a crucial part of making a large-scale PA system manageable.

			“We had 50 fucking cables going everywhere, all tangled up, and it took us hours to get going. And there were all these girls from Côte Saint-Luc with Charlie’s Angels haircuts standing around being really bored and complaining. Finally, we had everything set up. The Chromosomes started, and Dave immediately jumped into the swimming pool with his guitar, and pulled half the PA system down with him. That was it. It took us three hours to put the thing together and it lasted 25 seconds. All these girls were like, ‘Oh my God.’” 

			“He got a little exuberant,” states Fine. “But someone was sharp enough to hit the power switch pretty fast so nothing happened. It was not very glamorous. It was just one crazy guy not thinking for a second that he was strapped to an electrical guitar, plugged into something.” The spectacle of the Chromosomes truly set the standard for the outrageous behaviour of punk in the Montreal scene.

			“For better or worse, my teenaged initiation into ’70s punk was fraught with chaos, drug paranoia, and impending violence; an element of early punk that couldn’t be denied, a voice of the underworld that often superseded the music itself,” recalls Trembles in a recent comic he penned for the Montreal Mirror about the Chromosomes. “‘Getting away with as much as you could’ was their interpretation of punk.”

			“These guys were my friends,” says Fine, as we start to detail some of the band’s more nefarious tales. “They were who they were. What’s known about them, so be it. Live your life.”

			At the other end of punk’s professionalism spectrum, as far from Dave Rosenberg nearly electrocuting himself in a community pool as they could get, were the 222s. Besides recording the scene’s only singles, the band was the first Montreal group to venture off the island, booking shows in nearby cities like Toronto and Ottawa, and putting as much stock in musicianship as showmanship.

			“We wanted to sound good and we wanted to be tight like the Ramones,” states Chris Barry succinctly. “We wanted the show to run like the Ramones, not a lot of time between songs. We wanted to be as slick as we could be, and that rubbed a lot of people the wrong way. Slick just meant doing our best and being in tune and trying to not drop songs in the middle of them. We did get chastised for that, like it wasn’t punk. ‘Sell outs. That’s not real punk.’ A lot of people started playing punk rock because they couldn’t do anything else, which is fine. They celebrated their lack of talent, but I never really found that very entertaining.” Even 30 years later, the line in the sand between Montreal’s first batch of bands is clear: Beatles and Stones, 222s and Chromosomes. Which isn’t to say the 222s were impervious to the kind of violence preached by some of their peers. Violence found everyone.

			“I carried a weapon with me and I used it,” says Barry. “I remember once, I was walking down Saint Catherine Street on a Sunday night, coming from rehearsal. These kids, maybe my age, I could see them coming. They pushed me. I had a big bicycle chain. Normally, I would just go, ‘Fuck it,’ but this time, it was like, ‘Fuck you.’ I grabbed the chain and whack, right in his neck and his collarbone. The guy went bang, right down on the ground. I must have hit him in the side of the head, blood spurting out of his ears and shit. His friend went running off in the other direction, and his friend is fucking lying on the ground. I went off in the other direction, concerned that I may have fucking killed the guy, you know? I was scared. I remember the next morning in the newspaper, expecting to read that there had been a murder on Saint Catherine the night before. There wasn’t, and I never got arrested, so I guess I’m safe now.”

			When they weren’t busy dodging murder raps, the 222s were helping to open even more venues in the city to original, local talent, thanks to a succession of forward-thinking compatriots, most notably former Teenage Head manager Jack Morrow. By encouraging larger venues like Station 10 and the Hotel Nelson to book punk bands, they proved that bars could make just as much money serving Sid Vicious look-alikes as Tony Manero wannabes. The 222s gave pioneering local promoters Bambi Productions a greater opportunity to bring bands like the Stranglers, Pere Ubu, and Madness to a town that just a few years prior would have been an impossible tour stop. But the 222s wanted more than Jack Morrow or any other manager was getting them, so they started looking down some unexpected, alternative avenues.

			“We started playing New York at Max’s Kansas City. We would do okay there. People would come out and see us, but it still wasn’t going anywhere,” says Barry. “We couldn’t seem to take it any further. No one was going to want to make a record for us, and there was no way we could have afforded it ourselves. It was just very frustrating. So, the mobsters came around and they had big plans for the 222s.” The plan involved turning the 222s into “fucked-up teeny bopper idols,” playing off Barry’s youth and good looks. With no other options, the band signed on, wary of their new business partners.

			“They would use their influence with radio stations — in other words, ‘Play this record or we’ll kill you’ — to get us exposure in Quebec, and maybe we would sell a few records and make some money,” says Barry. “The mobsters were the only people offering to do any of this stuff.” Within a few weeks, the band found themselves in a basement in Laval, recording an old French pop tune while a gun sat on a kitchen table upstairs. The single they recorded would go on to be a minor hit in Quebec. Unsurprisingly, given the circumstances under which it was produced, the band broke up almost immediately following its release. 

			It wasn’t until the mid-’80s that a punk band would escape from the island of Montreal. But without the work of bands like the 222s, the Normals, and the Chromosomes, it would have happened much, much later.

			“Part of the beauty of what you make is where you’re from,” says Nils guitarist Carlos Soria. “It makes your character. Even though we were far apart, every city had its own thing. Vancouver had D.O.A. Toronto had the Viletones. Montreal had us. That’s cool. At the time, it was a little behind. Not too much, but just enough.” While the Nils’ story would be cut short with the tragic suicide of Carlos’ brother, Alex, in 2004, the story of some of the city’s other brightest punk rock lights is (gratefully) still going. The American Devices, featuring Rick Trembles of the Electric Vomit and the Normals’ Rob Labelle, is still confronting and confounding audiences. Carlos Soria plays his brother’s songs with a new crop of musicians as the Nils FC (featuring Carlos). The 222s have reunited, as have the Asexuals, who remain in the crammed booth across from me, still discussing the finer points of Chris Barry’s abilities as a frontman while they wait to take the stage almost 30 years after their first show in Montreal. I relate the story of John Kastner spying the 222s through the window of Station 10 to Chris when we speak on the phone a few weeks later.

			“John told me that a few times, and that made me very happy,” says Barry. “It made me really happy because more often than not, people were putting us down.” Sitting with Kastner and Sean Friesen, it would be hard for anyone to put down Barry, Howe, Demouy, or anyone who slaved away to build something different in a city that didn’t even know it needed a change. Montreal was never the same — even if a few kids had to take a chain to the head in the name of progress.
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			January 27, 1977, 9:00 p.m. EST

			In a tiny art gallery tucked down an alley running parallel to Yonge Street, one hundred curious benefactors have squeezed into A Space’s single room to experience the latest work from General Idea, a Toronto art collective specializing in subverting expectations. Tonight, the group has booked a band from New York City called the Talking Heads for their first-ever Canadian show, a few weeks before the band’s first single is to be released by their new label, Warner subsidiary Sire Records. Opening the show is a band called the Dishes. The audience sits quietly in fold-up chairs while the Dishes blast out an incredibly loud set of Mott the Hoople–inspired proto-punk, thoroughly aggravating the kindly audience. They are asked to turn down. They don’t. Within the year, the Talking Heads are on their way to becoming one of the world’s most popular bands, while the Dishes are in the process of completely transforming Toronto’s musical landscape. And, presumably, those hundred quietly seated audience members are feeling pretty foolish. 

			When Murray Ball, vocalist for the Dishes, finally agrees to meet me for a coffee, he seems genuinely perplexed as to why I’m interested in him or the band he was in that broke up in 1978. To him, bands from that era got all the press they deserved. At the time, they certainly were receiving a healthy amount of attention from the local media, and if people have moved on, well, that’s just what happened. The sentiment throws me off; so many of the people I interview sound a note of bitterness when the subject of recognition is broached, and for good reason. A band from Toronto, every bit as good and hard working as a band from New York, did not stand a chance at the kind of fame that their American peers stumbled into on a nightly basis in the bowels of the Bowery.

			The Dishes have always struck me as one of those bands, one that has been unfairly lost to time, even on a local level where their pioneering sound, aesthetic, and upfront sexuality set the stage for the cultural revolution of punk and established Toronto’s hotbed of all that is cool on Queen Street West. Gary Pig Gold called them the “undisputed fathers of the Toronto new wave” in the sixth issue of the Pig Paper, and yet the band is rarely celebrated on the same level as many of their latter-day peers.

			We leave the tape recorder off, and I explain this to Ball. That the Dishes were the first band to glue their posters to telephone poles, an accepted and widely practised guerrilla advertising campaign for everyone from staunchly independent hardcore bands to massively corporate body wash products today. That the Dishes were the first band to play the Beverley on Queen, and that between the Bev’s radically open policy toward new bands and the Dishes-staffed artist-friendly restaurant, Peter Pan, around the corner, they were the powder keg for Queen West’s late ’70s artistic explosion. That they released one of the first independent singles in the country. And that through their open approach to sexuality and active association with arts collective General Idea, they created an inclusive foundation for all the punk bands that followed, making the Toronto scene one of the most diverse in North America. Without them, the Toronto-triggered queercore explosion of the mid-’80s that further broke down the homophobic barriers of rock music might not have happened.

			Ball pauses, then agrees with me. He decides he’s willing to talk, so we turn on the tape recorder. 

			The Dishes formed in Thornhill, a wealthy suburb just north of Toronto, in 1975. A precursor to punk’s debut on the international stage, the band was heavily influenced by Roxy Music and Sparks, a fact that their sax-and-synthesizer-inclusive lineup indicated pretty clearly. After endlessly honing their sound and theatrical stage show in the basement of bass player Kenn Farr’s parents’ quiet suburban home, they visited a near-empty bar on Queen Street to try to book their first show. 

			The Beverley Tavern was a struggling watering hole in a lonely part of Toronto. Its only business came from the few regulars working at their own struggling businesses nearby, keeping the first floor stools warm while an entire second floor sat empty most days of the week. Around the corner on McCaul Street, the Ontario College of Art was earning a reputation as the country’s premier post-secondary institution for creative folks. While traditional bars were off-limits to the art college crowd and their nascent musical endeavours, the Beverley seemed ready for a takeover. So the band just walked in and asked to play. They ended up with a week-long residency in February 1976.

			 “The beer slinging days were coming to an end,” says Ball. “They saw OCA around the corner and wanted to try and bring those people in. I think the owner really wanted us to form bands, to keep the bar busy. And they paid us well, too.” The plan worked. The Beverley quickly became an extension of the college, a place for instructors and students alike to unwind before, after, or during college classes. The Dishes were the first to provide a soundtrack, but they were hardly the last; the Diodes and the Doncasters, both featuring fellow OCA students, quickly followed in their wake.

			Still the first men on the moon, the Dishes began a slow takeover of the entire Queen Street strip. What began at the Beverley quickly spread a few blocks west; Peter Pan, a new restaurant opened by Ball and local artist Sandy Stagg, almost immediately became another landmark and vital meeting place for the blossoming new community. A mixture of artists and musicians, the restaurant’s clientele would become a transformative force in the city, beginning a creative migration to a previously derelict part of Toronto.

			“We were living on Queen Street, we were working on Queen Street, we were playing on Queen Street,” says Ball. “We were living in that world. When we moved downtown, we didn’t find a bunch of hip people. We became the hip people. We were hip up there, in Thornhill, and then we were hip down there.”

			One of the most significant visual changes brought by the influx of hipness to Queen West was the appearance of posters. On walls. On telephone poles. On mailboxes. Posters on everything. It’s a part of downtown culture that is completely taken for granted today, unless you live in Singapore or Port Perry. Posters are the hijacking of public space, a guerilla tactic for spreading the word about something you can’t advertise on a highway-side billboard. And in Toronto, the first people to tape a poster to a pole were the Dishes. With no other method to spread the word about their shows around the area and the college, the band would take to the streets at night, taping and gluing notices for upcoming gigs wherever they found a suitable surface.

			“It was a part of the urbanization of Toronto, because no one had ever done this before. Postering suddenly existed, and it changed mainstream media,” says Peter Goddard, former music critic for the Toronto Star. We’re sitting in a booth at the Rivoli, a block from the site of the old Beverley. Queen West today is barely recognizable; as with any hip, artistic area in a major city, the chains have moved in, the rents have shot up, and the artists have picked up and moved further west. It’s still a bustling part of the city with a few vestiges of alternative culture left, but it’s a vastly different street than it once was. Looking out the window of the Rivoli at a sea of posters for shows, rallies, and record releases, it couldn’t be a more appropriate time to be talking with Goddard. “It was a great era for typography. The visual arts changed because of punk, maybe even more than music.”

			Visual art was a substantial component of the Dishes’ package. As part of what Goddard calls “the aestheticization of rock and roll,” the Dishes were keenly aware of their presentation as much as their music. Which isn’t to sell short the wonderfully weird Bryan Ferry–like proto-punk of “Secret Storm” or “Police Band,” but to emphasize just how important the band’s other artistic pursuits were, as well. 

			It was the band’s very first show at the Beverley that introduced them to an arts collective called General Idea. Pioneering conceptual artists with a keen interest in the new music the Dishes were the premier local purveyors of, General Idea very quickly brought the Dishes into their world of media-based art: beauty pageants, TV specials, and large-scale installation art all figured prominently in the collective’s work.

			“We wanted to be famous, glamorous, and rich,” declared General Idea in their own FILE magazine in 1975. “Occupying images, emptying them of meaning, reducing them to shells. We then filled the shells with glamour.” The Dishes fit into the art collective’s glamour mould, an ideal vessel to collaborate with and Trojan horse into unexpected scenarios — an art gallery show with the Talking Heads being a perfect example. The pair’s symbiotic relationship gave the art-minded Dishes access to the exciting and exclusive community fostered by General Idea and gave the art collective another tool in their real-world performance art kit.

			In an undated interview with the Journal of Contemporary Art, General Idea co-founder AA Bronson spoke to their early ideology, influenced by the unremarkable art culture that existed in early ’70s Toronto. “When we were first working together in Toronto there was no real audience,” he said. “And we were quite aware of trying to assemble an audience out of existing audiences for other types of material — for instance, a music audience, rock and roll audience, design audience, architecture audience, trendy audience. We were quite conscious of attempting to pull together all those audiences in order to key into a diverse public.”

			General Idea achieved their goal of building a wide, inclusive audience for their brand of cross-platform artistic expression. From the stage of the Beverley Tavern to the pages of FILE to the kitchen of Peter Pan, the spirit of the collective permeated counter-cultural Toronto at its most prodigious time. That they were vocal proponents of gay and lesbian involvement in the city’s arts scene meant that all culture that sprung from their influence held inclusive beliefs at their core. The Dishes were a perfect fit for the General Idea template.

			“We were young, we were talented, we liked art,” says Ball. “Possibly because we were gay, we brought those things together. We clicked with all these artists because I was the gay lead singer.” While Ball is tastefully unwilling to discuss the sexual orientation of his bandmates, he’s open about the fact that his own sexuality had an obvious effect on the band in spite of his disinterest in what he considers the city’s standard gay community “I wasn’t gay in the traditional sense, but I had a mind that was gay, and it allowed me to express myself in a certain way. Being an openly gay man back then, I never felt threatened or nervous at shows. I am the same person now that I was then, and no one put us down for that. If anything, there was a subliminal recognition that it was an asset. It helped us move through different scenes.” 

			With Ball as the band’s frontman, there was no doubt that the Dishes possessed a distinct gay energy, and their partnership with the equally sexualized General Idea, at a time when gay culture was still a fringe community, created an open-minded punk scene simply by virtue of them being there first. General Idea operated Art Metropole, which, for a time, was the only place in Toronto that imported and sold punk singles. And the Dishes, far from the norm in culturally conservative Toronto, built the foundation for the punk scene in Toronto, establishing its rules and social mores. That meant a community that was devoid of the homophobia that pervaded almost every other music scene at that time.

			“If you look at the originals, it’s General Idea, Rough Trade, the Dishes. It was all gay,” says Don Pyle, avid scene photographer, member of Crash Kills Five and Shadowy Men on a Shadowy Planet, and himself an openly gay musician. “There were other things involved, but the roots were very gay. Even the bands that preceded the punk thing, like Martha and the Muffins, came out of a gay-slash-arts sensibility.”

			The importance of this connection cannot be overstated. Toronto’s punk scene was born of the same musical and societal influences as London and New York, but the prevalence of gay culture, along with fringe art, was much greater within the Toronto scene. Obviously there was no shortage of either in both New York and London, but Toronto’s punk scene was so deeply tied to those two cultures that it had a much greater, lasting effect on the way that punk evolved on this city.

			“The influence of OCA was huge,” says filmmaker Bruce LaBruce, who arrived in Toronto a few years after the Dishes. “We thought art was hopelessly bourgeois and capitalist, but I liked General Idea because they were situationist. They were aware of themselves as a spectacle. And they had interesting ideas of sexuality.” Upon moving to downtown Toronto from the wilds of Tiverton, Ontario, LaBruce teamed up with G.B. Jones, a former OCA student a few years his senior, in order to produce the pioneering punk zine J.D.s. Jones had already proven her bona fides locally with Fifth Column, an all-female post-punk group whose approach to third-wave feminism predated the official arrival of the riot grrrl movement by almost half a decade (for extra credibility, the band’s final release, 1994’s 36-C, was released by Calvin Johnson’s legendary K Records). 

			While technically a product of Toronto’s mid-’80s hardcore scene, the influence of General Idea was prevalent in Jones and LaBruce’s work, and the continued presence of the early punk ideals of inclusion and boundary-pushing sexuality, as pioneered by the Dishes, was still at the core of the relatively new scene. J.D.s ended up giving birth to its own movement within a movement: homocore, later rechristened under the more inclusive banner of queercore. The zine was provocative and forthright in its mandate, which was the creation of a viable alternative gay culture, within or without the punk scene. While there had always been gay and lesbian involvement in punk and hardcore, LaBruce and Jones succeeded in giving a name and a voice to those who, like them, still felt marginalized within an already marginal culture. Queercore would explode in the late ’80s and ’90s, producing such venerable punk acts as Pansy Division and Limp Wrist. And LaBruce went on to produce enduringly provocative films like Hustler White and No Skin Off My Ass, films that led Kurt Cobain to cite LaBruce as his favourite filmmaker. 

			“We turned to punk because we felt rejected by an increasingly conservative gay scene,” he says. “By the early ’80s, the gay scene was already unreceptive to punk.” In the late ’70s, it was a different story. Not just in Toronto, where some of the most important coupling between punk and gay culture happened, but in less celebrated cities like Victoria and Calgary. In fact, almost across the board, it seems like gay culture played a critical role in the development of punk in Canada. It’s a side note to the story of the Dishes and queercore, but it’s still vitally important. Punk was even more of an outsider here than in similarly small American cities like Minnesota or Seattle; in this way, a link was formed between two fringe cultures, neither of whom wanted to listen to Triumph or deal with bemulleted heshers. 

			The connection between punk and queer culture can be seen from coast to coast, and the cross-pollination of both scenes was stamped on the music and experiences of bands like the Dayglo Abortions. There is no doubt that Canadian punk would have been left struggling in the wilderness of our nation’s music community were it not for the interest and active support of the gay club owners, bookers, and restaurateurs of everywhere from Calgary to Halifax. 

			The Pointed Sticks played their very first show at a gay club in Vancouver. “It was at the Quadra Club,” recalls guitarist Bill Napier-Hemy. “It was a gay club, and the gay clubs were good about hosting punk. You didn’t have to jump through hoops. As a fringe community, they accepted us.” Nick Jones, the band’s vocalist, continues. “The rock rooms weren’t going to let us anywhere near them, nor did we want to be anywhere near them,” he says. “But the gay clubs were always happy to have us.”

			In Winnipeg, Psychiatrists member Glen Meadmore, part of the holy trinity of the city’s first punk wave, consistently imbued his onstage persona with what vital ’90s Illinois punk promotion crew Chicago Homocore calls his “gay Christian punk” identity. Meadmore’s ongoing musical career would include collaborations with artists ranging from Pyle’s Shadowy Men to gender-bending exploratory musical artist Genesis P-Orridge.

			Moe Berg of Edmonton’s Modern Minds recalls numerous shows taking place at a local leather bar. “It was a really tough cowboy bar,” he says. “Full of guys who looked like they could kill you. Just no girls, and all gay guys.”

			Even in Hamilton, a working class rock ’n’ roll town, the Forgotten Rebels’ Chris Houston speaks of the importance of outsiders sticking together and the influence of the music scene on his own worldview. “Punk rock is all about tolerance,” he says. “We’re all characters, whether you’re some weirdo or you’re gay or whatever, we stick together. I think that tolerance is something people who live outside the box really need. It was very special to me when I think about the cast of characters I met.” Similarly, Calgary, another town often considered a hotbed of Canuck conservatism, possessed a thriving gay scene that eagerly embraced the new punk movement. “There’s a big gay scene in Calgary, which a lot of people are unaware of since it’s a cowboy town,” says the Hot Nasties’ Warren Kinsella. “There was a kinship there. A common theme was that we were all outsiders.”

			Art Bergmann recalls the halcyon days of Vancouver punk as being when there was the most cross-pollination between all the different fringe arts communities. “We had art bands, and artists playing guitars, and mixing with the gay scene and the punk scene,” he says. “And it all mixed together into this great amalgam.”

			Until it was destroyed by a fire on New Year’s Eve, David’s was one of the only clubs in Toronto to allow punk bands the opportunity to play. “The gay stuff started after we would play,” says Cleave Anderson, drummer for a grocery list of first-wave punk bands and a founding member of Blue Rodeo. “Things got going there around eight or nine, and went until 11. Then the stage would be cleared, and the glitzy gay crowd would come in. You’d hang out for a while and get a flavour of something different.” Even drugs in Toronto were spun off from the gay club scene; amyl nitrite, or poppers, were a popular fixture of early shows at the Colonial Underground, a direct influence of the gay scene on early punk. 

			In Halifax, where the local American Federation of Musicians controlled all the live venues, save for an old hippie cafe on Grafton Street, a local gay bar was literally the only other venue that would let punk bands play. “It was all connected,” says James Cowan of Nobody’s Heroes, one of the city’s lone first-wave bands. “The alternative scene found a natural home with the gay scene in Halifax. It was all part of this below-the-surface underworld there. It was quite interesting.”

			Even the endlessly shit-disturbing and politically incorrect Dayglo Abortions enjoyed a great relationship with the gay bar at the end of the street they lived on in Victoria. “The gays and the punks were both fringe groups that had been alienated from society,” says vocalist and guitarist Murray Acton. “And for the old gay guys, I’m sure nothing was better than a bunch of young punks getting sweaty and pushing themselves around onstage.” He then tells me one the most wonderfully weird stories I’ve ever heard, about the band’s drummer Bonehead, and his gay roommate, Steve, who tended bar down the street. The pair shared a tiny bachelor apartment separated down the middle by a sleeping bag hung from the ceiling. (Mom, stop reading here.) “One night, we were hanging out at Bonehead’s apartment,” he says, pausing to make sure my mom is no longer reading the book. “We heard Steve come home from the bar with someone, and 15 or 20 minutes later, this guy rolls into the kitchen with a mailbag over his head, hogtied, buck naked, and we had to tell him he made a wrong turn and roll him back through the sleeping bag. We went back to what we were doing. 

			“The next day, I see Steve, and he tells me this story: ‘Two or three times a week, this cop comes in to make sure there’s no underage drinking in the bar. Monday night, he comes in and I see he’s got this rookie with him. He introduces the rookie and says he’ll be doing the beat now. Wednesday night, just the rookie comes back. Friday night, the rookie comes back, but not in uniform. He sits down at the bar and starts drinking. So I get the guy wasted and bring him back to the apartment. I get him all hogtied, with the mailbag locked around his neck. And I’m thinking about the time I got put in the hospital by the police in Regina. I got the shit kicked out of me. I lost a kidney. And I got this big Bowie knife on my dresser. And I was thinking about just slicing his throat. But I changed my mind.’ And he shows me his wrist, and he’s got poop around his wrist. He’s the only man I know who’s fist-fucked a cop. I thought, ‘Wow, what a guy!’ He’s been my hero ever since then.” He pauses, laughing. “They were a good bunch of people down there.”

			But I digress. The point is Toronto wasn’t alone in forging a bond between punk and gay culture. The difference is the nature of the relationship; in other parts of the country, it appears to have been one of sympathetic tolerance, a recognition by the local gay community that punks were just another marginalized and occasionally persecuted group. In Toronto, the relationship was deeper and more symbiotic; punk might not have ceased to exist without the involvement of groups like General Idea, but punk flourished because of it. It gave the city a unique edge over places like New York, and while the measurable international benefits wouldn’t come until the mid-’80s with Jones, LaBruce, and queercore, groups like the Dishes sowed the seeds of a cross-pollinated punk and gay lifestyle that would put Toronto at the forefront of an important punk subgenre in the following decade. 

			The Dishes’ contributions to the city were obviously bigger than their bedroom politics. The band’s drummer, Steven Davey, was consistently active, co-writing songs with other Toronto bands when not busy scheming with the Dishes. Ball’s job at Peter Pan not only made for an ideal photo-op — “Look, it’s me, with all these dishes, and I’m singing for the Dishes!” — it started him down a path of restaurant and club ownership that would see him helm new-wave celebrity hotspot Fiesta Restaurant in Yorkville, establish the major lakeside club RPM (today the Guvernment/Kool Haus complex), and create club district staple the Whiskey Saigon. 

			By the end of 1978, the Dishes were broken up. They left behind two great EPs, compiled in 2002 on the Kitschenette best-of CD. Their cultural legacy would be lessened if the tunes weren’t there, but songs like “Hot Property” and “Chef’s Special” show a weird band at the top of their game, processing David Bowie through a lens that had been cracked and fucked up on the floor of the Crash ’n’ Burn during the summer of ’77, a time documented in the band’s own song, “Summer Reaction.” Combined with the grocery list of important Torontonian firsts that they accomplished during their short run, it’s hard to understand why there isn’t some weird, sexual statue dedicated to the Dishes in front of city hall on Queen Street. 

			But I guess it’s never too late. 
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			Popular Mechanix [courtesy of Greg Gardner]

		

		

		
			April 3, 1979, 10:30 p.m. CST

			Richard Duguay is sitting on the chest of the vocalist of his band, Lowlife, one hand around the guy’s throat, the other raised in a fist to beat his face in. He takes a breath. Lying around them are the unfolded sleeves for their first 7" single, “Leaders.” The band has been up late cutting and folding, whispering in drummer Mark Halldorson’s parents’ basement while they attempt to get the stupid thing ready for distribution at shows and local record stores. But tensions between the group are reaching a breaking point, and despite the thrill of being the first punk band in Winnipeg to record and press a single, when Duguay looks down at his friend, he knows the band is done.

			It’s no small feat that Winnipeg produced the greatest Canadian punk band of all time. Sure, that’s a lofty statement, especially in the middle of a book about a lot of great punk bands. And I know art is supposed to be subjective. But unfortunately for all the other incredible bands that have crashed through Canada’s grey cultural fabric, it is an objective, measurable fact that Personality Crisis is the ultimate creation of our wide, icy tundra. In a crowded field of weirdos, they are the weirdest. They didn’t always look like punks, they didn’t always sound like punks, but they combined Winnipeg’s honest working-class tradition of hard-rock worship with the ultimate tough-guy weirdo vibe of early punk. They emulated no one and pooled the sounds of their city with the newly born genre of hardcore to create a truly original sound that, like many of the bands featured in these pages, couldn’t have come from anywhere else. They dressed in such an aggressively ugly fashion that their mere physical presence flaunted the rules and codes that had begun to form in punk circles, and they toured as hard — or harder — than any other Canadian band. They produced one full-length, Creatures for Awhile, that unfortunately wouldn’t see the (dim) light of (record stores) day until late 1983.

			I originally hoped to dedicate a full chapter to them, but the more I came to understand the era I was attempting to capture, the more I realized they fell outside of it. If I wasn’t going to include great second-wave bands like Young Lions in Toronto, or the Nils in Montreal, or Jellyfishbabies in Halifax, I would be breaking my own rules to include a band whose primary contribution came long after the first wave had crashed over the Grain Exchange in downtown Winnipeg. So, this isn’t the story of Personality Crisis. But it is the story of the creation of a scene that helped coax such a gorgeously deformed beast into being. It is also a recommendation to buy a copy of Chris Walter’s exhaustive and incredible Personality Crisis biography Warm Beer & Wild Times, order yourself a copy of the recently reissued Creatures LP, and pay attention to how Winnipeg, the coldest city in the world with a population of over 600,000, created as vibrant a punk scene as one on the Californian shores of the Pacific Ocean.

			“There were always new people,” says Greg Gardner, drummer for Popular Mechanix. “Someone’s younger brother or sister had grown up, and they were coming out to shows.” Gardner and Pop Mex were the ever-touring bridge between the bar band scene of the ’70s and the new sounds of punk emerging at the end of the decade. Popular Mechanix had been gigging regularly around Winnipeg since 1975, but it only took a few years for them to understand that it would take more than a few monthly spots at a hotel bar to break their band. Like their sonic forefathers and generations to come, Gardner and the rest of the band got in the van and lit out for the coast, returning only to pick up a few belongings to sell in order to keep them on the road as they headed out for Toronto. It was a process they repeated, each time returning to a slightly different-looking scene in their hometown. And then, in November 1978, Winnipeg punk finally had its official coming out party.

			“My brother and I paid a buck each for three bands at the University of Manitoba,” says author Chris Walter. Walter, whose gritty prose has helped define the punk fiction aesthetic, was one of the few attendees at the first official punk concert in Winnipeg. “The bands were noisy, they were terrible, they didn’t know how to play, and the sound was the shits. But it was great. It was something completely new, especially for Winnipeg. It was brand new, and you had this feeling that history was being made, you know?”

			Those three bands — Lowlife, Discharge, and the Psychiatrists — formed the foundation of Winnipeg’s nascent punk scene. They did make history. So while their names don’t ring out beyond the site of the old Spud Club and the Arthur Street Gallery, they played a crucial role in the development of an original music scene in a city that, like the rest of the country, was a bastion of bar-rock and cover bands, allergic to anything unknown or unproven. Along with Popular Mechanix, these three bands paved the way for an inventive hardcore scene that became one of the best in North America, forging a Canadian proving ground for some of the midwest’s most important post-punk acts like Hüsker Dü and Soul Asylum. The first wave of punk may have arrived a few years late in Winnipeg, but that didn’t stop bands from creating a genuinely viable scene that set the stage for some seriously vital shit in the 1980s. And it can all be traced back to one show at the University of Manitoba.

			“It was amazing to be on a big stage, but I’m sure we were awful,” laughs Colin Bryce, who played guitar and sang in Discharge. The band never recorded, so it’s hard to tell if Bryce is a modest guy, or just really honest. Technically speaking, Discharge started in 1975, a bunch of 14-year-olds covering their favourite songs by the Who and the Kinks. “Back then, you had to play because no one was playing what you wanted to hear,” Bryce says. “We would go see mainstream rock bands just to be around music. But there was nothing we actually liked.” At the same time, Bryce began to notice the new sounds of bands like the New York Dolls and the Stooges, and by the time ’78 rolled around, Discharge was a full-fledged punk band, one-third of Winnipeg’s first-wave scene.

			“Discharge could actually play,” says Richard Duguay, whose first band, Lowlife, shared the stage with Bryce at the U of M gig. “They were quite good. You could tell they had been playing for a few years.” Discharge had a measurable influence on the other almost-punks in the city; speaking with members of the hardcore community that sprung up quickly after the crest of the city’s first wave, the band is clearly a respected entity. In discussing their small but important legacy, Bryce reveals that a one-time Winnipegger David Tudor, a British native, wrote a book in the ’80s that transposed his experiences in the early ’Peg scene into an English setting. Long out of print, the book is called Swank, and some internet-sleuthing turned up a few used hardcover copies floating around the world, one of which I ordered for 99 cents, plus five dollars shipping.

			By the time the book showed up, I had completely forgotten why I had ordered it. It came in a package with Greg Godovitz’ autobiography, Travels with My Amp. The Goddo bassist’s memoir, a tale of the band’s Canadian rock and roll excess just before punk showed up and ruined the party, made some sense; he was a fixture in the early Toronto scene, albeit a curmudgeonly, out of place one. But Swank was, to my eye, a novel, set in England, written by someone whose name I had never heard. I checked my notes; I had never interviewed a David Tudor. I scanned the pages for a reference to Canada, to any band whose story I was following. Nothing. At various times during the completion of this project, I have come dangerously close to completely losing my mind. When I feel as if I’m really in the good shit, truly grasping the precise nature of the story I’m trying to tell, I won’t sleep. Fuelled by an endless drip of cheap coffee, I will work until I am no longer able to sit upright at my kitchen table. And around then, I’ll begin ordering things off the internet, under the assumption that my brain, which must be functional for research and writing purposes, does not need to be active for the procurement of reference material. This dream-like state generally ends with the eventual arrival of sensible books and movies at my door. Swank was not sensible.

			Transcribing Bryce’s interview a few weeks after its mysterious appearance, I was immensely relieved to hear the sudden explanation of its presence. And then impressed at myself for ordering such an obscure piece of ’80s English literature. “That book is all about his time in Winnipeg,” says Bryce. “And his experience hanging out with us, at practices and going to shows. It’s an interesting insight into what happened here.” The book paints a bleak, nihilistic portrait of early punks, but between the intense violence (someone stabbed in the face and throat with scissors!), there are detailed and, based on my interviews, pretty accurate depictions of early punk shows, poorly attended and poorly played. While not quite a roman à clef of the Winnipeg scene, ultimately, the book is a compelling vision of rebellious youth striking out at dominant culture, and then looking for a place inside of it. 

			In it, a band called Snuff Flix, modelled after Bryce and Discharge, plays a show at a small community hall. Tudor’s description of the show matches the popular opinion of the early U of M gig: “The sound was astonishing. Its very crudity inspired awe.” Snuff Flix barely finish two songs before storming offstage, applauded by their fanbase of a half-dozen friends. Later, the band performs with a pub rock–era new-wave group called Captain Flash and the Instamatics. The band had all the credit and notoriety for being the most interesting local band of their time, but when punk rock exploded, all their younger fans formed bands, leaving Cap Flash feeling like a “half-accepted, half-tolerated anachronism.” The description rings with the same dismissive tone used by some of the hardcore-era punks I spoke to about Popular Mechanix, a band that never quite fit with the new fashion of punk. Pop Mex had been too left-field during the reign of The Bar Band, and when punk ushered in a new breed of stripped-down rock and roll, they were too pro to kick it with the kids. Bryce’s own musical proficiency and frustrations with the increased uniformity of the punk scene eventually led him down a stranger musical road, as well.

			“I wanted to do something that was more funky,” says Bryce. “I was into R&B and soul, along with the punk stuff.” The result was Dub Rifles, a genre-busting mix of Stax and Sire Records featuring a full horn section along with the traditional guitar, bass, and drums. The band didn’t record until 1982, and the resulting EP, No Town, No Country is extremely difficult to track down. When I finally found a copy, I was truly impressed. Its mix of disparate elements wouldn’t have been out of place on Sandinista! or Armed Forces, and it speaks to the genuine breadth of Bryce’s musical vision, however unappreciated it was at the time.

			“We required a little wider taste, and we found it hard to fit into that scene,” he says. “Plus, we did a lot of drugs.” 

			Like Dub Rifles, Popular Mechanix often found themselves outside of the punk scene, despite their integral role in opening Winnipeg up to original music that didn’t involve a blues scale. Most of their songs have been lost to time, despite producing two full-length records in the late ’70s and early ’80s and gaining some high-profile fans in Southern Ontario. By all accounts, though, those records, with thin production and emphasis on dated keyboard sounds and effects, don’t even come close to capturing the energy and power of the band’s live show. And really, it’s no surprise that they had trouble finding an engineer familiar with their sonic references in 1979 Winnipeg.

			“The engineers kept saying, ‘Do you do anything slower?’” say Pop Mex drummer Greg Gardner. “We had to say, ‘No, don’t worry, this is how it’s supposed to sound.’ I think they were just happy to have a band in their studio giving them some business, even if we were definitely a little weirder than people were used to. They were recording stuff that sounded like the Eagles, folk music. And suddenly you have this fast music with crazy lyrics to contend with.”

			The results, a self-titled record and its follow-up, Western World, both show promise, with a sound that occasionally comes off like a more kitsch incarnation of the Police’s debut Outlandos d’Amour. When the songs hit, though, they most definitely indicate a band that was at the top of their songwriting game, honed by years on the road between Vancouver and the Maritimes, trying to make ends meet as a full-time band, despite the endless financial roadblocks.

			“It was not at all glorious. It was not at all comfortable,” says Gardner. “You’re making phone calls along the way to see if you can find somewhere to stay, you’re trying to figure out how to pay for gas. But for some reason, because of your age, because of the thrill of it, it didn’t bother us.” Early in the ’80s, the band even attempted to move themselves to Toronto, ultimately finding the bigger city just as impossible to survive in as their hometown. While they earned the respect of local heroes Teenage Head, who invited the band to open for them for a few days in Southern Ontario, they continued to have trouble getting regular gigs in a city where they were perpetually viewed as outsiders, as “The Winnipeg Guys.”

			“We all had girlfriends who were helping us pay the rent, so we were lucky with that,” says Gardner. “In Winnipeg, you could get by. It was harder in Toronto. At one point, Stu and I both flew back to Winnipeg. I grabbed a box of records, he grabbed a box of comics, and we flew back to Toronto and sold them all. We made enough money to live for another couple of months.” When their comics money ran out, they headed home. “We just didn’t know how to make enough money to put the album out and tour. When we came back from Toronto, we had 17 cents between us after we filled up with gas. That’s how broke we were. We carried on for another year or so.”

			Despite their earnest attempts at turning their new wave hobby into a viable career, they never took themselves too seriously — another important part of their local legacy. They still treated the business of being in a band like a genuine art, an approach that continued with Bryce and Discharge, a band that would closely align themselves with Winnipeg’s avant-garde art community. Gardner remembers one particularly weird performance — one that’s hard to imagine any serious band attempting today.

			“One night we were late, and we had just grabbed some food,” he says. “So we set up a table on the stage and just ate our food for the first set. I think people even applauded.”

			The Psychiatrists were Winnipeg’s outsider art-punks. As one of the U of M performers, they hold a vital place in ’Peg Punk History. The only member of the band still on the radar works in the guitar section of a major music store in Toronto; I tracked him down on a particularly horrific winter day, hoping that a query from someone 20 years his junior about his teenage “meat throwing” punk band wouldn’t be the kind of creepy grounds to get me a lifetime ban at the store. He initially seemed caustiously enthusiastic about talking; he laughed when I brought the band up, and as we discussed Discharge, Lowlife, and Pop Mex, he seemed less disturbed by my enthusiasm and agreed to take my card. He was off to play Beatles covers on a cruise ship for the next three weeks, but would call me when he was back in town. Probably unsurprisingly, I never heard from him. The idea of someone showing up at your place of work when you’re an adult to talk about your high school band that no one has asked you about in three decades is a little too Dickensian for most folks. And that’s fair.

			That leaves Lowlife. While other bands toyed with meat, soul, and Toronto, Lowlife was the truest incarnation of Winnipeg Punk. That they formed the building blocks for Personality Crisis is no surprise; the members of Lowlife embraced the promise and aesthetic of punk more immediately and completely than any of their peers, producing a lone posthumous single that resonates with all the frigid intensity of their hometown and combines a fascination with the picture sleeve singles of early British punk and the extremely pure discovery of the rudiments of writing and performing music. The “Leaders” 7" is easily the best document to come from Winnipeg’s first wave, and while it’s a shame that the band itself wasn’t able to experience the satisfaction of its release before breaking up, they clearly went on to some serious shit. So it’s cool.

			“When you first start playing, you don’t know what the fuck you’re doing,” says Lowlife bassist Richard Duguay. “I remember trying to get my dad to pay for music lessons, going over and taking an aptitude test, and failing. On accordion, of all things. I failed miserably, so my dad wasn’t going to give me lessons. If you want it bad enough, you’ll get it. It’s the punk ethos. I rehearsed a lot, and it’s the natural progression of anything. If you love something and you do it a lot, even in spite of yourself, you’re going to get better.” 

			It’s late when Duguay and I connect, him in Southern California, where he has lived since the dissolution of Personality Crisis. Besides an active solo career, Duguay made a living on the Sunset Strip playing with Serious Rock Dudes like Duff McKagan, the former bass player for Guns N’ Roses. In fact, Duguay’s playing appears on the last GNR record of the ’90s, “The Spaghetti Incident?”, where he plays guitar on the Johnny Thunders cover, “You Can’t Put Your Arms Around a Memory.” Tonight, I can hear Duguay opening and closing a window to smoke, a warm breeze blowing through a night foggy enough that Duguay can’t help but comment on it. “We had nowhere to go but up,” he says succinctly.

			“Lowlife was amazing because they were so incompetent and they just didn’t care,” says Colin Bryce. “I honestly thought it was one of the best things I’ve ever seen.”

			“They were the closest thing to actual punk in Winnipeg,” says Greg Gardner. “They were living off the street. We were all from middle class homes with nothing to complain about, except society in general. They were the real thing.”

			While Lowlife as a unit might have come from a different place than some of their more comfortably middle-class peers, they weren’t without support. Forming in the basement of drummer Mark Halldorson’s family home, the band was often treated to warm cups of tea from Mrs. Halldorson, and despite complaints from the neighbours, always had the support of both parents. It helped them rebuild after their catastrophically shitty performance at their first U of M gig, shuffling vocalists and endlessly practising in the Halldorson homestead.

			“We were the least accomplished, so we progressed the most,” says Duguay. “From the first U of M show to the second, we really — and I don’t want to sound egotistical — blew everyone away. By the third one, we headlined.” In retrospect, it’s easy to see why early punk fans in Winnipeg gravitated toward Lowlife so immediately; Winnipeg was a hardcore town. When the first strains of the new wave of aggressive punk hit Manitoba, something about it clicked in a way punk hadn’t; it was music built for a once-thriving city that still hadn’t recovered from the collapse of the agricultural industry in the ’30s, a city whose climate was literally deadly, a city profoundly separate from the rest of the country. “The only goal was to put out a 45,” he says. “Once you do that, you want to do an album, and you want to tour. But at that point, it was just about Winnipeg. At that time, there were no other scenes going on that we even knew about. I mean we knew about London and New York and Vancouver, but you’re so isolated in your little cocoon. You just keep moving forward as best you can.” Lowlife bridged the first wave of punk with the invasion of hardcore, and continued to break down the barriers that used to stand between punk bands and pub rock–addicted local bars.

			“Eventually, we started playing in bars with the cover bands,” says Duguay. “I guess they thought we were cute. It was a clash of cultures for sure, but it was cool.” Their profile getting bigger with every show, the band finally decided it was time to record. Fate led them to meet a local record store clerk named Mitch Funk, who saw fit to immediately offer the band a whack of cash to press a single. But as with most teenage bands, Lowlife was not long for this Earth. Tensions between the band members were at a boiling point; even the song “Leaders” reflects their fractious nature. Written by Duguay, it seems to skewer fascism and authority. It’s actually about the band’s singer. He never knew. But when a late-night of assembling sleeves for the new records ended with Duguay perched atop the guy’s chest, ready to pound the living shit out of him, everyone knew the band was over.

			“Bands like the Nostrils were just starting,” he says. “The first wave of Winnipeg punk bands were influenced by New York and London. The second wave, which was bands like the Unwanted, Stretch Marks, the Nostrils, were influenced by west coast hardcore. That really changed punk rock in Winnipeg.”

			“Lowlife was pretty sloppy, but I loved them,” recalls Bruce Hallett, founding member of the Nostrils. Hallett had been at every early Winnipeg punk show, but he was too young to get his own project off the ground. It was 1979 before he owned a guitar, teaching himself by practising endlessly to the first Ramones record. He liked the sound, but he knew he liked the speed of new bands coming from the west coast even better. As he met like-minded musicians, the Nostrils slowly coalesced around Hallett’s voice and persistent desire for uncontrolled sonic velocity. “We started playing faster and faster and faster,” he says. “We weren’t tight or anything, but we were faster than anybody else.”

			“The Nostrils were great,” says Chris Walter. “They never made it big. Bruce was a twisted genius.” Walter wasn’t born in Winnipeg, but he grew up here, and his experiences in the hardcore scene have defined his career; as the creator of tenacious, semi-autobiographical works of fiction that detail his life as a punk, a drug addict, and a genuinely smart guy slumming through some of the country’s worst bars and alleys. Lately, he’s turned to band biographies, a subject that suits his aggressive style and plays to his profound knowledge of the country’s punk past.

			Walter cuts a truly imposing figure; he’s huge, and if you’ve ever read his books, you know he can seriously fucking fight. And about 70% of his head is covered by a single massive tattoo. All of this makes my initial contact with him — and the discovery that he is a thoughtful, kind guy with a distinct Canuck accent — all the more surprisingly pleasant. Walter toured with the Nostrils, started his first band under their tutelage, and lived in their house, the infamous House of Noz. 

			“It was our first time living away from home,” says Hallett. “We had no idea how to live, and it was scuzzy. The basement was a hole. We’d have shows, have parties, people would break beer bottles on the floor. There’s no two ways about it — it was disgusting.” And it was in that hole that Walter formed the Vacant Lot, a band whose contribution to the Winnipeg hardcore scene seems to have been more visual than anything else. Walter recalls one of their more theatrical shows with a palpable sense of pride.

			“We had a Ted Nugent poster glued to a piece of plywood, and it stood with us onstage,” he says. “I took a circular saw and chopped the Ted Nugent stand up into pieces. This was after sawing off the microphone by mistake, so we had no sound at all. I was just screaming my lungs out. All our props failed. We had a stuffed dummy with all this blood in his head and neck, and I cut off his head with a machete. But the blood bag had slid down into the chest cavity. So I grabbed it and threw it on the dance floor, but it still didn’t break. Finally, a friend of ours broke it open. Then she started throwing it at us, and there was this smell that was just awful. That’s when I realized she was throwing cat shit and rotten spaghetti at us.”

			It was amidst the feces and food that more and more bands sprang up, forming an active scene that rivalled any other in Canada, all documented by Walter’s own Pages of Rage zine. One of the most popular bands of the era was the Stretch Marks, who vied with the Nostrils for the scene’s top spot, eventually ascending when the Nostrils broke up (for the first time, anyway). Like the Nostrils, the Stretch Marks were headquartered in a band house that also hosted shows, a second-floor apartment called the Stretch Pad. During the first few years of Winnipeg punk, the apartment was known as the Spud Club (where the Nostrils played their first show on New Year’s Eve, 1979). While no one seems sure who rented it, it acted as the city’s first DIY venue, doubling as a crash pad when shows went late. It should come as no irony-drenched surprise the area is now home to Portage Place, a massive indoor shopping mall in the centre of downtown Winnipeg.

			“I hadn’t ever been to the Spud Club,” says Mark Langtry, the band’s bassist and the final addition to the group. “That was before my time, in the late ’70s. I hadn’t found out about that sort of stuff yet. I was looking for something, but it wasn’t advertised. You had to be in the know to find out where anything was. It was an underground scene back then.” The Stretch Marks would be instrumental in bringing bigger touring acts through Winnipeg, helping open up the underground to an even greater number of smart, disenfranchised kids looking for something more. Minor Threat, Vice Squad, Social Distortion, and Youth Brigade were just some of the bands the Stretch Marks connected with to help put Winnipeg on the map.

			“I saw the Stretch Marks before they had ever played any live shows,” says Chris Walter. “I ran into the singer in the street and he invited me over to have some beers. When I got there, all the other members were there, and they actually looked kind of pissed that he had brought someone back. But they played a set, and I was blown away by how original and tight they were. They were my favourite band right away.” The band’s relationship with Youth Brigade helped them when they were finally ready to tour; finding a welcoming new home in Los Angeles, the band eventually signed to BYO Records, owned and operated by Youth Brigade’s Stern brothers. Not distracted or made complacent by their American record deal, the band continued their assault on the rest of Manitoba when not touring the States with bands like Social D and Channel 3.

			“We did something called the Portage la Prairie Rock Riot, where a bunch of bands from Winnipeg went to Portage la Prairie, which is about an hour away,” says Langtry. “We played this big hall, and it was packed. We had a great time, but the cops came and shut it down. Then at the hotel, Chris Walter and I were staying in two different rooms, and somehow our rooms became adjoined. I don’t know how that happened . . . It made it to the front page of the paper there. Something like, ‘Punk rockers invade Portage la Prairie, destroying the place.’”

			When Lowlife broke up, the members split in different directions. The most important direction pointed toward a band called Le Kille, which featured Mitch Funk, the clerk who paid for the unreleased Lowlife single, as the vocalist. The band was weird — weird in a city that thrived on weird, and didn’t impress easily anymore. Based out of the House of Beep, the band flipped through members until something clicked. By 1980, they had changed their name to Personality Crisis and counted former Lowlife members Richard Duguay and Mark Halldorson amongst their ranks.

			“Le Kille didn’t know how to play,” says Walter. “They just kept changing members, and finally they put together a really tight unit that was just amazing. They would come onstage, and it would be all black. And then boom. It would be like a bomb going off. It was such an experience. When they started playing, you really got the impression that anything could happen. They made AC/DC look like wimps. You thought that if everyone else could hear them, they would be the most popular band in the world.”

			Personality Crisis never became the most popular band in the world, and their lone full-length, Creatures for Awhile, doesn’t capture the Angus Young–crushing intensity of their live show. Despite this, it’s still the most powerful record of its era. Personality Crisis would go on to build their legend around the world, and on the stage’s Winnipeg’s Royal Albert Hall, a venue they helped to define through the ’80s. Even if history doesn’t hold them up alongside Black Flag and Dead Kennedys, there’s little doubt amongst those who saw them during their peak that that’s where they belong. And none of it would have been possible without the first tentative steps of Popular Mechanix, and the three-pronged, utterly chaotic attack of Lowlife, the Psychiatrists, and Discharge.

			“It’s nice to see bands that came as a result of the early days here,” says Bryce. “The Weakerthans, Greg MacPherson, Propagandhi. Those guys came out of here, and they’re doing really good. It’s satisfying to know that if it wasn’t for us doing these shows, playing punk rock . . .” There is a long pause. “I do think it mattered. This is such an isolated place. We eat our own. So it really matters what happens here.”

		


	


	

		
			PHOTOGRAPHS FROM MARS
THE DIODES AND THE CRASH ‘N’ BURN
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			The Diodes [© Ralph Alfonso]

		

		
			January 22, 1999, 5:30 p.m. EST

			The Diodes are onstage together for the first time since 1980. The audience isn’t the cramped basement of their old local haunt, the Crash ’n’ Burn, and it’s not the packed crowds of their final American tour with U2. It’s the soundstage for Open Mike with Mike Bullard, a Canadian late-night talk show that tapes in the back of Wayne Gretzky’s Restaurant in the heart of Toronto’s theatre district (at 99 Blue Jays Way, natch). The band drives through the opening riff of “Tired of Waking Up Tired,” and their image will be broadcast across the country, doing for the band in three minutes what three years of driving back and forth from coast to coast couldn’t quite accomplish. The appearance, planned to promote a new best-of collection being released by the band’s former record label, is a reminder of the power of the Diodes, and of “Tired of Waking Up Tired.” In another life, it’s a song that would be a new generation’s “Four Strong Winds” or “Acadian Driftwood.” And for tonight, with hundreds of thousands of people watching, it will be. 

			Standing where the Crash ’n’ Burn once was, you would have no idea how close a shitty Toronto basement came to touching the iconic greatness of legendary American punk clubs like CBGB and Mabuhay Gardens. Here at 15 Duncan Street, in the heart of what is now a neighbourhood full of chain stores and sleazy, overpriced dance clubs, a small community of like-minded kids came together in the summer of 1977, filled a bathtub with some ice and some beer, and created something previously unseen on Toronto’s muted cultural landscape. It might not have the cool-kid cachet of late ’60s Michigan or mid-’70s New York, but Toronto possessed a thriving, self-supported punk scene that the Diodes, along with their manager Ralph Alfonso, helped to nurture with the help of a few friends and some unnaturally understanding landlords.

			On September 24, 1976, the Ramones played their first show in Toronto at the New Yorker Theatre. “It was like the legendary story of how they came into a town and everyone who saw their show started a band,” says Ralph Alfonso, the Diodes’ close friend and future manager. “And it’s true.” As the explosive growth of punk in Toronto that followed demonstrates, those classic rock and roll clichés are always based on a kernel of truth. 

			“The first punk show I saw was the Ramones at the New Yorker,” says Diodes vocalist Paul Robinson. “I think everyone who started a band was there.” John Catto, the Diodes’ guitarist, reiterates, “That gig was important to everyone.” Along with the rest of Toronto’s fringe youth, Catto and Robinson left the New Yorker on Yonge Street that fall night with a completely flipped understanding of what a band could be and the desire to engage with a new cultural revolution. 

			Toronto in the 1970s couldn’t have been less like the grimy, exciting metropolis of New York City, or the glitzy, scary sprawl of Los Angeles. Most of Toronto was still a flat, cultureless bastion of Victorian morality, known as “Toronto the Good” and ruled by prohibition-era liquor laws. Which is to say that, beyond a few bars scattered throughout the downtown core, there was no nightlife. No patios. No club district. And no fun. As a result, Toronto’s first few punks all seemed to emerge from the already-alternative media labs and classrooms of the Ontario College of Art and the closest bar, Queen Street’s Beverley Tavern. 

			John Catto and Paul Robinson, both university students, had initially met at a party, their mutual enthusiasm for the original music emerging from New York drawing them together. The pair also made fast and fortunate friends with fellow punk and OCA student council president John Armstrong. Armstrong, later of the Concordes, had seen the Talking Heads at their first Toronto show when the band had only a few demos to their name, and, as student council president, he offered to bring them back to Toronto for a show at a small gallery the following January. 

			“The Diodes weren’t really a band yet. They were just some jam band that played in the basement of OCA somewhere,” says Alfonso. “Their whole purpose of being was to open for the Talking Heads at OCA. That was the extent of their life as a band as they saw it.” Catto addresses the band’s intentions point-blank: “We booked the Talking Heads into OCA so we could open for them.” The band already had seven or eight original songs, and by all accounts their debut show went well enough for them to continue what they were doing. At this point consisting of Catto and Robinson, along with drummer Bent Rasmussen and bassist David Clarkson, the band made their first tentative steps to engage with the scant few musicians also writing original music in bar band–dominated Toronto. Their second show was billed as the “3-D Show,” featuring pre-punk innovators the Dishes and the Doncasters at another OCA gallery. The real trouble came in finding a willing venue when the time finally arrived to move things beyond the walls of the insular arts college scene.

			“The next gig we did was at the Colonial Underground. That was a disaster which ended in a riot,” says Robinson, matter-of-factly. “We were downstairs in a place called the Colonial Tavern on Yonge Street. Long John Baldry was playing upstairs, and I think that what happened was that he was doing an acoustic set, and we were very loud downstairs. The bouncers came downstairs and asked us to turn down. We didn’t, and they pulled the plug, and the whole placedturned into mayhem, with bouncers hitting people in the head with pool cues. It was a mad, mad way to play your third gig. Pretty much every venue in Toronto from then on banned punk bands.” A few months later, two Colonial employees were charged with assault during a particularly rambunctious Teenage Head show.

			Riots weren’t unique to Toronto, and venues across North America were frequently afraid of inviting the fans and potential police attention implied by hosting a punk show. While it became popular to claim that every show with a spat of violence ended in a “full-blown riot” (see: every chapter in this book), there were times when the violence associated with punk, whether in the Colonial Underground or the streets of Los Angeles, was a very real concern. The Diodes experienced both. 

			“We were playing with the Circle Jerks, and that broke up into a riot that actually made the wire services across the world,” says Robinson. “My parents read about it. It was really scary. They thought it was really odd.” The story starts typically — an exuberant crowd takes to the stage while the band is playing, and, defending their equipment, that band takes action. 

			“It had very little to do with us,” continues Robinson. “There were some really crazy people trying to get onstage and knock over our equipment, and John hit someone over the head with a guitar, then a bouncer threw some guy down the stairs, and then some more people tried to get to our equipment. The whole place exploded, and we just grabbed our stuff, loaded up our van, and got out of there. They ended up on a rampage, all these L.A. punks smashing every plate-glass window within a few blocks of the venue. It was crazy.” 

			While cities like Los Angeles and New York were lucky enough to have a few oddballs with a bar and an interest in supporting what they saw as a new, exciting creative movement, there wasn’t anyone or anywhere like that in Toronto, save for the New Yorker promoter team of Gary Topp and Gary Cormier (or, the Garys), who had brought the Ramones to town but had yet to take over the Horseshoe Tavern. “They didn’t book punk bands anywhere,” says Robinson. “Which is why we started our own club.” 

			“We had this big building on Duncan Street,” explains Bruce Eves, co-founder of the Centre for Experimental Art and Communication. “CEAC was on the top floor, and the two middle floors were rented out. The basement was vacant. The guys from the Diodes approached us and proposed this project, and we said, ‘Sure, go ahead.’” What started as a practice space quickly morphed into something much more in the minds of a few punks with nowhere to call their own; along with their manager Ralph Alfonso, the band started to dream a lot bigger. 

			“CEAC was this weird, radical arts group,” explains Catto. “Real cutting-edge performance art, early European kind of thing where people would go onstage and cut their fingers off. Really out there.” The band had initially teamed up with the group through Catto and his studies at OCA, with the Diodes acting as musical accompaniment for spoken word performance art, hammering a few chords once a week in exchange for a free place to rehearse. “Then they went off to Europe for the summer, leaving us with the keys,” laughs Robinson. “We opened up this club without telling them.” Sneaking into lumber yards at night, the band built a primitive stage at the back of the room, erecting a bar using discarded doors and tracking down a bathtub to function as a beer fridge. When they got word that Californian power-pop trio the Nerves (the guys behind “Hanging on the Telephone,” later re-recorded and turned into an international superhit by Blondie) were in need of a Toronto date on their current North American tour, they got in touch with the band and put out the word that they would be hosting their first show. The Crash ’n’ Burn survived on a week-to-week basis using special events liquor permits for weddings and stag parties, and was born on that night in the summer of 1977. 

			“The beauty of it was that it was a social vortex for us. A place where like-minded people could get together,” says Alfonso. “It was barely a venue. It was a rec room. From the initial inner crowd of people that knew each other, you had new people coming in and making friends and expanding it and expanding it.” Now featuring longtime friend and former Zoom member John Hamilton on drums and Ian Mackay on bass, the Diodes were as solid as they had ever been, and after the first night with the Nerves and the Diodes, word quickly spread through the new (and very limited) punk touring circuit that the Crash ’n’ Burn was worth the trek to Toronto. The Dead Boys played two legendary nights in the building’s dank basement, and the Ramones showed up one night after their own gig just to take in a performance from the Diodes and fellow Toronto legends the Viletones. 

			“I saw the Dead Boys at the Crash ’n’ Burn that summer,” says Cleave Anderson, a founding member of Blue Rodeo and drummer for multiple first-wave Toronto punk bands including the Battered Wives, who once opened for Elvis Costello across Canada, and the vastly underrated Tyranna. “Stiv [Bators, the Dead Boys’ lead singer] was all over the place. They played one set. Ten songs, bang-bang-bang-bang. Fifteen to twenty minutes long. I guess they had to play two sets, and after standing around for not too long, they came back out and played the exact same set over again. The exact same set, top to bottom. I didn’t care. I loved those songs.” 

			Even with a more understanding behind-the-scenes team than the average Toronto watering hole, Alfonso, who acted as the venue’s de facto manager, didn’t always have the easiest time handling the clientele. “There was one night this guy who was on parole came down and smashed his way through the front door of the building, which is not the door you came in on,” he recalls. “You were supposed to come in through the side. And I was like, ‘Well, what did you do that for?’ And he’s like, ‘It’s punk man, hey!’ So I chased him all the way to the Rex [an old jazz club several blocks away] and got him arrested. I started to see all these hooligans coming out. People started thinking you could do whatever you wanted. I remember one night Goddo was there, smashing his glass on the floor, and I’m like, ‘What are you doing that for?!’ ‘It’s punk, man!’ And I go, ‘No, it’s not. Now I have to clean this up.’” Greg Godovitz, an icon of Canuck rock and roll in the ’70s and future classic rock radio host, wasn’t the only guy trashing the Crash ’n’ Burn when it wasn’t entirely necessary; a recurring character at the club — and future roadie for the Ugly — was a fellow by the name of Johnny Garbagecan, christened as such after making his first appearance at the venue by throwing a full trashcan into the room for no particular reason. “This one night, after we threw Johnny Garbagecan out, I’m upstairs counting the money and I hear someone just getting the shit beaten out of them,” say Alfonso. “And I’m like, ‘Wow, what the hell is going on?’ The next morning I go out, and there’s pieces of skin on the wall. It turns out Johnny had tried to pick up someone’s girl and just got the bejesus beaten out of him. There’s only so much you can do to scrape that off.” 

			Despite its importance to the local scene and growing popularity with New York punks, the Crash ’n’ Burn was winding down by the summer’s end, an unsustainable business undone by its own infamy. “CEAC’s income came from renting out the middle floor to the Liberal Party of Ontario,” Alfonso says. “These guys are pretty cool until you start coming in on Mondays and everything reeks of beer and there’s pee in the alley. I think the blood and skin might have been the last straw.” The band and its manager were, not surprisingly, politely asked to move along. While the loss of the Crash ’n’ Burn stung, its success had proved to bar owners in Toronto that punk could be viable, even when it was dangerous. 

			“I think it was a mistake to close it,” recalls CEAC’s Bruce Eves. “I know it’s hard to imagine what that neighbourhood was like 20 years ago, but there was nothing there. No SkyDome, no nightclubs, nothing. It was the only thing alive for blocks. No restaurants. No bars. Nothing. When they were doing the venue, it was real lively. When out of town bands came in, it was always really exciting. It was the first time a lot of the New York bands ever came outside of their city.” But the venue did open up new opportunities; in the same way that their west coast contemporaries would later benefit from their proximity to the Los Angeles scene, Toronto suddenly had an open invitation to visit punk’s ground zero, CBGB in New York City.

			“I can remember standing outside the Crash ’n’ Burn discussing this while Teenage Head was playing,” laughs Catto. “Everyone headed down on a week’s notice — Teenage Head, the Viletones, the Curse, us, and the Dents. Most of us stayed around the corner from CBGB. Julia [Bourque] from the Curse had a friend who went to the Nova Scotia College of Art, who had a loft in New York. It was just a big floor. This open-plan loft, literally right around the corner from CBGB. Right in the middle of the Bowery.” 

			“We got into John’s beaten-up old car that had the windscreen in the back smashed out,” recalls Robinson. “We got a flat tire and had to get the car towed to New York. I don’t know how we got there. But everybody was there. All of these people we had read about. Blondie, the Ramones, the Dead Boys. Everybody came to see us. It really was an event.” The Torontonian takeover of New York lasted three nights, and included headlining sets from the Cramps each night. And it was a takeover — even the Toronto Star, in a feature about the city’s underground clubs, noted that the Crash ’n’ Burn didn’t host a show that weekend because everyone was in New York. 

			“When you walk into CBGB, it’s like Rock Scene magazine come to life,” says Alfonso. “There’s Seymour Stein sitting right there. Sylvain Sylvain is walking around. There’s Richard Hell! It was so friendly it was unbelievable.” The Diodes returned to Toronto and almost immediately found themselves being courted by CBS Records; at a time when no band in town could even get the time of day from a major label, the band’s hard work really seemed to be paying off.

			“Literally the day after the Crash ’n’ Burn closed, CBS asked to hear some demos,” says Catto. “We didn’t have any, so we went into a practice space with Dave Stone and recorded four songs, just bang-bang-bang. Just throw up a mic.” Those hastily recorded demos were enough, and almost immediately, the band found themselves in the studio recording the first Diodes record in September 1977. Alongside producer Bob Gallo, the man who discovered Elvis Costello and whose credits also include an early KISS demo, the band tracked 12 songs live off the floor at Manta Sound in Toronto in just two weeks.

			The Diodes was released in October 1977, and its first single, a cover of the Cyrkle’s “Red Rubber Ball,” reached 96 on the Canadian singles chart. The Pig Paper, the Toronto punk scene’s first dedicated magazine, called the band “top contenders for the title of First Canadian International Punk Sensations.” Anxious to make good on that promise and emulate the success of their American punk idols, the band immediately hit the road to support the album.

			“We toured with the Ramones. We played all over the States and Canada. Then all of a sudden, we were playing the El Mocambo [an upscale Toronto rock club], which never would have given us the time of day,” says Robinson. “We were the first punk band to play there.” 

			“There was a great gig we played in Chicago with the Ramones and the Runaways, and we got an encore, which was amazing,” says Alfonso. “But our road manager got all our gear stolen, so that kind of deflated that one. It was classic — he picks up this girl, goes to her place with the van that all our stuff is in, and I guess it was all a set up. I remember he comes back to the hotel and knocks on the door to tell us all the gear was gone. I told him he was paying for it.” Despite positive fan and critical reception, the band was already feeling disconnected from their label, CBS; swept up in the punk fever that followed the Clash’s massive commercial success in the U.K., no one at the label seemed to have any genuine interest in, or understanding of, the Diodes. 

			“We had our big debut at Max’s Kansas City, and it was great,” recalls Alfonso. “All the guys from CBS New York were there, and the Diodes went way over the top. Then we got the word back that we weren’t punk enough or something. Then we got word from CBS Canada that they wanted us to go down to the National Lampoon office and protest this satire they had done on Canada. We were like, ‘No, that’s not what they do.’ And they were like, ‘Okay, well, we’ve got these guys doing a “Save the Whales” campaign, why don’t you go down and do a “Kill the Whales” campaign? Stir it up?’ As soon as we started saying no to all that, I think they felt like, ‘I thought we had a punk band we could fulfill all our punk fantasies with! What’s this?’”

			Their American tour also included the live debut of a new song, “Tired of Waking Up Tired,” in Boston; Alfonso and the band all recall the song eliciting an immediate reaction that felt decidedly different from the rest of the band’s catalogue. They were right: the song would go on to become an understated classic of the Canadian rock and roll canon, regularly featured on best-of lists and making an appearance in Bruce McDonald’s classic piece of punk road cinema, Hard Core Logo. Recorded in 1978 for the Diodes’ second full-length, the song was never released by CBS. The band was dropped just before Christmas 1978, their record shelved indefinitely.

			“The label had a lot of missed opportunities, and they completely ripped us off,” says Robinson. “They sold 30,000 albums in America and we never saw anything. They were exporting things left, right, and centre. There was a huge scandal about it in the ’90s when this all came out, but we never got compensated. We probably would have got a gold album. But we never did.”

			The international impact of the band, on the strength of the “Tired” single, is still ringing in the ears of a worldwide fanbase. The Diodes are the lone Canadian band featured in Jon Savage’s definitive history of the British punk movement, England’s Dreaming. In 2010, an Italian label, Rave Up Records, released a Diodes live album, Time/Damage. And when I meet up with the Rheostatics’ Dave Bidini to talk about his impressions of the early punk scene, he recounts a particularly memorable night in China, wandering the streets drunk at the end of a short tour.

			“As we were coming back to our hotel, we saw this record store down an alley that was still open at four in the morning,” he says. “There were sofas, and the first thing I saw was a beer fridge. I cracked a beer, and I went to the racks of CDs. The first thing I pulled out was the best of the Diodes. We played them ‘Tired of Waking Up Tired,’ and tried to explain to them all about this band. It’s such a great rock song.” Bidini’s enthusiastic tale of trying to break the language barrier between him and the shop’s Chinese clerks speaks volumes of the Diodes’ status well outside of Canada’s borders.

			“According to CBS, we never sold a single import copy,” laughs Catto. “Even though we’d go into the office in New York and they’d be waving charts in our face saying, ‘You’re our number two import! Just behind the Clash.’”

			The band split in different directions, with Robinson taking off to New York to rethink his role in the group. In the meantime, “Red Rubber Ball” was included on a CBS compilation and began garnering substantial radio play stateside. The label scrambled to release the shelved second full-length, Released, and attempted to re-sign the band. Having had enough of the major label ringer, the band did the punk thing and politely told them to go fuck themselves.

			Working independently again, in 1980 the Diodes recorded their third and final full-length, Action Reaction, clocking long hours on the road opening for Split Enz and, most impressively, U2 on their Boy tour. But the fire was gone.

			“We were completely wasted on the road,” recalls Robinson. “Completely what you think of a rock ’n’ roll band. Lots of drinking too much. We were into speed and things that woke you up. I used to sleep on top of the speakers in the van with no seatbelt. I’m lucky to be alive,” he laughs. “I’ve said to my kids, ‘If you ever want to know anything about drugs, just ask me. I’ll tell you what’s good and what’s bad.’”

			“You’re limited by your country,” recalls Alfonso, speaking specifically of the final U2 tour. “It’s not like England, where every minor accomplishment is trumpeted by somebody. You’re in Canada. Nothing happens. We had always known that we were doing the right thing in the wrong country. Time had worn us out.” Alfonso himself conducted a telling interview with the band for the first issue of Shades in 1978.

			Shades: How do you think people will react to a Canadian punk band?

			Hamilton: Just don’t tell them you’re a Canadian band and you might get away with it.

			Robinson and Catto ended up moving to England in an attempt to reignite their flagging musical fortunes, but, according to Robinson, “nothing really came of it,” although Catto would spend some time in a post–Seona Dancing, pre–The Office band with Ricky Gervais. Alfonso had started a job at Attic Records and continued to plug away at the business side of the Canadian music industry, while the rest of the Diodes moved on to new projects. Unceremoniously, the band was done. The Diodes didn’t play together again until 1999, reuniting for a single appearance on The Mike Bullard Show to promote a Sony reissue of their CBS-era material, including “Tired of Waking Up Tired.” Recently, the band’s classic lineup of Robinson, Catto, Hamilton, and Mackay began touring Canada and Europe, with plans to record new material in the future. 

			“Apparently, Nirvana liked us,” says Robinson. “Bob Mould really likes us, as well. Dave Grohl loves the Toronto scene. The right people like us. We were a pretty small scene, and the people who are important really liked us. Maybe we’ve been sidelined because we haven’t had huge commercial success, but I think we’re respected.”

			Alfonso, perhaps most succinctly, sees the band’s legacy with the clear insight of an old friend. “I think one of the reasons why the Diodes managed to translate so well is because people sensed that there was some intelligence in what they were doing,” he says. “It wasn’t just another paint-by-numbers punk band. We didn’t come later. We were actually there at beginning, when it was still possible to forge your identity.”

		


	


	

		
		WAITING FOR THE REAL THING
THE POINTED STICKS AND FUCK BANDS
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			The Pointed Sticks [© bev davies]

		

		
			November 29, 1979, 1:00 a.m. PST

			Hours late and preceded by two massive brawls and a fiery performance from Victoria all-girl punks the Dishrags, Dennis Hopper has finally arrived at the rented hall currently serving as the set for Out of the Blue, his Vancouver-based neorealistic exploration of family, drugs, and Elvis Presley. When the Pointed Sticks finally take the stage in front of 500-plus delirious and thoroughly drunk extras drawn by a last-minute radio campaign offering a “well-known local punk band playing a free gig” and driven into a frenzy by a long wait in the cold and an even longer wait inside, the room explodes. Cebe, the film’s 15-year-old protagonist, wanders through the staged concert while very real violence explodes around her; she ends the show standing at the back of the stage while the Sticks rip through an encore of “Somebody’s Mom,” a tightly wound slice of power-pop that rips like a technically minded Canuck Ramones. By the song’s end, Ken “Dimwit” Montgomery, the band’s drummer and a pillar of the Vancouver scene, has traded off his sticks to the ecstatic teenager, who loosely pounds her way through the song’s final 15 seconds. In Vancouver, the party spills out into the night; onscreen, we cut to a devastating car crash, as a semi slams into the side of school bus.

			“We just wanted to be a part of the excitement. There was a lot of really bad music, and punk came and swept that away. The ethos was that anyone could do it, and we thought, ‘If anyone can do it, why not us?’” Pointed Sticks vocalist Nick Jones is sitting in the brightly lit front room of Toronto’s legendary Horseshoe Tavern, a few hours away from his band’s first show in the Ontario capital since 1980, and almost a full 30 years since their performance in Hopper’s acclaimed film. The Sticks have just returned from a hugely successful reunion tour of Japan, where, in their absence, the band has grown into a full-fledged collector phenomenon; in fact, they are on the verge of releasing their first piece of new music since their break-up, the very appropriately titled single “My Japanese Fan.” In Toronto, they’re running the interview gauntlet with a set of journos who don’t look a day older than the band’s final full-length, a testament to the lasting power of the vibrantly original power-pop they churned out for their four years as a band. And in a few days, they’re headed over the border to play in New York City for the first time in their career. A few years later, the Pointed Sticks will complete their reunion with the release of their first album of original songs in 29 years, Three Lefts Make a Right. Full of nuanced, mature pop songs cut with a vintage punk edge, it’s as good as anything in the band’s classic discography. The band is proud, and critics agree. Nick Jones is a happy guy.

			Nick Jones and Bill Napier-Hemy met in the fifth grade. They hit it off immediately. The pair spent all their time together listening to music, showing off their favourite songs to each other, and developing an appreciation for the new wave of popular music emerging at the tail end of the ’70s. Playing in local top 40 bands like Greased Pig and picking up their chops covering King Crimson and David Bowie, the pair made the inevitable discovery of punk together. Through regular pilgrimages to the downtown music stores that sold Melody Maker and other English rock magazines, the pair became devout anglophiles, keenly aware of the musical revolution occurring halfway around the world. They were just waiting for something similar to happen in their own hometown of Vancouver, which seemed hopelessly behind the curve. Unfortunately, Jones himself would miss out on the first flurry of punk activity on the west coast, having dropped out of university and taken off for the motherland in 1977. 

			“When I went to England, the first thing I did was look for all of those bands,” he says. “It was pretty amazing, because Vancouver is a very isolated city. You have to go a long way from Vancouver to get anywhere else. I mean, Seattle is the closest city, but there’s a big border to cross for you to get there, and to get anywhere else in Canada it’s 600 or 700 miles. We’re sort of the Australia of cities.” While Jones was following his anglophile passions through the U.K., Napier-Hemy, inspired by the live debut of Vancouver’s first punk band, the Furies, was joining the new wave of original groups in Vancouver, forming a band with local Beefheart-esque art-weirdo Tim Ray under the moniker Tim Ray and A.V. Says Napier-Hemy of the project, “A lot of the bands were really heavy, and we wanted to do something light, poppy, and fun. Our first gig was just covers. We did ‘Psycho Killer,’ dressed up in plaid seersucker jackets. It was fun, and it was light.” 

			Jones returned to Vancouver in 1978, just as A.V. was winding down. “When I came back, it was a very strange scene because there were only maybe a hundred people that were involved in it, but they were all going to every gig, whether it was an art-rock band or a punk-rock band or an all-girl punk band or a pop-punk band.” He tracked down his old friend Napier-Hemy, and the pair immediately formed a band. They both insist that their songwriting union came about without any real plan or discussion. It just seemed like the logical thing to do, now that punk was in full swing and everyone was starting a band.

			“You don’t have to go to music school and own a satin cape and a big rack of keyboards to be in a band,” recalls Jones. “We just started fishing around, looking to see who else was around. We went through a few different people and eventually settled on Tony and Ian.” Tony Bardach and Ian Tiles were another pair of old friends who met through mutual acquaintances when Bardach visited Tiles’ hometown of Ottawa in 1975.

			“They had a lot of punk rock–type of records, like Iggy Pop, Modern Lovers, Flamin’ Groovies,” says Bardach. “It was just really weird, sitting around listening to these records, feeling like it was smoking dope or smoking cigarettes when you were 10. It was like a secret. That was the real turning point.” A year later, Tiles moved out west, and the pair spent the next few months looking for some kind of “punk thing” happening in Vancouver. It took some searching, but they eventually found their way to a Skulls gig at a local legion hall, where a band named Victorian Pork was headlining.

			Victorian Pork was the Vancouver scene’s first “fuck band.” Formed out of necessity in a scene built around a tiny number of extremely driven individuals, fuck bands were random groupings of musicians from other bands, playing silly songs on instruments they were often wholly unfamiliar with. Fuck bands’ sole purpose was to provide opening acts for the scene’s legit bands, of which there were rarely enough to stage a full show; Victorian Pork’s original lineup comprised mainly of members of Stone Crazy, the pre-D.O.A. rocker outfit, but the band continued to play an active role in the scene after Stone Crazy morphed into the Skulls and lit out for Toronto. 

			“Even if you played once a month for a few months, after that point, people were probably starting to get a little tired of you,” explains Jones. “As a musician, that’s not enough. You want to be playing more than that, so that’s kind of where the fuck band came from. Let’s say D.O.A. is playing the Smiling Buddha on a Friday night. They’d need opening bands. So you put together a band with some of your friends.” Victorian Pork was such a band and along with Rude Norton, they became the longest-running and most popular haphazard legends of early Vancouver. Victorian Pork, in particular, remained active and important during a period in Vancouver punk history that, from the outside, looked pretty dim. The Furies had broken up by mid-’77, the Skulls were halfway across the country, and the Dishrags were still teenagers holed up on Vancouver Island, a lifetime away. But Victorian Pork, led by the charismatic Brad Kent on guitar, kept the flame burning in the halls and correctional facilities of British Columbia, and by 1978, both Tiles and Bardach had been recruited into its morphing ranks.

			“One time we had to perform at Woodland Correctional, or Woodland Rehabilitation Centre, for all the poor retarded and deformed kids,” laughs Bardach. He had been arrested for driving without insurance, and while being processed, was asked by his parole officer what he did for fun. “I told her I played in a band and she said, ‘Oh, we won’t waste you on the loading dock at the Salvation Army, you guys can perform for us!’ I said, ‘Well, what kind of a thing were you thinking of?’ She told me about the Woodland thing. I told her we were a loud punk rock band with huge amplifiers and she said, ‘No, the kids will love it, it’ll be just great.’” The show was a shocking success; while half of the audience immediately left the room when the band started playing, the other half leapt into the air and pogoed non-stop from the very first note. But Bardach came close to violating his parole when he nearly missed the show due to an unpaid parking ticket.

			“I had an old beat-up car, and on the way to the gig, I got pulled over by the Port Moody police and got hauled into their station for not paying a traffic fine in Vancouver,” he laughs. “I was able to talk my way out of it, and I eventually made it to the show.”

			Victorian Pork is just one of many fuck bands immortalized by Bud Luxford Presents, a series of compilations released by Bud Luxford, now extremely rare and auctioned online for hundreds of dollars. The first two volumes, which run the gamut from big-name fucks like Los Radicos Popularos and Rude Norton to virtual unknowns like Sgt. Nick Penis and Tots in Bondage, are hilarious distillations of what made the Vancouver scene so vibrant and unlike any other city.

			Despite the tacit support for even the silliest of punk ventures, Victorian Pork was crumbling by 1978, and Tiles, who had been fronting VP for the last year, was eager to return to his earlier role as a drummer. With Bardach on bass, they provided the ideal rhythm section for Nick Jones and Bill Napier-Hemy’s new project, one that would require the mastery of intense speed, stop-start rhythms, and the nuances of the adventurous early material of bands like the Jam. 

			The band chose power-pop for a simple reason — D.O.A. had the heavy shit on lock. They felt like no one was playing catchy, fast pop songs in the Vancouver scene, and as fans of bands like the Buzzcocks and Ramones, they were ideally suited to provide a lightweight take on the angsty punk sound that was so popular in the city.

			“I saw the Buzzcocks in England, and most people in Canada didn’t really know much about them when I came back,” says Jones. “I was raving about this incredible band who had harmony singing and beautiful melodies but still had that great edge. That was kind of the template that we took, to capture a lighter side of what all the other bands were doing.” The new band quickly learned a few covers and landed their first show opening for D.O.A. and Rabid at the Quadra Club, a lesbian bar that let punk bands have the run of the place every Wednesday night. 

			“We got all dolled up in seersucker suits and made a big piss take out of the whole situation and being in a band, being glamorous, being idols, that whole thing,” laughs Bardach. “We kind of came out with a super bubblegum kind of music that was very tongue in cheek.”

			“We played a few covers and we did one or two songs we had written ourselves,” says Jones. “But all the girls who had been coming out — all seven girls in our little scene at the time, who came to the gigs but didn’t want to get in the front row because they didn’t want to get knocked over or anything — they were in the front row.” Bardach laughs. “Well, people just started buying it right away.”

			The band returned to the shed and honed in on their developing sound, ditching the covers and writing a set of inspired originals that they hoped would continue to appeal to the fairer sex, while offering the aggressive edge that had drawn them to the scene in the first place. This mix of simple “boy meets girl” lyrics and rapid-fire pop-punk instrumentals landed them a competing slot in a Battle of the Bands being staged by the Georgia Straight, the local alternative-weekly. (Jones refers to it as the “hippie rag.”) Held at Vancouver’s legendary live venue, the Commodore Ballroom, first prize was a recording session at Little Mountain Sound with the studio’s overnight guy, an aspiring musician and producer named Bob Rock.

			The band faced some stiff competition. Namely the Subhumans, who were one of the best bands in the city at that time. The others were “dopey,” according to Bardach.

			“They might have won the year before, but punk rock was starting to take over as what was cool, and Pointed Sticks got it easily,” he says. Now the Pointed Sticks were ready to record the first of their cleverly disguised pop songs, producing the “What Do You Want Me To Do” single and inadvertently landing the prestige of the first record to come with the “Produced by Bob Rock” seal of note-perfect approval.

			“We didn’t know him as anybody other than the blond dude at the controls,” says Bardach. “We were just slightly in awe of him, being able to do that, sit there and know what all the buttons did.”

			“That guy has produced multi-platinum records from Metallica and Bon Jovi and millions of other bands selling records all around the world, and the first one was us,” Jones says, laughing. “So, we obviously taught him everything he knows.” 

			After taking little tow-headed Bob Rock to school and giving him the tools he would need to eventually produce albums like Mötley Crüe’s Dr. Feelgood and Metallica’s entire ’90s oeuvre, the band began to play around town more seriously, pushing their new 7" single, made available through local store-cum-label Quintessence Records. It would become the second release for the brand-new label (following a single from Tim Ray and A.V.), the second step in a series of releases that would chronicle almost all the higher-profile bands to emerge from the Vancouver scene, from the Modernettes to the Young Canadians. 

			The single sold briskly along the entire west coast corridor, from Vancouver down to San Diego. It didn’t take long to sell out of the first pressing of 1,000 copies, and the band was spurred to record again, and, for the first time, to try their luck touring outside of British Columbia. They also expanded their sound, recruiting keyboardist Gordon Nicholl from White Rock transplants Active Dog, who brought in fellow AD member Robert Bruce on drums when Ian Tiles split around the same time. The more expansive group recorded the “Real Thing” single in 1979, proving themselves as adept as ever at producing shimmering pop songs through a Buzzcocks-like lens of slashing guitars and, now, the fullness of Nicholl’s keyboard. A vital touring circuit was developing up the west coast, bringing Los Angeles and San Francisco bands like the Avengers and Dead Kennedys to Vancouver, and it allowed bands like the Pointed Sticks a chance to throw in their lot with their American counterparts.

			“Toronto was too far away,” explains Jones. “You could be in Los Angeles in half the time it took you to get to Toronto. There was a good west coast circuit back then. The same kind of circuit happened in the ’60s, for the psychedelic bands from Vancouver like the Collectors and San Fransciso bands like Jefferson Airplane. It was easier for them to come to Vancouver than it was for them to go to New York.” Following in the footsteps of their acid-brained predecessors, the Pointed Sticks continued to build a following on the west coast, growing into one of the biggest names in the vibrant Vancouver punk scene. It was no small feat, considering the raw power of contemporaries like D.O.A. and the Subhumans. And while those bands were often known as raucous shit-disturbers, the Pointed Sticks maintained a cute, clean-cut image, even when they recruited former Subhumans drummer Ken “Dimwit” Montgomery in late 1979, prior to recording the “Lies” single. Beyond his ample abilities as one of the most entertaining drummers from punk’s first wave (not to mention one of the heaviest), Dimwit added a slight trouble-making edge to the Sticks’ perfect image during a radio interview in San Francisco.

			“Gord and Dimwit went on the radio, and the DJ was baiting them, trying to get them to say something controversial. And that’s what they did,” laughs Jones. “They talked about the Grateful Dead and some people took offense to what they said. I don’t know what they were doing listening to that radio station in the first place, but that’s what happened to them.” When Nicholl and Dimwit emerged from the radio station, they found a gang of angry bikers waiting for them; they had to hide inside the station until the bikers grew tired and dispersed. 

			Outside of the odd pissed-off biker, the only blight on the band’s bright future seemed to be their manager, John Owens. Owens’ star client was a classic rocker named Jerry Doucette, who had scored a platinum record in 1977 and opened national tours for the likes of the Doobie Brothers. (His 1979 album The Douce Is Loose, didn’t fare well, for reasons technically unknown but aesthetically obvious.) Ultimately, Owens’ methods weren’t right for a band rooted in the punk ethos of a city like Vancouver, with the manager booking them into local discotheques and failing to understand the scene they had come from. In a 1979 interview with University of British Columbia’s student paper Ubyssey, Bardach was adamant that Owens was setting them up in “the wrong kind of direction,” despite an initial promise to help raise the band’s profile and turn them into contemporary pop stars. 

			“Owens wanted us to borrow $6,000 and go down to Los Angeles, rent a car, and take all these people out to lunch and sell them the band,” he said at the time. Napier-Hemy referred to it as the “bullshit and hype” aspect of the music industry, and the band ultimately parted ways with Owens, instead joining forces with old friend Stephen Macklam, who became, according to some, the “sixth Stick.” The Pointed Sticks were his first management contract, but they would hardly be his last; today, he manages artists like Elvis Costello, Norah Jones, and Joni Mitchell. For the second time in their career, the Pointed Sticks taught a future industry bigshot all he needed to know.

			Besides helping steer the band back in the right direction, Macklam was also crucial to the creation of the Vancouver Complication, a full-length compilation of bands from Vancouver’s first wave that is rightly considered a classic of the genre, a valuable time capsule of an eclectic, energized music community firing on all cylinders. Funded by benefit concerts organized by Macklam and featuring bands like D.O.A. and the Dishrags, many of the songs were recorded overnight at a basement 8-track studio on the outskirts of Burnaby. Despite some rushed takes and a few sonic duds, it’s an invaluable, if imperfect snapshot of one of North America’s best and perpetually overlooked music scenes. Focused on documenting serious bands like Active Dog, Tim Ray and A.V., and Private School, the CD re-release gratefully still includes a contribution from the most prominent fuck band to ever emerge from Vancouver’s weird underbelly, the infamous Rude Norton.

			“Rude Norton was Dimwit’s masterpiece, really. I was just the drummer,” explains Jones. With Brian “Wimpy Roy” Goble of the Subhumans on bass, Rude Norton rose to fuck band notoriety thanks to high-energy covers of TV themes and the brilliantly juvenile “Tits on the Beach,” becoming opening slot and house party favourites in a closely knit scene that fed on new ideas, new music, and new activity. “I think it’s things like that that really set the Vancouver scene apart. It was about not taking yourself very seriously,” says Jones. “That’s the way we all felt about Toronto. I mean, we never really had an animosity toward the Toronto bands, but they never had any fucking sense of humour. They took themselves so seriously all the time.” As a rotating cast of musicians using fake names like “Steve Roughhouser” and “Reverend Nicky Shiloh” can attest, Rude Norton and the entire fuck band concept helped to keep the Vancouver scene grounded in the fundamental precepts of punk. But sometimes, even Steve Roughhouser can get got by the machine.

			“Stiff Records had a talent scout in Vancouver because they had heard there was a music scene out here that was interesting,” says Napier-Hemy. The U.K.-based home to Elvis Costello, Nick Lowe, and the Damned, Stiff Records was ground zero for the British punk explosion, releasing “New Rose” by the Damned in October 1976, the very first English punk single ever released. And they liked the Pointed Sticks. 

			“We played a big show at the Commodore,” says Bardach. “It was a sell-out and they sent somebody down there to the show to check us out. And I guess he liked it, so they just hired us right then and there.” Rumours still circulate about a supposed bidding war between Stiff and Sire Records, founded by music industry legend Seymour Stein and home to American punk heroes the Ramones, the Dead Boys, and Talking Heads. Ultimately, it is impossible to decipher exactly what transpired behind closed doors; in a 1979 Ubyssey interview, Macklam claims that the band turned down more money from major label subsidiary Sire to go with the independent Stiff, and Bardach claims the Stiff deal was simply a better offer. Today, the only indisputable fact is that the band went with Stiff, who immediately sent British pub-rock vet Brinsley Schwarz to Vancouver to help record an EP for the label. Stiff was happy with the result, Out of Luck, and brought the band to England to record their full-length debut.

			“I think it went straight to our heads,” recalls Bardach. “We immediately felt that we totally deserved it. They drove us down streets that had our poster plastered all over. A couple of city blocks might have 200 of our posters up, big posters, three feet by four feet. So we would drive along and it was like, ‘Pointed Sticks, Pointed Sticks, Pointed Sticks, Motörhead, Pointed Sticks, Pointed Sticks, Pointed Sticks, Motörhead, Motörhead.’ They gave us a van when we got there too. It was a big Mercedes van to drive around so we could get to the studio and back.” While in England the band prepared to record what they hoped would be the defining album of their career, their tall poppy status created the beginnings of a backlash in their hometown. A Ubyssey review from a show prior to their departure mocks their signing with Stiff, noting, “The Pointed Sticks are going places if you believe the latest rumour of a hefty cash advance from Stiff Records. But on their way to the top the boys seem to be developing style at the expense of substance.” 

			Across the pond in the studio, things weren’t going well. The band had hoped to work with Nick Lowe as a producer, but were instead teamed up with Nigel Gray, who had recently found success behind the boards for the Police’s debut, Outlandos d’Amour. “We knew we were having trouble with the process of recording, and we weren’t making the songs sound how they should sound,” says Napier-Hemy. “We were doing silly things like direct lining a Stratocaster into the mixing board. That’s insane. Maybe it works for the Police, but it’s not something we should be doing.”

			“It was just overwhelming for us,” continues Jones. “Especially being taken away from a little town in Canada and being signed to one of the world’s coolest record labels and being in the heart of everything, the belly of the beast, in London. I think we just were intimidated.” The band’s intimidation showed through on their recordings; after six shows in England and numerous sessions with Gray in an attempt to complete a full-length for Stiff, the label simply told the band to go home. The Stiff recordings have been released in Japan, but for the most part, they remain an obscure curiosity. The Pointed Sticks are rarely included in the history of the legendary label. A Ubyssey headline from the time simply reads, in the most Spinal Tap way possible: “Pointed Sticks Fall into Pit of Despair.”

			“We came back and for about two weeks we didn’t really see each other,” says Jones. “We had friends who had this big house on Vancouver Island where we had gone a few times before, so we thought we should go there, just do some songwriting and be away from it all and practise. Our version of Big Pink, I guess. We went over there, we set up all our gear, we started practising, and we were arguing within about two minutes. We just went, ‘Well, that’s it. Fuck it. Break up. Pack it in.’” Somehow, Macklam intervened and convinced the band to postpone their break-up in favour of a renewed focus on touring and a final attempt at recording a full-length, cutting corners by re-recording some of the band’s singles. Once again working with Bob Rock at Little Mountain Sound, the band entered the studio one last time.

			The magic that had seemed so effortless in the Pointed Sticks’ earlier recordings evaded them. The decision to postpone the band’s breakup did little to address the ongoing personal issues that were driving them slowly apart, and there was no denying that things were getting weird. “I think that we were sort of talked into making Perfect Youth,” says Jones of the final product. “There’s at least three songs on it that had come out on other records before. The original versions are better because they’ve got the innocence of the band, and I think Perfect Youth just sounds a bit too contrived. We would have been better off if we had just gone into the studio and ripped it live instead of making a produced record. We did it in a painstaking way and that pissed Tony off, too. And that’s when Tony left the band.”

			“I think I was fired,” Bardach recalls, laughing. “But it came at a point where I just didn’t care what I was saying anymore. There really wasn’t any animosity surrounding that. It’s kind of like when you’re with a lover and you realize things aren’t going to work out.” The band acquired Scott Watson on bass and, in a surprising move, added a saxophone player. They wrapped the record and headed out on the road, but it was obvious that things weren’t going to last.

			“It took a long time to get to Toronto, and by the time we got there, the band was falling apart,” recalls Napier-Hemy. “We didn’t have our original lineup. We were drifting into stylistic territory that wasn’t really working. We had saxophone! We were trying to incorporate R&B elements, and we were going off the rails.” 

			“There were still lots of good times after that, but it was a wound we never really recovered from,” concludes Jones.

			The band returned home, beaten down by the rigours of touring and creatively disconnected from their roots and each other. “We came back to Vancouver, and we didn’t have any plans,” says Napier-Hemy. “It was obvious that we were sputtering. We played a gig where we were hired to play at someone’s birthday party at a warehouse in Gastown. It was funny, because it was at a warehouse. And the early gigs were at warehouses, too. But at those gigs, everyone was there for one reason, to share this music. This gig felt like we had been hired for an industrial gig, like a bar band. We had been hired because they needed some music. For me, it just felt over. That was our last gig.”

			It’s not often that a band like the Pointed Sticks, formed by teenagers in the heat of a frantic scene, flown to England when they were 21 and broken up by 22, is afforded the kind of a redemptive epilogue they’ve been given. The last 30 years have been far from perfect; in 1994, Dimwit, one of the most well-loved people to emerge from the west coast’s first wave, was lost to a heroin overdose. Whenever he came up in interviews conducted for this book, his passing was spoken about like a fresh wound, his loss still reverberating through a tiny community. The Sticks faced brighter days, though, and reunited with drummer Ian Tiles in 2006 to play a series of sold-out shows in Asia, and have continued to perform since. Their steady popularity in Japan is more than an amusing anomaly; it is an entirely appropriate, if belated, symbol of the power of the band’s brilliant catalogue. The Pointed Sticks wrote deceptively simple songs that took the pop-punk of the Buzzcocks to the extreme of both possible directions, playing faster and with even more ’60s pop bombast than their British peers had ever dared. Not content to let the poetically imperfect Perfect Youth serve as the final word on their career, the reunited band holed up in a studio in Vancouver to track Three Lefts Make a Right, picking up right where they left off in 1981 and putting a perfect sonic point on a fitting final chapter. For now.
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			Mr. Chi Pig reaches deep into the garbage bag, feeling something viscous and meaty in his hand. SNFU is onstage in their hometown of Edmonton, a crowd of hundreds of kids pulsating through the room at a cramped, shitty bar called Scandal’s. The first half of the band’s set has been determined by a huge spinning wheel and audience members brought onstage by an underage roadie named Ford Pier, tonight dressed as Wheel of Fortune co-host Vanna White. As the band launches into “Cannibal Cafe,” Chi turns his back to the crowd and begins to fumble with the limp, black bag that has been sitting onstage for the whole show. When he returns to the lip of the stage, he’s holding a 30-pound dead octopus in his hands. He heaves the massive, slippery cephalopod into the crowd.

			Every town has an Elm Street, a coffee shop whose name is also a pun (Espresso Yourself! Brewed Awakening!), and a punk band that used to be called the News. In Edmonton, the News eventually begat one of the city’s most influential bands, Moe Berg’s first serious stab at musical credibility, the Modern Minds. Cut from the same cloth as bands like the Replacements and Hüsker Dü, the Modern Minds probably would have blown up if transplanted 13,000 kilometres to the south; instead, they faced a similar fate to spiritual cousins like the Nils and Art Bergmann. A legend in his hometown, it took a move across the country and a decade of upheaval in the international music industry for Moe Berg to finally find a wider audience for his smart, populist rock songs in a band called the Pursuit of Happiness. But in late 1977, he was just another kid in another small town in another band called the News.

			“In Edmonton, there was this band called the Nerve, who became the Smarties. There was another band called Legal Limit, who changed their name to the Rock and Roll Bitches. And that was it.” Moe Berg is perched across from me at a bar in his adopted hometown of Toronto. Now a successful record producer with a grocery list of big-name credits, he cuts the same adorably dorkish frame today that he did in the late ’70s; thick glasses, a thin frame, and long hair rimming a bright, friendly face. He’s surprisingly soft-spoken for someone whose biggest hit is a half-shouted tirade against the trials of adulthood. And he’s just so damn nice. 

			The Nerve had been playing since the mid-’70s, and their metamorphosis into the Smarties seems, in hindsight, to have been based on little more than a desire to capitalize on media interest in the many scary dangers of punk. With no original tunes, the band relied on a stable of Clash and Ramones covers; by all accounts, Legal Limit and the News were the first bands to play original punk music in Edmonton. But it was the News’ transformation into the Modern Minds that kick-started what became a full-fledged revolution of exciting original music in the Albertan capital, the last bastion of normal civilization before the expanse of the northern oil fields. 

			“We’d go see them all the time,” says Paul Soulodre, who would go on to form the Diefenbakers, another early and important Edmonton fixture. “And of course, everybody looked up to Moe as a guitar player and songwriter. We knew the words to all his songs. We were admirers and friends of his. He was very generous and forthcoming with showing us stuff and turning us onto other stuff. That gave us the spark to start bands of our own.”

			“The first local punk band I ever saw was the Modern Minds. They were so fucking great,” says Mike McDonald, whose band the Malibu Kens would eventually springboard him into the pioneering cowpunk of Jr. Gone Wild. “I couldn’t believe it. That’s when I decided what to do with my life, after seeing them that night.”

			“I saw the Modern Minds play two hundred times,” says Ken Chinn, who would go on to reinvent himself as Mr. Chi Pig, frontman for the most infamous punk band to emerge from the prairies, SNFU. “I thought, ‘They’re local, they’re playing music.’ I knew I could do it, too.”

			Not to put too fine a point on it, but it’s rare to find such consensus in the muddy past of punk’s first wave. The Modern Minds showed younger bands that, even if Edmonton wasn’t on the cusp of punk in 1976, it could still be a city where exciting, original music happened. But what is most important about the role of the Modern Minds is that they weren’t just the first, they were committed to helping out other bands in the city, teaching the basics of playing in a band to less experienced musicians and using their local popularity to provide a gateway for new acts into the world of live performance. The music industry is a competitive, cannibalistic workplace, and the Modern Minds demonstrated an all-too-rare approach to building a music community. They were the spark that ignited a bizarre powder keg of creativity that would enable the rise of everything from a defining skate-punk band, to a pioneering metal-country act, to the first openly gay mainstream country artist. 

			The Modern Minds and Legal Limit played Edmonton’s first punk show in July 1979. “I had no idea it would be as cool as it was,” says Berg. “All these people came dressed . . . punk, I guess. We played every song we knew. It was like, ‘Finally, there’s something like this in our town.’ Which isn’t to say that we were good, we were just the best that you could get then.”

			“That just sort of started the scene,” says Kim Upright, who, along with Bob Drysdale, rounded out the Modern Minds. “After that, it just kept getting bigger. We couldn’t play bars, but because of the liquor control laws in Alberta, if we tagged onto football or rugby teams, they could actually get a liquor license for a dance at a hall, and we agreed to provide the music. We would have all these bands playing and we would charge at the door, and the bands would get the door and the soccer groups or whatever would get the booze money.”

			The opening of halls and community spaces to punk bands played a critical role in the development of the Edmonton scene. Where larger cities like Vancouver or Toronto had a handful of decaying bars that were willing to host punk shows in the interest of drawing any clientele into their moribund establishments, Edmonton wasn’t so lucky. A closed bar scene meant that new bands without six Trooper songs in their repertoire literally had nowhere to play; on top of this, many of the city’s most eager participants were too young to get into any legitimate venue in the city to begin with. While almost all punk in the ’80s and ’90s would be centred on rented all-ages spaces, the initial wave was still focused on the fringe of the usual bar scene. In that way, Edmonton was on the cutting edge of do-it-yourself punk culture. But really, it was just a closed city full of creative and determined people, a scenario that has since repeated itself all over the world, creating an international punk touring circuit that successfully exists completely outside the mainstream. It’s the lifeblood of the modern punk scene. And Edmonton did it first.

			“The idea is that anybody can do it,” says Ford Pier, Edmontonian solo performer, SNFU roadie, former member of D.O.A., and veteran of the Canadian punk trenches. “You don’t have to be Roger Waters or a member of Mötley Crüe. That was something that I first got from Canadian punk bands, because they were the first bands I saw. With early forms of entertainment, you had to be someone special in order to do it. That’s the semiotics of a band like the Rolling Stones. These are five of the wealthiest, most powerful, most satisfied men in the world. You’re never going to be Mick Jagger. Trying would make you look like a fool. You can bask in that energy for a little while, and that’s what’s entertaining about that band, as opposed to seeing some guy at a hall show where the stage is three feet off the ground and the singer is right in your face and you can smell it and you can hear him even when he’s not screaming into the microphone — it’s right there. It’s something anyone can do. You’re a part of it. It is you. The barrier between the audience and the performer is virtually non-existent.”

			“We’d show up at the hall party and check things out, always with our guitars in the car just in case, and we’d talk to the promoter,” says Paul Soulodre of the open atmosphere fostered at non-bar shows. “Sometimes, they’d let us go up and do a couple of songs. Everyone knew everybody else at that point. It was just like, ‘Hey, Paul and his friends are going up and doing a couple of songs. Let’s check this out.’ It was just a lot of fun.” The Diefenbakers blossomed through these informal opening gigs; it was at one such show that a future Edmonton punk rock heavyweight was first exposed to the local scene, a critical turning point in the city’s musical evolution.

			“I had seen some big arena rock shows before, but I’ll never forget that first time I ever went to a hall show and saw the Diefenbakers,” says Marc Belke, who went on to form SNFU with his brother, Brent, and Ken Chinn. “It was just right there. When you walk in, you just go, ‘Holy smokes!’”

			Not everyone was always impressed; Jerry Woods, who later fronted the immortal cult outfit Jerry Jerry and the Sons of Rhythm Orchestra, laughs when he remembers the same show, which featured a visiting Subhumans in the headlining spot. The band’s singer, Wimpy Roy, and Woods sat watching the band. “He looked at me and said, ‘I’ve never seen a band that couldn’t play “Louie, Louie” before,’” laughs Woods. “But it wasn’t a prerequisite that you knew how to play when this all started.”

			“There were all these smart kids that recognized something great going on,” says Moe Berg. “It was the same in other smaller Canadian cities like Saskatoon and Regina. There was something smart and cool about punk rock.”

			I spend my entire interview with Larry Wanagas trying not to stare at the picture hanging on the wall behind his desk, which appears to be of him and former President Bill Clinton. After walking down a hallway lined with gold and platinum records, it seems possible that the former Modern Minds manager could have been inside the oval office — he did, after all, also manage k.d. lang through the ’80s and ’90s. When we finish chatting, I ask him to explain the photo, which, upon closer inspection, is definitely of Wanagas, lang, and Clinton. 

			“Well, we had been invited to play a big Democratic fundraiser at some bigshot director’s house,” he says. “I just can’t remember his name . . . the fellow who started Dreamworks.”

			“Steven Spielberg?”

			“Yes, him.”

			I’m blown away that Wanagas can’t remember Steven Spielberg’s name. He’s not being pretentious nor is he feigning ignorance; you just get the impression that he’s met enough interesting people that making Jurassic Park might not rank as high as, say, being President.

			“After that party, the next time we were in Washington, Clinton invited us to come to the White House to visit,” he says. Wanagas is a man who started his career by offering a low-budget recording alternative to the big Edmonton studios, and as a result, almost the entire scene was documented inside the walls of his Bumstead Studio. This led to Wanagas taking on the Modern Minds as his first management client. And somehow, that led us to his nonchalant description of meeting Bill Clinton and the director of Hook.

			“I see a lot of young managers out there with early success,” he says. “And when things go well right off the bat, you might not even know what you did to get there. With the Modern Minds, I learned a lot. It wasn’t the same as Toronto or Vancouver. You couldn’t fuck up there. In Edmonton, you learned by fucking up.”

			Wanagas was in the business of documenting those fuck-ups. Running an 8-track studio that offered deep discounts over the major 24-track set-ups that were becoming the bigger-budget recording standard, Bumstead Studios gave punks an opportunity to record and release their own music, another invention of the era.

			“That was the best part of punk, in my mind,” says Moe Berg. “Before that, no one made records. You only made records if you were with a record company. When punk came out, the idea that you could make your own records just manifested itself. You’d see that the Vancouver bands had records, and you’d realize that your band could have a record, too.” So the Modern Minds became the first band in the city to produce a single when, in 1980, they recorded “Theresa’s World,” “It’s Gone,” and “Bungalow Rock” at Bumstead. 

			The single showcases the band’s rough-edged charm, with Berg’s pop sensibility filtered through the band’s rudimentary style and sheer volume. It wasn’t just punks taking notice of the Modern Minds; mainstream outlets in Edmonton had clued into the group’s potential, and the power of their new recordings sealed the deal. A review of a Modern Minds show from a December 1980 edition of the Edmonton Sun remarks that Berg’s singing, which has “always showed the spark of creativity, has gained power and stability” and praises the band’s songs and performance as saving the evening from being a “total loss,” despite needing “selective hearing to weed out the nauseating from the worthwhile.”

			The Modern Minds had opened the floodgates at Bumstead, and soon, the city’s entire punk scene seemed to be passing through the studio’s doors in order to commit their tunes to tape. Amongst the hard-working punk throng was Mike McDonald and the Malibu Kens, who went so far as to enlist Kim Upright from the Modern Minds to help guide them through their first studio endeavour. In keeping with the band’s nurturing streak, he was more than happy to show the Kens some secrets of the trade. 

			“Kim came in and told us some stuff about being a band that never occurred to us before, like using dynamics,” laughs McDonald. “He taught us how to play in a band and basically introduced us to professional recording. He saw something in us. We were improved within a couple of days. I mean, not improved enough to get fans.”

			The Malibu Kens, like most first-wave punk bands, had started with a much more insipid name: Joey Did and the Necrophiliacs. It took three shows for the band to make it through their set without getting booed off the stage. On the verge of breaking up after their very first show, they found an unlikely set of saviours in Regina arena-rockers Queen City Kids, a Columbia Records–signed band that had opened for everyone from Ozzy Osbourne to Blue Öyster Cult.

			“They played at our high school the same week that we did,” says McDonald. “We had been booed off the stage, and we decided we weren’t going to play anymore because we sucked. It was so awful. And we went and watched the Queen City Kids. They played and we went and talked to them afterwards. We told them how awful our gig was and that we were going to break up the band ’cause it was just no good. They told us not to, and sat us down and told us stories about bad gigs. They told us that you’ve got to play for yourself. Because of that, we decided not to break up.” 

			The band was admittedly terrible when they started. But as their confidence grew, they found themselves expanding on the basic punk template they had started with. “When we started we didn’t know how to play anything,” says McDonald. “But we learned. We weren’t only interested in punk music. We were interested in everything. Those influences started to get in as we developed our ability to actually play music. At first, I think the whole punk rock thing wasn’t a real philosophy or anything. It was more energy expulsion and a reaction to what was going on in our immediate environment.” Hearing the band’s two-song EP, Be My Barbie, you can see the beginnings of McDonald’s genre-bending experimentation. On the surface, “Crude City” is just a standard ’77 punk song, albeit through the lens of a band living a few hours from a massive oil deposit. But the subtle guitar effects that bridge the verse and chorus, along with the left-field repetition of the song’s last note, hints at a band with a record collection that might not consist solely of Buzzcocks records. Fittingly, it wouldn’t be long before McDonald would really blur punk lines in Jr. Gone Wild, one of the first bands to fuse country and punk into the lovably obviously named genre of cowpunk.

			The Rock and Roll Bitches, previously known as Legal Limit, had grown as a band by leaps and bounds since their early shows with the News. They, too, had heard about the Modern Minds’ experience with Wanagas and Bumstead, and booked time to record an EP. But unlike the other bands, their experience in the studio turned sour almost immediately. The band’s guitar player didn’t add the leads he’d been promising for weeks, and the master the band received at the end cut much of the high end out of their attack. Still, Wild West showcases a band who might have reasonably pulled off a name like the Rock and Roll Bitches; like the Stooges, they snarl and swagger through four songs, including the immensely catchy “Someone Could Lose an Eye,” replete with a Johnny Thunders–style solo within the song’s first 50 seconds.

			“They were larger than life. The Rock and Roll Bitches were real rock and roll,” says Mike McDonald. “They were our New York Dolls. They wore red cowboy chaps or women’s clothes when they played. After one of our gigs, their singer, George Wall, was like, ‘You guys should play with us sometime. You guys were great.’ I said, ‘I don’t know. Our songs are pretty simple.’ He said, ‘Hey, you only need three chords to rock ’n’ roll, man.’ Stuff like that had a big impression on me when I was 16.”

			When not helping Edmonton punks find ways to sonically emulate their idols, Larry Wanagas continued to work with roots and country artists, a very different world he had originally come from. “It led to a situation where I found myself with one foot in roots and one foot in punk,” he says. “A lot of music in the studio was roots. A lot was punk. Then I found an artist that did both.” A peripheral member of the Edmonton scene, k.d. lang had landed in Bumstead Studio singing back-up on a country record, while spending her nights trying to join the Diefenbakers as a vocalist. Wanagas saw immediate potential in the young singer, and his experiences with the Modern Minds proved perfect training for the job of breaking an alternative country artist.

			“She wasn’t punk, but she wasn’t country,” he says. “She was singing Patsy Cline, but she wasn’t acting like she belonged in the country scene. It was hard to get her to play in regular country rooms. And then I was able to put what I learned about building your own scene with the Modern Minds to use with her.” 

			“The Edmonton punk scene is a huge part of why someone like k.d. lang became k.d. lang,” says Ford Pier. “She was playing all these hall shows with hardcore bands. She absorbed some of that. She became successful because of her amazing singing voice, but she got their attention by being a fucking kook. Particularly in the early days, when she first went to a larger community, they were blown away by her energy. And I think she got a lot of that from the grassroots community, which by necessity she was associated with when she was part of a smaller scene.”

			k.d. lang would go on to win multiple Grammy Awards and challenge mainstream perception of gay and lesbian artists. Wanagas would go on to meet Bill Clinton, and I would get to look at the picture and marvel at the pile of 7" singles on Wanagas’ desk where it all started.

			With stacks of brand-new singles and down payments on a batch of Ford Econoline cargo vans, the Edmonton scene was now ready to take the logical next step and get the hell out of Edmonton. Which is precisely when things started to fall apart for the scene’s first wave. Three-and-a-half hours north of Calgary and over 15 hours from Vancouver, the next-closest potential tour stop, it was Edmonton’s isolation, once a key factor in nurturing a weird collection of raw talent, that sounded the death knell for bands like the Modern Minds and the Rock and Roll Bitches. There was a strong connection between Calgary and Edmonton, and bands regularly travelled between the two cities to spend a week or more holed up at the Calgarian or the Spartan Men’s Club. Mike McDonald refers to it as being “kind of like the Beatles training in Hamburg, but not as cool.” The Modern Minds were the first band to try to take it out of Alberta.

			“You could only play in Edmonton every few weeks, so you had to leave to play,” says Moe Berg. “You’d start by going to Calgary, then you’d get invited to Vancouver, and Regina, and Saskatoon.”

			“Moe didn’t sit around and wait for people to do things for him,” says Wanagas. “He would make an effort to connect with other bands in other cities. He was the one who reached out to the Pointed Sticks.” The Modern Minds made the trek out to Vancouver for the first time to open for the Sticks at the peak of their popularity. For the band and Wanagas, it was an overwhelming experience to travel from a city with a tiny — but dedicated — scene, to a major metropolis where punk was a visible part of everyday culture. It’s no surprise Wanagas moved there soon after the Modern Minds folded.

			“In Edmonton, you’d stick out like a sore thumb,” he says. “But you could really find a place as a band in Vancouver. There was a huge difference between trying to make a scene for yourself, and going to a city like Vancouver and just being embraced, which the Modern Minds were.” The band played the legendary Cave, a former supper club that had hosted concerts with everyone from Bo Diddley to Johnny Cash. It was only one trip, though, and the prospect of spending more time in a shitty van endlessly rumbling across a huge country started to wear on the band.

			“When we actually got to the point where we realized we had to tour, that’s when Bob pulled out and said, ‘Listen, I’m going to university. I need a plan B,’” says Kim Upright. “Touring didn’t fit into that plan.”

			At the same time, the Rock and Roll Bitches started to roll in neutral toward a similarly unceremonious end. After investing in a van, the band found themselves spending more time fixing flooded engines than driving to shows, and eventually, half of the band just stopped paying for it. They played a few tense gigs with rejigged lineups before realizing it was time to throw in the towel. 

			Although they never recorded, the Diefenbakers seem to have had the best touring luck out of any of the Edmonton bands, maybe partially due to the fact that, without a single to promote, they were inherently forced to take themselves a little less seriously. While on one of their regular trips south to Calgary, the band partook in an age-old teenage rite of passage: large-scale vandalism.

			“I climbed up this big water tower and painted the band name with a bucket of paint,” says Paul Soulodre. “It was a really tall water tower. Then I had all this paint left over so I just dumped it over the side. It splattered all over these cars. Somebody said, ‘Hey, there are people coming.’” Of course, I went into a panic and started going down two rungs at a time. Somehow I got to the bottom of this huge tower without killing myself, and I ran as fast as I could across the field. I guess I made it out of that situation.”

			The Edmonton scene was at an interesting crossroads. Hardcore was invading and changing the social make-up at shows, and the first wave of bands was either moving on or moving out. Moe Berg began eyeing Toronto and contemplating leaving the speed and violence of the punk scene behind. 

			“I had trouble with the gigs when it got violent,” says Berg. “I remember playing a show at the university, playing on a stage about a foot off the ground, and this big, dumb rich kid, whose dad was a surgeon, decides to stand in front of me and spit on me. Again and again and again. All over my guitar, and everything. My beautiful ’63 Rickenbacker. I didn’t know what to do. Am I supposed to take this? And out of my peripheral vision, I see a fist come and smash this guy in the head. And his head just exploded. And then the room just went crazy. And I thought, ‘I don’t know if I want to do this anymore.’” 

			Mike McDonald refers to his time with the Malibu Kens as “like going to school.” Still teenagers, the band broke up when “girls and artistic differences, the usual” got in the way. McDonald rebounded quickly with Jr. Gone Wild, expanding on the lessons he learned in Punk School with the Malibu Kens and doing something entirely, mind-blowingly original. Similarly, the Diefenbakers would be swept into the world of alternative surf-jazz-rockabilly with their friend Jerry Woods and their new project, Jerry Jerry and the Sons of Rhythm Orchestra.

			“We started Jerry Jerry as a fuck band, but I started doing more and more of it,” says Jerry Woods. “And then gradually I started to go, ‘Oh, that’s not too bad.’ I think I got better in spite of myself at some point in time.” While not explicitly punk, bands like Jr. Gone Wild and Jerry Jerry formed a logical continuum from the outsider punk that had formed the core of the Edmonton scene since day one, when the closed bar scene necessitated the literal invention of a brand new culture that could exist outside the mainstream.

			“It evolved,” says Moe Berg. “I remember playing a gig and seeing this kid in the front row dressed in a leisure suit. Young Asian kid. Ken Chinn, 14 years old.” An underage skate rat, Chinn quickly became a fixture of the Edmonton scene; too young to participate in the first wave, he would be riding giants when the next one crashed in. Berg continues, “In the mid-’80s, right before I moved to Toronto, I remember going to see SNFU play on my own. And I thought, ‘Wow. This is the best band Edmonton has ever produced.’ I got chills. This was where it was headed. We finally had a world-class punk band in Edmonton. That was the best thing that ever happened. Edmonton made a band that went out into the world and influenced bands everywhere. Their attitude, that collective effervescence, bringing the humour back to punk. Even the punk scene in L.A. was dark at that time. They were funny, they were sarcastic. It reminded people that it could be about kids, what kids think. Bands owe their cars, their pension, their huge homes, to SNFU.”

			Berg is right. SNFU was one of the most popular punk bands in the world at a time right before punk broke in the mainstream; today, their influence can be seen all over the shopping malls and amphitheatres of America. Despite their massive influence, vocalist Ken Chinn, alias Mr. Chi Pig, has become something of a case study in the dangers of a lifetime dedicated to punk and hardcore. Signed to major indie label Epitaph Records in the ’90s, Chinn has spent much of the last decade homeless in Vancouver, his career sidelined by drug addiction and mental illness.

			I spend weeks trying to get in touch with him. When I finally do, our conversation is brief; he’s talking on the phone at a bar, and we’re cut off after about 10 minutes by what sounds like a fight somewhere in the room. Still, his enthusiasm for that era is palpable. 

			“Bands from here sang about stuff I could relate to,” he says. “Edmonton is a pretty boring place. Basically, you’re in an igloo for six months. What do you do? You get bored. You get drunk, you listen to records. You can’t skateboard in the winter, so we’d get in the garage and try to play in a band. I had no idea how to sing. We knew people that had instruments, but our guitar players couldn’t play. Everyone was learning at the same time, and it went from there.”

			SNFU’s big break came in 1982 when Social Distortion and Youth Brigade rolled through town as part of the doomed tour that became the subject of the celebrated punk doc Another State of Mind. Youth Brigade stayed in touch with the band, putting one of their songs on a compilation album and eventually releasing SNFU’s first album on their California-based label, BYO Records.

			“It was huge,” says SNFU guitarist Marc Belke. “It gave us exposure all over North America. It put us in the ring with bands like Social Distortion. A lot of bands self destruct before they get to their first record. We took things one step at a time, and we were lucky enough to have opportunities to do a few shows out of the city and do that first record on BYO.” Belke now works as a morning show host at a Northern Ontario radio station, a suitable job for someone who spent years honing a charismatic persona in front of some of the most hostile audiences in the world.

			“The bravery of these performers made people reevaluate their relationship with entertainment,” says Ford Pier. He’s not exaggerating; the legacy of the Edmonton punk scene speaks for itself. “We have the advantage of being participants in a subculture, and we have personal relationships with our pastimes. Most people — they’re not going to meet Britney Spears. The thought doesn’t even cross their minds. So how much can they have invested in what she says or does? It’s like looking at an aquarium.” He’s right; kids in Edmonton could meet Moe Berg. They could drink with him, and he could show them how to play guitar. And even though his life has taken him on some unexpected detours, anyone who wants to try can track down Ken Chinn, one of the most influential punk rock frontmen of all time. And if they do, they can ask him about the importance of seeing the Diefenbakers, or the Malibu Kens, or, as Pier tells me before we pay our bill, “that time Chi threw the octopus into the audience . . .”

		


	


	

		
			SOMETHING YOU CAN’T TELL YOUR MOTHER
THE CURSE, THE B-GIRLS, AND THE VITAL ROLE OF WOMEN IN CANADIAN PUNK
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			October 1, 1978, 8:30 p.m. EST

			Feedback rings out through the New York City television studio as Sid Vicious, Nancy Spungen, Stiv Bators, and Cynthia Ross from the B-Girls sit at a sparsely decorated fold-out table. On set for a cable-access call-in show, everyone appears either disinterested or stoned. The endless parade of asinine callers, all of whom seem to have failed to follow instructions to turn down their television sets, gives the whole scene an eerie quality, as endless feedback makes deciphering questions and answers nearly impossible. Spungen flies off the handle and violently threatens a female caller who flirts with Vicious.

			“Hey, I was wondering why one of the beautiful girls doesn’t take her top off?” asks another slurring caller. The host issues a quick “Have a good night,” hangs up, and moves on. The rest of the show is unremarkable, but the tape of the night is a haunting and compelling picture of all four individuals at a pivotal moment in punk history, drenched in a surreal layer of incessant feedback. A few weeks later, Nancy Spungen was found stabbed to death in the Chelsea Hotel, in the room next door to the one shared by Bators and Ross. It’s a curious Canadian connection to the grisliest crime in punk’s history, and a stark example of the close relationship between the two cities, best exemplified by Toronto’s amazing all-female contingent. 

			North America’s very first all-female punk band was Toronto’s the Curse. In a crowded field of potential original gangsters, this important step toward rock and roll gender equality is a big deal. The fact that it was centred in Toronto, a city whose 1970s alternative culture was founded on the sexually inclusionary ideology of bands like the Dishes and the art collective General Idea, is no surprise. 

			At the peak of punk’s popularity and relevance in Hogtown, the skinny top tier of the scene consisted of not one, but two all-female bands. The Curse and the B-Girls, Toronto’s second all-female punk outfit, were similar in gender only, both tackling their songs, live shows, and careers with the variety and disparity of any of their male counterparts. And importantly, they were every bit as respected — by the audience, other groups, and local media — as the dudes who had previously dominated the city’s music scene.

			It should go without saying that the contributions of the Curse and the B-Girls went far beyond their gender. Both bands produced some amazing, memorable songs and played critical roles in the development of the Toronto scene, spreading their punk tendrils across Southern Ontario and into New York State. But it’s impossible to ignore the boys’ club nature of rock and roll, and the difficulty in being a confident, outspoken woman in that world. In the noble, if unintentional, movement to break that club open, Canada was at the forefront, with strong female contributions in cities like Vancouver, Calgary, and Winnipeg rounding out a national attack on dude-dominated live music.

			In her extensive academic exploration of punk’s gender politics, Pretty in Punk: Girls’ Gender Resistance in a Boys’ Subculture, Lauraine Leblanc points to punk’s lyrical content as the window through which female involvement crept. “Early punk was the first rock scene in which women and sex were not the main focus of song lyrics, allowing punk music to avoid gender stereotyping in large measure,” she writes. More specifically, she cites punk’s deconstruction of the “cock rock” musical style that emphasized virtuosic playing as opening the door to female musicians who, across the board, had been given fewer opportunities to develop the musical chops of their male counterparts. 

			“Women created new roles that challenged the image of women rock fans as drug-and-sex-crazed groupies,” Leblanc says. “In mainstream rock youth culture, female fans had only submissive roles in the consumption of rock music: they could be teenyboppers, and when they grew older, groupies.”

			Simon Reynolds and Joy Press’ Harvard-published investigation of the role of gender in early punk, The Sex Revolts: Gender, Rebellion, and Rock ’n’ Roll, arrived at a similar conclusion; that ultimately, a decreased focus on the kind of masturbatory musical skill that women had been aggressively excluded from for years gave female musicians an actual opportunity to play a crucial role in the development of a whole new style. “The untutored are more free when it comes to making unprecedented, out-there music,” they wrote. And they were right. From the Slits and X-Ray Spex in England to the Dishrags and B-Girls in Canada, creative women made valuable contributions to early punk that might have been impossible in a different kind of scene. In almost all cases, they started with the bare minimum of musical skill, but those who continued often developed into some of the best players in their city. They opened up live music to the generations of women that followed, and while they may not have shattered the glass ceiling of rock and roll, they definitely punched a few serious holes right through it. 

			Sitting down for a beer with Mickey Skin from the Curse to talk Toronto punk is like pulling up a chair at the local legion hall and asking about K-rations. Skin is gregarious and outspoken, recalling her punk exploits like a vet from the trenches of a long forgotten war. Albeit one fought while holding a stubby of Labatt 50 and throwing vegetables at a perplexed audience. 

			The Curse started when Skin was offered the chance to open for her dance instructor’s band, the Tools, at a local high school in May 1977. Skin, who had absolutely no background in music or performance, jumped at the opportunity to try something new. So she recruited a few friends, borrowed a bunch of equipment, and set up shop in her parents’ suburban basement, working hard to write a set’s worth of material under the gun of a three-week deadline. Then she met the Viletones.

			“I met Freddy Pompeii at the music store at the corner of my street, at Major and Harbord,” says Skin. Pompeii was the Viletones’ guitarist, and while the band had only just made their live debut that month, their violent reputation in the city had already spread like a creeping disease. Skin didn’t know anything about the band, but her dance instructor obviously did — maybe he had seen the “Not Them! Not Here!” Globe and Mail headline: The Viletones meant chaos, and it seems like everyone, save for Skin, knew this.

			“We started talking, and he said his band was going to come and see us,” she says. “When word got out the Viletones were coming to this gig, they freaked out and cancelled it. And I was like, ‘Oh man, I started a band just for this gig.’” The Viletones, playing against their boogeyman reputation, felt bad for losing the new band their first show and invited them to open a few weeks later at the brand new Crash ’n’ Burn club, the barely legal garment district operation run by the Diodes and their manager. It only ran for a single summer, but hosted some of the city’s most infamous concerts, breeding the first wave of Torontonian punk from within a clubhouse of cheap booze and amyl nitrate. It was here that the Curse, hardly able to play their instruments, made their live debut before the chaotic spectacle of the Viletones. Aware that they weren’t ready to compete musically with their new peers, the Curse did their best to turn their set into a spectacle that would stand up alongside the violent thrill of the headliners. They weren’t about to cut themselves or puke on the stage or smash the water pipes overhead, so they did the next best thing they could think of — throwing rotten food all over the audience. 

			The band’s first show was a success. Even early scene bible the Pig Paper noted the Curse as, “the only band to open for the Viletones and live to tell about it,” calling them “bona fide trendsetters and worth watching.”

			Unfortunately, the “food fight punk” gimmick that worked so well in endearing them to a crowd looking to be shocked eventually came back to haunt them and their rented equipment. “We went to London, Ontario, and people brought food to throw back at us,” laughs Skin. “They threw eggs, rotten tomatoes. Someone threw a steak and we were like, ‘A steak? What a waste!’” Not long after, the band was visited by employees of the music store Long & McQuade, looking to repossess their rented drums owing to lack of payment. They were unimpressed. “They came and saw the drums caked in egg yolks, fruit, and said, ‘Just keep them.’”

			The Curse made their recorded debut as the B-side to a Diodes single, but the song was (literally) just noise with Skin shouting over top. It would take a few more practices and a few more shows for the band to develop their own sound, a unique take on the stripped-down, atavistic rock and roll of their local mentors, the Viletones. In the meantime, the band’s steady rise in popularity meant access to the traditionally male-only perks of local rock stardom. Namely, groupies.

			“Oh, we had groupies. Lots,” laughs Skin. When asked for details, she simply and smartly responds, “You think I remember anything about them? That’s the whole point! I once slept with three guys in one day.”

			It wasn’t until the single “Shoeshine Boy” that the Curse truly came into their own, producing one of the most enduring songs of Toronto’s first wave. The song cemented an identity for the band, both sonically and thematically. But “Shoeshine Boy” started a shitstorm. 

			The song addressed, in brutally succinct and accusatory language, the murder of Emanuel Jaques. A 12-year-old shoeshine boy working a seedy part of Yonge Street late into the night, Jaques was invited to help move photographic equipment for $35, then kidnapped by three men, imprisoned, photographed nude, raped repeatedly over the course of 12 hours, and killed. Prior to the boy’s murder, the public had turned a blind eye to Yonge Street’s underbelly, but the Jaques killing focused the bright light of every newspaper in the city on the darkest corners of Yonge Street.

			“Victim of a sexy orgy — Boy was drowned in a sink,” screamed the front page of the Toronto Star on August 2, 1977. The shock to Toronto the Good was widespread and overpowering, shaking awake a slumbering Victorian colony that refused to accept the grim reality of the country’s sleaziest strip. “When he was murdered, things couldn’t have got any worse on Yonge Street,” says Skin. 

			The entire city of Toronto felt the same way, and it resulted in a tremendous amount of pressure on Toronto Police Chief Jack Ackroyd from the media and the office of mayor David Crombie. A series of raids, lacking any significant policing purpose but intended to put the public’s mind at ease, followed. The actions, a symbolic reclamation of the longest street in the world by the powers of justice, satisfied the citizens of Toronto, but most of them still absolutely hated the Curse, whose song asked Emanuel Jaques’ parents what they thought their son was actually doing on Yonge Street.

			“That song was about asking people to look seriously at these kids,” says Skin. “You think they’re going down there to shine shoes at nine at night and coming home with a hundred dollars? Come on. I’m going to go down there and get that job, then.” The lyrics in “Shoeshine Boy” didn’t hold back, hinting at the violence lurking in the shadows of Yonge Street and questioning anyone who pleaded ignorance to the actual work done by young men on the strip. The song immediately drew the ire of a sensitive public and an outraged press. It was, in the end, just a low-budget punk single, and the band never anticipated that it would become the lightning rod that it did.

			“We never expected the publicity,” says Skin. “We got threatening hate mail. People thought we were exploiting it, but what about the newspapers? We got all this attention for something that seemed like such an obvious story for a song. At least anything that made people mad also made people think about things.”

			A few months into the Curse’s existence, another expression of mutated punk femininity emerged from the bathroom of a Thin Lizzy after-party at a swanky downtown hotel. 

			“Watching all these guys we knew play the Crash ’n’ Burn and slowly learn to play their instruments, I thought, ‘I don’t need to stand around, I can do this, too,’” says Cynthia Ross. It was a feeling that continued to grow inside the budding musician until one night when she grabbed another fan she recognized from the recent spat of punk shows in the city.

			“Thin Lizzy was in town for a couple of months,” recalls Lucasta Ross (no relation). “I was sort of seeing Phil Lynott, as were a lot of girls. We were at this hotel with the band, and there were all these girls just acting really stupid. So Cynthia and I went into the bathroom to escape it.”

			The pair locked themselves in the washroom and schemed.

			“I said, ‘Do you want to start a band?’” recalls Cynthia. “And she said, ‘Sure, but my best friend has to be in the band.’ And I said, ‘Sure, but my sister has to be in the band.’” The B-Girls were born. They followed a similar path as the Curse, practising in a basement in Thornhill and benefiting from the support of a more established band — in this case, the Diodes. The girls spent their first practice playing on borrowed gear and learning Nancy Sinatra’s “These Boots Were Made for Walkin’,” quickly developing a set of originals and preparing for their live debut at David’s, Toronto’s token punk-friendly gay bar. 

			The B-Girls worked hard to hone a sound that was closer to ’60s girl groups than ’70s nihilism, drawing influence from Phil Spector and bands like the Ronettes and the Crystals. Still, the B-Girls’ lack of technical ability gave their attempts at classic pop a distinctly punk edge, and, combined with Lucasta’s trained, professional singing voice, they were the perfect mix of punk ethos and pop ideal, a compelling mix that garnered the band a substantial fanbase almost instantly. Says Cynthia, “Our naivete won them over.” That their first show consisted of playing six songs twice, in a different order, seemed either lost on those in attendance or simply part of the B-Girls’ charm.

			The band improved quickly. While Toronto Star critic Peter Goddard once called them “too bad to set a bad example,” a review of their opening gig with Pere Ubu in March 1978 finds him citing them as “the most improved band in rock and roll.” In the same review, Goddard finds a perfectly succinct way of summing up their outsider-pop charm: “To know what the B-Girls are really like you have to imagine one of those all-girl slumber parties, where everyone lounged around in pastel bunny-jammies. Well, the B-Girls are the girls who weren’t invited to those parties. Not that they are particularly tough, or anything. They just looked tough — but with hearts of plastic.”

			Goddard’s use of the somewhat titillating, Roger Corman–ish slumber party imagery speaks to the different approaches taken by the B-Girls and the Curse. Between the two bands, tension built, the result of two distinct methods of attacking the male-dominated dominion of the Horsehoe Tavern stage. Even decades removed from their initial time in the Toronto spotlight, both offhandedly dismiss the other for either being “like guys in girls’ bodies” (the Curse) or “groupies who decided to be a band” (the B-Girls). 

			The Curse was without a doubt a more typically masculine explosion of punk energy, with the B-Girls more conscious of using their femininity to draw in their audience, but both are equally valid methods of creative expression, and, most importantly, both bands were doing exactly what they wanted to be doing. No one told the Curse or the B-Girls to behave one way or another. Their act was all them, making it a true expression regardless of outside perception. Once again, it is the Star’s Goddard who provides a fitting juxtaposition of the two, this time in a mid-’78 feature about the best bands in Toronto “waiting to be discovered.” He writes, 

			The B-Girls are everyone’s ’50s-style dream date. The Curse just plays — not very well a year ago, but much better now. What’s more, these four women don’t mind letting their usually-mostly-male audiences know that they are women — real women, not male visions of what’s real.

			Both bands travelled to New York extensively. The Curse, having started earlier, imploded first. Their final show occurred onstage at Max’s Kansas City, right before the legendary venue closed its doors for good. But tensions in the band were making everyone miserable. 

			“I was a diva,” says Skin. “And the rest of the girls wanted to get a woman who was my boyfriend’s ex-girlfriend to manage to band. On top of that, they were going to change the band name to True Confessions. I just said, ‘You can fuck right off, because I’m in the Curse. If it’s not the Curse, I’m not in it.’” The band changed its name. Skin was no longer in it.

			The B-Girls fared better in New York; Cynthia Ross was soon dating — and eventually engaged to — Dead Boys frontman Stiv Bators, and the band decided to relocate to the city full time. In the process, they lost both Cynthia’s sister and Lucasta.

			“I didn’t want to live with cockroaches,” says Lucasta, who had already spent time in the city while dating Arturo Vega, the legendary artist behind the Ramones’ iconic logo. “I knew it wasn’t for me. I didn’t want to make the move, and I didn’t like our chances. I didn’t want to be a New York band that didn’t make it. I didn’t want to live in poverty.”

			“She had an amazing voice, so it was a real loss,” says Cynthia. “But we gelled better after and became a real rock band. The reality is that you’re not going to be making any money. It’s hard. My sister was given a choice by her boss, the job or the band. She choose her job. You can’t blame people.”

			The B-Girls spent their first month couch surfing and crashing in the old New York Dolls’ rehearsal space, but things seemed to be paying off; they produced a set of demos with Debbie Harry from Blondie, opened for Elvis Costello, and found themselves unlikely friends with the Clash.

			“We opened for the Ramones and the Dead Boys at CBGB, and [New York Dolls guitarist] Sylvain Sylvain came up to me and said, ‘Two guys from the Clash want to talk to you,’” says Ross. “They said they liked us and wanted us to open for them, and I just assumed it was a pick-up line. They asked for my address and my telephone number. I got a telegram from their manager saying, ‘Get passports.’ I didn’t believe it.” The B-Girls were invited to spend a week with the band in England, but when drummer Topper Headon broke his arm, the tour was cancelled. When Joe Strummer promised to make it up to the band, Ross assumed it was just a kindness, and that the opportunity had passed them by. 

			They ended up opening for the Clash across North America, playing the final rock concert at the O’Keefe Centre in Toronto, when rioting fans tore out seats and caused thousands of dollars in damage. In its wake, Mick Jones produced another demo for the B-Girls, further adding an important boost of credibility as they searched for a record label.

			They fielded numerous offers, but turned them all down. Debbie Harry had warned Ross that managers and labels would be eager to remake the B-Girls as their own girl-group fantasy, something she had fought against in Blondie for years. The band took her advice to heart, and ended up letting every deal that floated their way pass by.

			“What Debbie said was true,” says Ross, who still counts Harry amongst her closest friends. “Most of the people who were up there in the record industry were men. When they see four not-bad-looking young women, they think they can make you into their fantasy. The Runaways didn’t play on their first record. The Go-Gos didn’t. That’s why we didn’t sign. They’d bring in session guys to do it, and we didn’t want that. We were who we were, and we weren’t perfect. Punk wasn’t about being perfect.”

			As offers began to dwindle, it became clear that the B-Girls had run their course. The band still created a few great opportunities, the kind that only arise through playing rock and roll all over North America. One of the strangest was a decidedly creepy meeting with lifetime inspiration Phil Spector, who sent two scouts to check out the band at a show in Los Angeles. He requested a private meeting with Ross. She left the weirdo recluse’s mansion feeling “really scared.” In hindsight, Ross was probably right on the money.

			The B-Girls were done. Unwilling to compromise the identity of the band in the name of a major label deal that could leave them out in the cold as Harry had warned, they opted to dissolve the band. It’s an unfortunate end, and a clear demonstration that, as much as punk had succeeded in breaking down some of the gender exclusivity of rock and roll, it could only effect change within a localized area. On a micro level, it might have been possible for female musicians to participate on the same plane as their male counterparts, but outside of the comfort of that alternative community, the old rules still applied, and punk couldn’t do anything to change the worldview of a 50-year-old A&R rep for CBS in the ’70s. This doesn’t diminish the value of those changes that occurred on a citywide level across Canada, because it is there that substantial social change starts to form. Speaking to women from across the country, there seems to be no definitive answer as to whether or not the promise of punk has been delivered on, 30 years later. 

			“The music scene was so different then because there were so few women playing instruments in bands,” says Jade Blade, of Vancouver’s the Dishrags. “It also meant we got a lot of gigs because people wanted an all-girl band on the bill and people would come to see us. It was like being a rare animal at the zoo. It’s come a long way since then, but it’s still mainly the front-people who constitute the female part of the band.”

			“I think there was a sense that you felt like they weren’t taking you seriously, like you were a novelty act,” says Lori Hahnel, of Calgary’s the Virgins. “Kind of like, ‘Oh, it’s an all-chicken band.’ I’m not certain that attitude no longer exists, but it’s certainly not as bad as it used to be. I mean think of the environment you’re talking about. To give it context: Farrah Fawcett was a cultural icon. I think it’s better now.”

			“I don’t think it’s changed much,” says Mickey Skin. “There’s a lot more women who are musicians, and they don’t get the breaks that they should. The ones who do break through have to be so strong. And when women are strong like rock stars, they’re sluts and whores.”

			“I think it’s gotten worse,” says Cynthia Ross. “I look at the female acts that are making it, and it seems like they’ve been created by a PR firm.”

			It’s hard to draw a neat conclusion here. While there is absolutely no doubt that female involvement in punk, as compared to other rock subgenres, was exponentially larger, more involved, more accepted, and more influential, the fact that so many of the scene’s key players still feel as if they were often treated unfairly speaks to the ongoing need for vigilance in these areas. That almost everyone agrees that things have either not changed, or, worse, become even more closed to female involvement, is disheartening. 

			It seems like punk opened up rock and roll to women on a technical level, as bands emphasized aesthetic and attitude over virtuosity, anyone enthusiastic enough to start a band was welcome to perform. This allowed groups that had traditionally been ostracized from rock-based musical circles — women, anyone not middle class — a chance to break into the previously secret and sacred (and wealthy and masculine) world of live rock and roll. In addition, it was a genre with an intense focus on aesthetics, and in cities like Toronto and Regina, women ran the clothing stores that provided all the punk attire that defined the scene’s entire look, a crucial component of the nascent, highly visual movement. But despite these doors being opened to female performers and involvement, dominant patriarchal attitudes still existed in the punk scene, and especially in the music industry as a whole. 

			Many of us would like to imagine the punk community as a proper alternative to mainstream culture, one in which dominant ideologies of exclusion are not just unwelcome, but simply not present. But pervasive social mores are truly massive and hard to ignore, and even punks can bring mainstream ideological baggage into the practice space. Punk, in theory, offered the promise of a different approach. It didn’t deliver, because its practitioners were still imperfect people who were raised in a profoundly sexist society.

			But fuck, some people tried.
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			On the eve of Canada’s 37th federal election, the polls have finally closed in Vancouver, B.C. Joe Keithley is with his family, watching the early returns. This is his third time running for public office, and first time on a federal level. Since the ’70s, Keithley has been a vocal supporter of radical political causes in his hometown, and has used his band D.O.A. as a platform to raise money and awareness for different organizations over their decades-long career. Running as a Green Party candidate for federal parliament is only the next logical step in a career comprised of bold leaps, from fighting cops at the Republican National Convention in 1980 to touring behind the Iron Curtain in 1984. One of the greatest barriers to Keithley breaking through as a legitimate candidate is his lifelong punk name: Shithead. But tonight, Keithley will receive 15% of the popular vote in his riding. He won’t win, but he will be the country’s most successful Green Party candidate. And almost everyone will go on calling him Shithead.

			D.O.A. is the most famous name contained within these pages. They’ve stayed together the longest, produced the most records, played the most shows, written the most books, and had the most measurable influence on the international punk scene of any Canadian band. Along with the Subhumans, they’re the sole Canucks given any ink in Stephen Blush’s iconic history of the ’80s hardcore scene, American Hardcore.

			That’s because D.O.A. wrote the first record to use the term “hardcore.” It had been floating around the scene for a few months, but when D.O.A. released Hardcore ’81, they made it official, giving a tangible identity to a new movement. You either recognize this as being a huge fucking deal, or you need to trust this description: it was a huge fucking deal. Hardcore was still a new offshoot of punk, a rejection of the frills of a genre that itself was a rejection of the frills of rock and roll. It was also a distinctly North American genre; punk had been conceived somewhere between New York City and England, but by the time it got to the west coast of America, it already sounded bloated and pretentious. So new bands emerged, more violent and primitive than the Sex Pistols could have dreamed. And while it’s true that hardcore is a near-pure American art form, it still got its name from a couple of heshers from the interior of British Columbia. 

			Since effectively defining a worldwide musical phenomenon, D.O.A. haven’t stopped. They’ve continued to release new music, to tour the world, and put their money where their mouths are when it comes to political activism, living up to their slogan of “Talk – Action = Zero.”

			Which makes a chapter on D.O.A. a really hard one. The history is already out there. Not only does Joe “Shithead” Keithley, the band’s lone consistent member and creative driving force, have two books of his own, but the band’s history is still being written. In 2008, they released Northern Avenger, one of their best albums since that hallowed ’81 landmark, and in 2011, Keithley wrote all the music for a new stage adaptation of Michael Turner’s classic Canadian punk poem-cum-novel Hard Core Logo. Many of the bands featured in this book flamed out a few months after they formed. D.O.A. is like a terrifying wildfire that lingers in the hills for decades.

			For that reason, this chapter is as also an examination of the foundation of the Vancouver scene and the importance of the Furies and the Dishrags, the first two punk bands on the west coast. The members of D.O.A. started playing music in B.C., but left for Toronto and what they assumed to be greener pastures in 1978. Courtesy of the thankless work of the Furies, they were wrong, and when they finally returned to Vancouver, they found a city bursting with passion and punk, the perfect place for them to put down roots and develop the hyper-political, extra-lean incarnation of punk rock that they helped to pioneer. 

			The world needed D.O.A. But D.O.A. needed Vancouver. 

			It’s the middle of a dreary February day when I get a hold of Chris Arnett, Vancouver’s de facto first punk. It’s frigid, dark, and snowing outside of my window. Arnett still lives in B.C., transplanted to Salt Spring Island, part of a cluster of populated islands off the mainland coast near Vancouver. As we talk, he sits in his house, watching a cool mist roll in off the ocean. I watch the snow pile up outside my own window. When Arnett says, “Don’t ever come here, you’ll just end up moving,” I believe him.

			Arnett formed the Furies in early 1977 Vancouver. The band was literally the only punk band in the city; when the opportunity to play a show was presented to them, there was no one in the city to open. The only person Arnett could think of was his 15-year-old cousin in Victoria.

			“I knew she was into music,” he says. “And her friends, they were into cool music. So she got a guitar, and I taught her how to play. We needed a band, so I went over to the island and asked if they wanted to play. The day of the show, we were rehearsing in West Van and they came over. They said, ‘We can’t rehearse while you’re watching.’ So we went upstairs and they started playing, and it was like, ‘Fuck, they’re better than we are!’ They were great, they had a great attitude.”

			“I was always taking his recommendations for stuff to listen to,” says Jade Blade, Arnett’s kid cousin and co-founder of the Dishrags, effectively the city’s second punk band. “He formed a punk band around the same time we got interested in the Ramones, so it just all came together. We had two or three weeks to get a set ready, and it was really exciting to rush into all of that. We hadn’t practised all that much and it was very, very raw and a lot of fun. Totally nerve-wracking. I mean, we were 15 at the time. For three girls from the countryside to come to the big city . . . I’ve gotta say, it was exciting.”

			Naturally, everyone involved was unsure about what to expect. Graffiti all over the city advertised in big, sloppy letters, “Punk comes to Van!” But as a totally unproven musical commodity, the bands and organizers were left to wonder if anyone would come to see two brand-new acts at the Japanese Hall (the only public Japanese building not seized by the B.C. Government during the Second World War). About 400 people showed up. 

			“It was a really interesting mixture of people,” says Arnett. “There was a tentative feeling in the air, like, ‘Is this all gonna work?’ People were so used to going to these choreographed clubs where there’d be all these long-haired guys with tons of equipment, and it just intimidated the hell out of you. We were doing the exact opposite.”

			“I remember thinking that the audience was really kind of bizarre,” says Blade. “There were parents, and there were long-haired hippies, and then a few art-school types who got decked out for it in early punk gear.” The Furies, who had been practising endlessly in preparation, had 21 originals to play, closing out their set with a cover of “Raw Power” and a 45-minute version of the Velvet Underground’s “Sister Ray.” The Dishrags opened the show with a set of Ramones covers, and then continued to play into the night after the Furies had finished, providing a perfectly sloppy soundtrack to the celebratory first night of Vancouver punkdom. 

			“My cousin, my aunt, and uncle were standing in the doorway, waiting to take the Dishrags back to Auntie’s house in the city,” says Arnett. “I got a ride with them, and I remember people saying, ‘Oh, you’re a real punk, driving home with mommy and daddy,’ and I was just like, ‘I have to get home, you fucking asshole.’” 

			The Furies had played in an art gallery as a warm-up a few weeks prior, but that night in May 1977, when Arnett met Blade and the rest of the Dishrags at the ferry to drive them to the hall, is the first official punk concert in Vancouver history. Given how things progressed, it’s as if Ferdinand Magellan had a more adventurous kid brother, Steve Magellan, who actually lit out around the world first, but just never got any credit for it. Because the Furies found it impossible to get a foothold in Vancouver, despite the fact that an explosion of punk and hardcore was brewing just below the city’s streets. They played live only a handful of times, recorded a demo that wouldn’t be released until the ’90s, and were eventually pulled apart by the frustration of being the only punks in the entire city, completely isolated from the rest of Canada by a massive mountain range. 

			The Furies recorded a demo that summer, but couldn’t find anyone to get behind a proper full-length album, as interest in punk had yet to catch on in the city. The Ramones visited for the first time in July, which helped hasten the scene’s development, but the Furies weren’t long for this world. Both Jim Walker and John Werner, the band’s rhythm section, decided to move to England; Walker would end up playing in Public Image Ltd, John Lydon’s post–Sex Pistols outfit. The Furies’ final show occurred on September 4, 1977. When one band cancelled, another jumped on at the last minute — a bunch of longhairs from the interior called the Skulls.

			Joe Keithley spent one term at Simon Fraser University. He thought he was going to be a civil defence lawyer, like his hero, William Kunstler, the man who represented the Chicago Seven against charges of conspiracy in the 1960s. Radicalized in high school by the work of the local Greenpeace chapter in response to the looming threat of the international arms race, Keithley bounced from professional hockey aspirations (he was going to play for the Bruins), to designs on rock stardom (he was going to play with Steve Miller), to the noble pursuit of law (he was going to save the world). Then, he bounced back to rock and roll, dropped out of SFU, and moved to the tiny town of Lumby with a batch of friends from his high school.

			Keithley, Ken “Dimwit” Montgomery, Gerry “Useless” Hannah, and Brian “Wimpy Roy” Goble packed up and moved into an abandoned farm and refired their rocker aspirations. Weaned on Sabbath and Zeppelin, the group cycled through names like the Resurrection, the Icon, and Stone Crazy. They were effectively squatting in Lumby, occupying an old homestead called Cooper’s Farm. The band was trying to go all-acoustic, an attempt at off-grid living that Hannah in particular defended adamantly. It lasted four months before, despite Hannah’s protestations, the band sold out and moved into a house in nearby Cherryville, fully tricked-out with working hydro. They decided to go electric and traded in their hippie rig for all the finest rocker trappings.

			“We went down to Long & McQuade in Vancouver with a pick-up truck with no cab, threw all the gear in the back, and drove back up to Cherryville, which is about eight hours away,” says Keithley. On the day I reach him, he’s about to take off to hang out with his son, who is on March break and eager to go out and enjoy the perfect spring weather in Vancouver. Keithley is a musical and political institution in his hometown, a two-time candidate for the federal Green Party, author of two autobiographies, and creator of some of the most enduring punk songs of all time, from the anti-Reagan anthem “Fucked Up Ronnie” to the well-timed anger of “Disco Sucks.” All of which makes tales of squatting in a farm without electricity or playing his first show at a wake for a logger in Cherryville, the better and stranger.

			“You had all the little kids, all the grandmas, all the aunts,” says Keithley of the wake, the first official show for the Resurrection. “We came out with ‘Back in the U.S.S.R,’ and in the break, our singer Gerry totally fucked it up and it was horrible. The way we got back into it was, you know, like . . .” Keithley pauses and makes an impossibly broken, metallic sound, like an engine that won’t turn over. “It was like a car missing a wheel. After the first three songs, the lady that hired us was like, ‘Would you mind if you boys stopped? People are not really enjoying this.’” It was an unceremonious beginning, and things didn’t get better right away. The band met a guitar payer named Brad Kent through Royal City Foods, a warehouse where several members worked occasionally to make their limited ends meet. That they regularly pissed in the canned corn was not, technically speaking, a part of the job.

			With Kent, the band started to take themselves more seriously. A seasoned guitar player with a distinct character, he taught the Cherryville crew how to really play, how to look, and how to behave like a real band. (He may have been the one pissing in the corn.) As Stone Crazy, the new band played their first show in June 1977, at the Grassland Motor Inn in Merritt, a logging town deep in the B.C. interior (and, for movie buffs or anyone who’s just a total bummer, the setting for Atom Egoyan’s The Sweet Hereafter). Scheduled to play three sets a night for a week, the band barely made it through their first set before being booed offstage, making sure to tell the crowd to fuck off before departing. Subsequently, they were forced back in front of the crowd to apologize (saving themselves from a vicious logger beating), paid $30, and fired on the spot. Despite being an unequivocal failure, the show featured two critical landmarks — the band covered the Ramones’ “Beat on the Brat,” part of a developing interest in punk that grew stronger every day. And they debuted a very rough, very early incarnation of “Disco Sucks,” an original song that would play a huge part in Keithley’s future success. Still, the band headed back to Cherryville with their collective tail between the dual tailpipes on their truck, and moved to Coquitlam, a suburb to the east of greater Vancouver.

			The band missed Vancouver punk’s first night out with the Furies and the Dishrags, but they were at the Commodore Ballroom when the Ramones visited in July 1977. It solidified what everyone was already feeling; that the dinosaur rock they were playing was stagnant, and that something new and exciting was happening all over the world. Stone Crazy ditched the Sabbath covers and became the Skulls.

			“Everybody got their long hair cut off and got leather jackets,” says Keithley, laughing a little in hindsight at the concept of punk uniformity. The band scored their first show in White Rock at the Spirit of the Sea festival, where they met Art Bergmann and Buck Cherry, helping inspire the pair to head north into the city proper and kick-starting the creation of both the Young Canadians and the Modernettes. They also succeeded in whipping the entire crowd into a riotous frenzy through their sheer incompetence. More importantly, Keithley learned his first lesson in publicity when he decided to call a writer at the Georgia Straight, Vancouver’s alternative weekly newspaper, to report the riot caused by his new band.

			“I phoned Tom Harrison, who was the respected music critic in town, and I said, ‘My band, the Skulls, started a riot!’ And he goes, ‘Okay, first off, who is this?’ And I went — I’d never told anybody my nickname — and I went, ‘It’s Joey . . . uh . . . uh . . . uh . . . Shithead.’ He says, ‘Okay. Mr. Shithead, tell me what happened.’” The band opened up the paper the next week to find a three-inch column about themselves. “Vancouver’s most-hated band,” it said. And they hadn’t even played the city yet. “You can’t go wrong with a title like that,” says Keithley. “That was fucking gold.”

			The Skulls convinced the Furies to let them open their second show when another band dropped off at the last minute. For a moment, punk looked poised to take over. The Skulls were subsequently asked to play a rally for the Satan’s Angels (a local precursor to the Hell’s Angels who patched over in 1983), where Keithley tried, and failed, to shit in a bucket while onstage mid-performance. They were asked to play the 10th anniversary of the Georgia Straight, but had the power cut midway through their set.

			Frustrated by the lack of support they felt in Vancouver, the Skulls decided they needed to move to Toronto, where they assumed a bigger punk scene would be churning just north of New York City. The Furies broke up when it became clear that there wasn’t going to be a punk scene for them to be a part of, and the Dishrags were still teenagers in Victoria, honing their adolescent attack in their parents’ basements. Vancouver punk was put on hold.

			“We were seen as interlopers and intruders on the scene,” says Keithley. “Lumberjacks, or whatever.” The Skulls didn’t find punk Mecca in Hogtown. They found a scene already in decline, with its own strict social structure and little room for or interest in outsiders. They managed to land a gig on their second night in the city, when an evening of heckling infamous Canuck classic rock survivor Greg Godovitz during a show at long-hair bastion the Gasworks led to them being invited onstage for an impromptu four-song set on Goddo’s gear. It would be one of the few highlights of a demoralizing four months.

			“I found out they came from Vancouver, and I said, ‘Oh shit, man. It’s all over!’” recalls Ralph Alfonso, manager for the Diodes and their DIY venue, the Crash ’n’ Burn. Toronto’s legendary punk social club for one summer, it was also the inspiration for the later D.O.A. song, “Let’s Wreck the Party.”

			“That place had gained fame all the way up to Vancouver,” says Keithley. “I guess it was kind of Ontario’s cool bar. So we went over there for a party one time, and we sort of did wreck the place. And I guess we summarily got thrown out, as we probably deserved. So I don’t really think we made friends with those guys.” The Skulls never got settled in Toronto. The band made plans to move to London, continuing their Eastern pursuit of punk’s promised land. But only half the band made the trip; the other half stayed behind, insisting they would leave any day, eventually balking and returning to Vancouver in shambles.

			Two bands emerged from the rubble of the Skulls. First came the Subhumans, which featured the band’s drummer and guitarist, Ken Montgomery and Brian Goble, along with their roadie, Gerry Hannah. In response, Joe formed D.O.A.

			Comprised of Keithley on vocals and guitar, bassist Randy Rampage, and drummer Chuck Biscuits, this early power trio incarnation of D.O.A. became the inspirational blueprint for literally hundreds of bands across Canada. They were the best, the hardest touring, and the most dedicated to the cause. D.O.A. truly was about spreading a message of political radicalism and fostering an alternative culture. Pulling a slogan from a local anarchist zine, the band adopted the simple “Talk – Action = Zero” as their mantra. It is a truth that defines them to this day.

			The band played their first show on February 11, 1978, at the same Japanese Hall that hosted the first Furies show less than a year prior. They played three songs, the only ones that they had written, over and over again, until the headlining band noticed and kicked them off. They gigged around town, getting a feel for the explosive punk scene that had formed in the city since they left. Thanks to the embers left burning by the Dishrags and Stone Crazy alum Brad Kent with his band, Victorian Pork, the Vancouver scene had slowly grown over the winter of ’77, and by the time D.O.A. was ready to hit the city, the city was ready to hit back. Or, at least spit back in their face and yell something unintelligible about anarchy.

			The Dishrags had remained active the whole time the Skulls were off wrecking parties in Toronto, honing their skills in Victoria before leaving home and splitting for the big city across the strait. Despite the concerns of their parents, the band dropped out of school and attempted to make their mark in Vancouver, a move that Jade Blade calls “very, very scary.”

			“It was also very, very exciting because at that age you can survive off nothing,” she says. “And it was so good to be immersed in that scene. There was so much energy.” The band played regularly in the city and across the border in Seattle, travelled to San Francisco, and toured to Calgary and Edmonton. Through their tireless work, they became one of the biggest names in the exploding scene and ended up recording a pair of singles in the States before falling apart. They band’s final release came tagged with the RCA England logo, an inclusion several reviewers failed to note as satire, remarking that it was a shame that the band had broken up after finally signing to such a real-ass label. During their time in Vancouver, Blade also began dating Pointed Sticks guitarist Bill Napier-Hemy; today, they are happily married with children. 

			Meanwhile, D.O.A. was busy cementing its status as one of the city’s most promising bands at an anti–Canada Day concert in Stanley Park, on July 1, 1978. Keithley burned the flag, and the band performed with the kind of inspired vitriol that thousands were faking all over the world in the wake of the Sex Pistols’ success. But with Biscuits and Rampage, D.O.A. was more than a facsimile of someone else’s rebelliousness. It was the most streamlined expression of a purely Canadian outrage embodied by hardcore. They wrote about Reagan, because he affected their lives, too, but they also wrote about hockey, about Vancouver, and about the Canadian government. And about disco, and how much it sucked.

			In the summer of 1978, D.O.A. recorded their first single, “Disco Sucks,” with the unemployment insurance money being collected by Keithley’s girlfriend. “She owed me a ton of dough because she hadn’t been working for eons,” he says. “Finally, we were just fucking broke beyond belief, and I said, ‘Okay here’s the payback. We’re gonna use your cheques and we’re gonna get the record out.’ And that’s what we did.” The band recorded and mixed four songs in eight hours, releasing the EP on their own Sudden Death Records, a label that Keithley operates to this day, keeping crucial albums from the first wave of Canadian punk in print, while releasing new records from spiritually sympathetic modern artists. 

			“Disco Sucks” was hand-delivered by the band to record stores, college radio stations, and dedicated punk zinesters all across British Columbia. When they couldn’t deliver records in person, the band mailed out copies to radio stations in New York and San Francisco, focusing on cities where vibrant punk scenes already existed. Their reputation, combined with the undeniable strength of those four songs, garnered the band their first taste of international recognition, as the song “Disco Sucks” climbed the college radio charts in San Francisco.

			Seeing the single’s success, Keithley figured it was time to book a tour. He called up the Mabuhay Gardens and asked for a show. The band was offered a two-night stint, but lacking any official D.O.A. vehicle, they were forced to improvise on their way south. Keithley took the train, Rampage took the bus, and Biscuits hitchhiked. The trio met in California at the home of Will Shatter of Negative Trend, later of Flipper, and borrowed the band’s gear for their first show, opening for the Avengers. The gig went well, but the next night went epically; Keithley, feeling The Urge mid-set, took out his dick and pissed all over the venue’s dance floor. The show lives in infamy. The next night, they returned to the venue to watch the Dead Kennedys. When the venue’s staff tried to eject a wasted Keithley, Kennedys vocalist Jello Biafra stopped the show, refusing to continue until “that Shithead guy” was let back inside. He was. The band was accepted as part of California punk culture; it’s how they ended up in American Hardcore 20 years later.

			“The first time I saw D.O.A. play was at the Starwood, opening for X,” says California punk legend Keith Morris, the original vocalist for Black Flag and brain trust behind the Circle Jerks. “They were a three-piece. It was a whiteout. X is one of my favourite bands, but I couldn’t believe they had to play after D.O.A. It was like the Who and the Clash. It was one of the best shows I’ve ever seen.”

			By 1979, D.O.A. had morphed into Canada’s only national punk band. With another single, “The Prisoner,” under their belts, they struck out across the continent, playing a legendary Rock Against Racism concert in Chicago in the summer of ’79 and continuing on to New York, Ottawa, Toronto (where they received a warm reception), and everywhere in between. Let’s break this down — D.O.A. pioneered the punk and hardcore touring circuit still used by bands today. Along with Black Flag in the States, they created a truly alternative culture that prized community over cash, one that sought to encourage fans in each city to become active participants in their own culture, rather than passive observers of someone else’s.

			In 1978, live venues in most cities across Canada were still employing cover bands, expected to play three sets a night and usually booked for a full week. These bands would start working originals into their set until regulars began to recognize and request them; it’s the system that birthed Rush, Trooper, and a thousand others. These bands functioned on a totally different plane than D.O.A., whose shows were designed to be an energized, destructive spectacle that couldn’t possibly last three full sets. This physical technicality doesn’t even take into account the importance placed on opening bands, who were a crucial part of keeping local scenes fresh.

			“Without D.O.A., touring, getting in a van, just going... It didn’t exist then,” says Duff McKagen, who started his musical career with Seattle punks the Fartz before ending up in one of the biggest rock bands of the ’90s, Guns N’ Roses. “There was no internet. No one had cell phones. You didn’t know where the clubs were. You’d play at people’s houses. D.O.A. was the first band to do it. Black Flag picked it up from them. SST was born, and all those bands started touring.”

			The audience for these shows was never going to be as substantial as those looking to hear pasty renditions of Neil Young songs. The old model of playing a whole week in a single city wasn’t sustainable, because bands couldn’t hope to draw consistent crowds from Wednesday through Sunday playing frantic originals, exhausting themselves after half an hour of leaping across the stage. This necessitated an endless schedule to stay solvent, bouncing from small city to small city and moving on the next day. In those cities, enthusiastic fans would book a show in whatever venue would have them, inviting their friends’ bands to open. This happened in every city between Vancouver and Toronto. Once a D.O.A. show had happened, a Subhumans show could happen; the Modernettes could come to town, and the Young Canadians wouldn’t be far behind them. There now existed an alternative to the bar scene that had set the rules in Canadian music for so long; an alternative that wasn’t making anyone rich, but was inspiring kids across Canada to think outside the box and realize the potential for cultural revolution and upheaval in every tiny Canadian town. Punk in Canada owes D.O.A. its life. It’s hard to imagine a punk world before all-ages venues and hall shows, especially since viable alternative culture is the source of so much great art in this country. Truly, it only exists because a guy named Shithead didn’t know any other way to get his band to Ottawa and back.

			In Canada, D.O.A.’s influence was greater than the Ramones, the Sex Pistols, or the Clash, because they showed kids in Regina that you could be from here, sing about the things that mattered to you, not disguise your accent or your enthusiasm for hockey, and people would care. They influenced countless young fans across Canada to form their own bands, start their own zines, and put on their own shows. Once you’ve demystified the creative process, anything is possible, creating a rich culture that doesn’t have to rely on mainstream avenues to find an audience.

			It’s never easy being the first, and early national tours were fraught with endless trouble. “We were so fucking broke, grateful for any free beer or food that we got, and usually we’d just stay with people and eat them out of house and home before they’d kick us out,” says Keithley. “Like, ‘You guys should be moving along now.’ In Toronto, somebody slashed our tires. But we just had a leak, so we blew one out by Thunder Bay. That was a big problem because we didn’t have a spare. And then the other one we blew out on the other side of Thunder Bay. And then we blew a ball joint in Regina. We didn’t have a show, so we had to sleep in the front of the repair shop. Ten shows in about three weeks.” 

			D.O.A. broke up for the first time following that tour, soon after a disastrous opening slot with the Clash at the Pacific National Exhibition grounds. The band’s final show came at a student-organized show at the University of British Columbia, when engineering students, acting as security personnel, started getting unnecessarily rough with fans trying to climb onstage. A fight broke out, and Chuck Biscuits threw down his sticks to fight the security detail; the band’s kit was destroyed in the fight, and they broke up soon after. A few weeks later, they were back together, booked to play outside the Republican National Convention in Detroit. If UBC was a riot, the RNC was the rapture.

			“This other march came up the street — about 2,000 people,” says Keithley. “They were waving the American flag, big pictures of Ronald Reagan, and all these signs: ‘Commies Go Home.’ We could see this coming up the street as we played. So the two mobs got together and they started to fight by bashing each other with placards and kicking. Then about four or five Detroit police vans pulled up, and about a hundred cops ran out and snaked between the two fighting sides and joined arms. They were in full riot gear, and people were kicking underneath and punching over top of the police line.” The band looked at each other and began to play “Fucked Up Ronnie.” 

			The riots didn’t end there, though. After UBC and Detroit, the band headed to Los Angeles to play with Black Flag, with whom they’d previously played in Santa Cruz for an audience of eight. Since then, Black Flag’s popularity had exploded, and they were eager to bring D.O.A. back to town. Black Flag initially invited the band for one show, but when it sold out in record time, a second was added to the same night. The trouble arose almost immediately when the first show let out, putting 800 punks — half leaving, half waiting to get inside — out on the streets of Los Angeles, a city with an infamously hostile relationship between punks and the police. A cop car drove by and was hit with a beer bottle, and when the officer got out to reprimand the offender, he quickly realized he was hopelessly outnumbered. He wasn’t alone for long. A few more cruisers arrived, and they, too, were pelted with bottles.

			“The cops said, ‘Fuck this, we’re the LAPD.’ They’re maybe the most macho police force in America, right?” says Keithley. “They came back with about 40 cars and a helicopter. They blocked off the intersection so there was no running, and the head cop came out in the middle of the intersection. He had a shotgun, and we were watching this from the windows in the dressing room. He walked around in a circle and held a shotgun above his head just to let the punks know they meant business. ‘We’re going to fuck with you because you fucked with us.’ The cops all waded in with their billy clubs and just started smashing people. People tried to run but the whole intersection was barricaded off.” The riot was front-page news the next day, with punks blamed for inciting the police and leaving them no choice but to utilize drastic measures to quell the violence.

			D.O.A. returned to Vancouver, ready to record their first full-length, Something Better Change, released in 1980. The band subsequently hit the road, extending their reach past Ottawa and travelling to the east coast of Canada for the first time. They also trekked out into the punk wilderness of the midwestern United States, still an untapped future hardcore stronghold. Along with Black Flag and the Dead Kennedys, they continued to expand the punk touring circuit, eagerly helping any band looking to follow in their footsteps.

			“All the little towns, it would either be Black Flag or D.O.A. who showed up first,” says Keithley. “The way you knew was the next time you came through, the opening bands would either sound a little bit like D.O.A. or a little bit like Black Flag. It was a funny thing.” Now a ruthlessly heavy machine made tight and precise by endless hours on the road, D.O.A. entered the studio to record Hardcore ’81, which, at one point, had the less-righteous title of Hardcore Plus. The record, of course, became the first time the term “hardcore” was used to describe the new lean style of punk emerging from the west coast, pushing the term into the consciousness of the scene and mainstream society outside of punk circles. But the always unstable band was headed for another blow-up, as tensions between Biscuits and Rampage reached a boiling point smack in the middle of the United States.

			Keithley missed the actual fight, but arrived to the band’s manager picking up money from the bushes outside of a punk house in Bloomington, Indiana. The details scarcely matter; Biscuits, in a rage, had broken the passenger-side window of the band’s van and thrown the money from the tour all over the lawn after pulling a knife on both Rampage and the manager. It was the beginning of the end for what many consider the band’s classic lineup.

			D.O.A. continued, continued, and continued. Keithley has remained the band’s keeper of the flame, although lifers, like Rampage, have returned for a few tours of duty since the ’80s. After the knife and the money and Bloomington, Biscuits left D.O.A., going on to play with bands like Social Distortion, Danzig, the Circle Jerks, and Black Flag. He remains one of the most respected punk drummers of all time, a notoriously private legend who aggressively avoids any discussion of his past. He’s fallen so far off the map that in 2009, when a story began circulating that he had died, his own brother had to drive several hours to confirm that he was, in fact, still alive.

			Keithley took D.O.A. to some incredible heights; they were one of the only bands to play behind the Iron Curtain, touring to Yugoslavia and Slovenia in 1984 (“We’d be the only band and they had these really strange clubs and really weird sound systems, stuff we’d never seen before in the west, like Soviet-era sound equipment, right?”). Nirvana played their second-ever show opening for the band at the Underground in Seattle, and in 2000, Keithley ran for federal parliament under the Green Party banner. He lost, but received 15% of the vote, which is pretty impressive for a guy whose first interaction with the media came from narcing out his own pseudo-riot under the name “Joey Shithead.”

			D.O.A. is still going strong. Long after this book has turned to dust and nuclear war ravages the earth, Joey Shithead will be in a van somewhere, teaching an all-ages hall full of kids that they need to put their money where their mouths are and truly live the alternative that they want the world to be. He’ll be showing the mutant punks of the future that talk minus action equals zero. And for good measure, I can promise you that he’ll be wearing a sleeveless jean jacket over a sleeveless D.O.A. shirt when he does it, and that his message will be just as relevant as it was in 1981.
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			The Reaction [Courtesy of Michael Fisher]

		

		
		
			December 24, 1977, 3:00 p.m. AST

			It’s tough to escape the familial obligations of Christmas Eve in St. John’s, Newfoundland. But five friends, reunited after a semester of mainland schooling and out-of-town work, have snuck in to the bowels of Memorial University to record the first three songs for their new band-cum-art-project, Da Slyme. Convincing the manager of the campus radio station, MUN Radio, to give them keys to the station and access to its limited recording set-up, they’ve arranged all available microphones in the only logical configurations they can think of. They play through an original song, “Piss-Eyed Sleezoid,” a few times before firing up the station’s gear and recording. They hack through an instrumental and jump headfirst into more original songs. Eventually, they have to head home for dinner, but not before promising to return the next day to finish what they started. In one of the most remote cities in Canada, a few kilometres from the easternmost point in North America, punk has grabbed a foothold on the Rock.

			There were some great struggles facing this project when it came to deciding whom to include. This chapter might have been the hardest of all, and you’re holding hundreds of pages of steaming struggle right now. Combining Regina and Saskatoon into a single Saskatchewan chapter made sense, given the limited activity in each city and their geographic similarities. But combining all of Atlantic Canada into a single chapter is going to piss someone off. It’s possible that each of these chapters could begin with some kind of apology or explanation, but this one needs and deserves special framing. 

			The first wave of punk was slow to hit Nova Scotia, New Brunswick, Prince Edward Island, and Newfoundland and Labrador. With a few notable exceptions, it was slower than the rest of Canada. Early punk bands were often art school projects or simply a cover band specializing in Ramones and Sex Pistols songs. This isn’t true everywhere, but it does mean that a standalone chapter on Moncton or Fredericton would be remarkably concise. This packaging of all four provinces isn’t meant to insult, belittle, or disrespect the valuable contributions of bands in this region. These bands, perhaps even more than their contemporaries in more populous parts of the country, were fascinating products of creativity in isolation (like punk rock feral children), and their very existence helped to bring about new musical eras in their hometowns. Without Mark Gaudet and the Punks in Moncton, there would be no Eric’s Trip, the first Canadian indie rock band to sign with Sub Pop. Without Agro and Nobody’s Heroes in Halifax, there would have been no hardcore scene to inspire the members of Sloan to get their shit together and sign to Geffen in 1992, and without the Curbs in Fredericton, the city would have lacked a galvanizing youth cultural force to inspire a young Peter Rowan to try his hand at management, helping to orchestrate the success of both those bands. 

			As it stands, many of the most groundbreaking bands on the east coast didn’t emerge until the tail end of punk, and they fall outside of the guidelines arbitrarily set for this book in order to keep things reasonable. If you want to know about the explosion of mad musical genius and big-name brilliance that was centred in Atlantic Canada in the late ’80s and ’90s, pick yourself up a copy of Have Not Been the Same by Barclay, Jack, and Schneider. It’s the best book ever written about Canadian music, and an indispensable guide to some of Canada’s greatest contributions to the evolution of North American rock music. 

			We’re going to talk about the spark before the explosion. 

			When Mark Gaudet says I can call him any time up until three, I assume the 47-year-old rock veteran doesn’t really mean the middle of the night. But when we finally connect the next evening, he seems surprised that I didn’t call. At three in the morning, the night before.

			Gaudet is an east coast institution; he formed Purple Knight, his adolescent reaction to discovering hard rock, in 1974. A few years later, he started Moncton’s first punk band, the adorably appropriately named Punks. Years later he played in Eric’s Trip, the city’s best-known rock export; Elevator, another widely known Moncton hesher institution; and a flurry of other bands from every imaginable genre. He is a pillar of the local scene, the one-time manager of a local Sam the Record Man, literally responsible for bringing punk to New Brunswick’s largest city. 

			Gaudet’s solo exploration of punk coincided perfectly with the crash of Moncton’s local economy in the late ’70s. Previously sustained by the shipbuilding industry, which itself collapsed in the 1860s, Moncton successfully rebuilt itself as a railway town and was responsible for the construction of a significant portion of the Canadian National Railway’s locomotive force. But with the slow decline of rail in Canada came the closure of Moncton’s locomotive shops, a second crash that left thousands of citizens out of work and the city financially devastated. This was the backdrop for Gaudet’s earliest sonic experimentations, an adventure he undertook primarily in solitude.

			Purple Knight was Gaudet’s first project, an early exploration of his abilities as a drummer and an attempt to exorcise the sounds that bands like Deep Purple and Black Sabbath had planted in his head. The band wrote original music, recorded it in Gaudet’s garage, and participated in a short (homemade) documentary about their career, produced by Gaudet’s grandmother. The band was over by 1976, but the DIY ethic that would define punk was already an intrinsic part of Gaudet’s musical chemistry. He just needed the music to give it a soundtrack and an outlet. It came one year later, when he tuned in to the Ramones’ August 7 performance on Don Kirshner’s Rock Concert, the popular syndicated variety show hosted by the former manager of the Monkees.

			“That was the first time that I actually heard punk rock,” says Gaudet. “I mean, I had a hundred records in my collection at that time, but that was the point that I was blown to smithereens, that I was smashed up against the wall. I expected kids to be talking about them the next day. But they were all talking about them negatively. They thought they were awful. At that point I realized no one else was into punk, so I started looking around.” Gaudet didn’t find anyone; in fact, his quest to understand this new obsession alienated him almost completely from his former friends and classmates. Within a year, his social circle had dwindled to four. Says Gaudet, “I had to find new misfits to align myself with.”

			By February 1978, Gaudet had at least found an enthusiastic co-conspirator, if not a fated soul mate. Switching to guitar while teaching his friend the basics of the drums, the pair formed the Punks, Moncton’s first punk band. Not that anyone noticed; the Punks never left the basement and split in April when Gaudet’s friend got too tired from playing as fast as the Ramones. Next up was the Whore-Moans, another example of Gaudet essentially tricking a few other people into playing in a punk band. Unfortunately, the nature of everyone’s instrumental talents led to an unorthodox power-trio lineup, with Gaudet back on drums and two vocalists, sans instruments, up front. “They just liked acting crazy, screaming in the basement and acting nuts,” says Gaudet. “One of the guys only bought a punk record because he wanted my paper route.”

			Playing basement concerts for a handful of friends over the course of 1979, the band gained enough local steam to be offered a paying gig at a bar. When the bar found out the oldest member was 15, the offer was quickly and responsibly rescinded. The Whore-Moans fell apart soon after, with the other two members moving on to other teenage interests and, inevitably, away from punk. “I didn’t want to be alone,” says Gaudet. “It just turned out that way.”

			Before he could Charlie Brown off into the Moncton night, Gaudet finally met two musicians who were actual fans of the bands he was trying to imitate, Brent Horeman and Mark Doucet. “Those guys never bullshitted me, they were actually into punk,” says Gaudet. “That was the first time I found people that weren’t just humouring me.” Together, the trio formed the Robins, billed as Moncton’s first gigging punk band, and Gaudet’s first band to feature bass, guitar, and drums at the same time. And here’s the craziest part — the Robins were fucking awesome. 

			Given their extreme isolation and lack of any semblance of a scene, it seems unreasonable to expect much from three misfit teenagers in a transitional industrial town. But the band used their lack of experience and dearth of proper recording equipment to produce some of the most inspired weirdness to emerge from Atlantic Canada during this whole period. The Robins’ self-titled 1980 album sounds like a field recording taken from some sort of Wisconsin Death Trip–like town on the edge of complete decay; there is an experimental Nomeansno-like quality to the tape, despite the fact that the Wright brothers had yet to play a note together on the opposite coast. The Robins existed in a complete vacuum, to a much greater and more literal extent than bands in Winnipeg or Edmonton, where punks could at least rely on a supportive scene of a few hundred kids. In Moncton, the Robins relied on a dozen or so curious kids to attend their basement performances, and the manner in which this was reflected in the band’s bizarre material is incredible: it is music completely devoid of any intended audience, recorded in a way that isn’t so much lo-fi as inexplicably strange, the songs themselves like an explosion of adolescent punk id.

			Crucially, the band left Moncton, and twice played in Halifax, Nova Scotia, just over three hours away. They opened up the east coast to the potential for a touring circuit, and showed the lonely misfits in another city that there were kids like them all over the place, they just needed to work to bring themselves together. It was the foundation of a touring circuit that nurtured an incredible music scene and still exists to this day. 

			After a few years of the Robins, Gaudet was getting listless. Increasingly interested in bands like the Fall and Joy Division, the group dissolved, and he left to pursue the cold wave end of post-punk. He went on to start Venison Creek in 1983, an incredible annual zine, still active, that documents and archives the Moncton scene, keeping a deposit of rare tapes and VHS to distribute to curious “Punkton” amateur historians. In the composted remains of the Punks, Whore-Moans, and Robins, a truly vibrant independent music scene flourished. It’s intense, but it’s not hyperbolic, to suggest that Mark Gaudet was the reason.

			When the Robins visited Halifax, there was one name they kept hearing: Nobody’s Heroes. So far as they could tell, these guys ran the Halifax scene that, when seen through the eyes of teenagers from Moncton, must have looked like Warhol’s New York.

			Nobody’s Heroes were amongst the scene’s most popular bands, but their early focus was on punk covers. It was only a few years later, confidence built up by years of solid Clash cover-age, that they ventured into the requisite world of original songwriting. Still, their less original years were doubtlessly a crucial part of the evolution of the city’s punk scene, which had started as a goof-around art project by a handful of smirking college kids from the Nova Scotia College of Art and Design, an internationally recognized site of bizarro artistic innovation.

			The Vacant Lot and the Trash Kanz were Halifax’s first punk bands, consisting of, essentially, the exact same members in different formations, playing off a staged rivalry that was used to drum up excitement for supposedly contentious billings and garner publicity from local media. With a small scene centred almost exclusively in a local hippie cafe called Odin’s Eye and the classrooms of NSCAD, members of both bands approached the concept of punk with a kind of detached academic eye.

			“We could all play reasonably well, but there was also an attempt to not overdo things, and stick to strict garage band origins,” says Ron Foley McDonald, who helped form both bands in the ’70s. “There were elements of parody and trashiness. And there was the aesthetic of having bad equipment. If you couldn’t throw this stuff together quickly, what was the point?” It’s clear that both the Vacant Lot and the Trash Kanz were more of an attempt to emulate, rather than a genuine reaction to or against something. Which sounds dismissive, but shouldn’t; by revitalizing the struggling folkie-hippie enclave of Odin’s Eye, which later changed its name to the Grafton Street Cafe, they set the stage for a more earnest punk expression in the early ’80s.

			The Grafton Street Cafe hosted the first shows by bands like Nobody’s Heroes and Agro, Halifax’s tougher, weirder punk outfit. It played a critical role in the scene’s development, not just as one of the lone venues friendly to the concept of all-ages shows, but as one of the only places in the entire city to allow non-union musicians a chance to play.

			The American Federation of Musicians is a pan-national union that provides benefits, pensions, and wage protection for professional musicians. In most Canadian cities, it holds little power over live music establishments, but as one of the only organizations in the country capable of lobbying for international performance visas, it still plays a critical role in the lives of musicians hoping to tour outside of Canada. The Atlantic Federation of Musicians, AFM Local 571, is an even more powerful beast. Through the ’70s and ’80s, the union blacklisted any venue that hosted shows by non-union musicians or refused to pay union scale, a measure of protection for the professionals who comprised the union’s backbone. But for young kids forming their first band and looking for a live break, performing at any venue in the city — the union ran every single one — was impossible. Punk bands couldn’t afford union dues, and venues couldn’t afford to be blacklisted by inviting a non-union band to play on a Monday night for a non-union rate. The Atlantic Federation of Musicians, for all the good it did for blues and jazz musicians, stalled the development of a viable youth culture in Halifax for decades.

			“At that time, the AFM had unbelievable control over the clubs,” says James Cowan, who joined the Trash Kanz right before their implosion and started Nobody’s Heroes a few months later. “But there was so much hunger for something different that when the Heroes formed, it really lit a fire under everyone. By our sixth gig, we were showing up to a line that literally stretched around the block.” Cowan speaks of his time with the band as one would speak of a great battle, an attempt to defeat what he calls the “slug bands.” Slug bands were a holdover from the Led Zeppelin era, bands whose pomposity (and guitar solos) knew no bounds.

			Nobody’s Heroes did eventually record two of their originals (grand total of original songs: three) right at the end of their time together, when the band was regularly drawing several hundred kids to a too-fucking-packed Grafton Street Cafe. Thanks to support from a local DJ who helped set the band up in his station’s studio, they did their best to whip through the two songs, which show a serious dedication to the craft of songwriting, along with the undeniable influence of Stiff Little Fingers. The songs were never properly released, which is a shame, as they demonstrate a promising band on the cusp of figuring themselves out. Cowan continued to play long after the dissolution of the Heroes; after moving to Toronto, he formed the Little Ministers, a classic rock radio staple, as well as Absolute Faith, the first vehicle for future reality TV star and INXS frontman J.D. Fortune. 

			Along with Nobody’s Heroes, the other band providing the soundtrack to early all-ages shows in Halifax was Agro. While the Heroes did their best impression of Stiff Little Fingers, Agro was a boundary-pushing collection of weirdos right out of the gate, an almost-immediate post-punk response to what had barely come before them. Confrontational and intentionally obtuse, the few live bootlegs that exist of their early shows hint at a Pere Ubu–like sonic attack, a very literal assault on their limited audience. The bootlegs remain nearly impossible to track down, but the band’s purposely confrontational style made an obvious impact in the city. 

			“They scared me a bit,” says Phil Walling, who helped run sound at early shows and produced the pioneering — and expensive eBay collector’s item — electro-punk single “Orphan Baby,” under the moniker Phollop Willing P.A. “I never knew where the jokes stopped and the truly psychotic behaviour began.” 

			“They were very troublesome and totally incompetent,” says Cowan. “They were just total amateurs, and awfully fucking noisy, and they had no respect for music. It was awesome.”

			“Their shows were kind of phenomenal, in that there was a certain degree of randomness and chaos, which was kind of attractive,” says Allison Outhit, vice president of operations at FACTOR, and a fixture of the early Halifax scene. “Picture this scene: a church, on top of a hill, on a main street. In front of the church there were some steps and a couple of working electrical outlets, so every so often people would show up with amps and stuff, and you had to do it quick because it would take half an hour for the cops to show up and shut it down. You only found out about those gigs if you were at Backstreet 10 minutes beforehand.”

			Backstreet Amusements — on paper, nothing more than an arcade — appeared in the mid-’80s in Halifax, ushering in the first real era of punk and hardcore in the city and providing a meeting place for a burgeoning community of like-minded musicians and fans who didn’t have a union card. Greg Clark, owner of the arcade, would open the Flamingo on Grafton Street when the Grafton Street Cafe finally closed shop, becoming the first venue in the entire town to reject the AFM outright, securing a liquor license and regularly booking non-union bands. Clark and the Flamingo put Halifax on the map for North American touring bands, who had previously stopped in Montreal and turned around. As a result, Halifax would experience such an intense musical creative boom through the ’80s and ’90s that it would be dubbed the “next Seattle” by an alternative-hungry post-Nirvana music industry. 

			“Halifax is a dark town, a fucking port town,” says Peter Rowan, who moved from Fredericton in the ’80s and ended up managing Sloan, a product of an exploding independent underground. “It’s a dirty, nasty fucking town. It’s got an underbelly. That’s part of how great art gets created. If it’s all Brigadoon, who’s going to give a shit? You need that thing to be opposed to. You need things to be kind of dark.”

			The Curbs were the first punk band in Fredericton, New Brunswick. Two hours west of Moncton, Fredericton is the third largest city in the province (after Moncton and Saint John). The provincial capital, it is a city built around the needs of the public sector employees who comprise the majority of the town’s workforce. It also enjoys the highest per capita income in New Brunswick, along with the highest percentage of individuals with a post-secondary education. While punk happily breeds amidst industrial decay and economic downturn (see: Ohio), it has proven itself just as suited to the expression of adolescent rebellion against a bourgeois upper class (see: Southern California). 

			“Punk in Fredericton was there in response to the middle-of-the-road, very conservative aspect of the city,” says Peter Rowan, who began his storied career in the music industry at a record store in town. “It’s a university and government town, and that’s the kind of atmosphere that you need there to be an alternative to.” Clearly Fredericton was perfectly suited to the kind of rebellious, freaky punk that emerged from the beaches of California, and the Curbs were the first manifestation of this age-old teenage instinct. A short-lived local phenomenon and staple of local basements and house parties, the Curbs quickly evolved into the Angered Wrecks.

			“We became a more serious band,” says John Westhaver, a member of both early Fredericton acts. “And we were definitely more dedicated to fucking with people’s minds live.” Speaking with Westhaver, it seems like fucking with minds was the Angered Wrecks’ primary purpose for being; hall shows began to happen around the turn of the decade, but given the size of the town and age of the crowd, adults were a fixture of the scene, necessary to chaperone punks to and from early shows. It was the parents that the band ended up focusing on, doing their best to break any adult at an Angered Wrecks show down into a tiny ball of uncomfortable parental energy.

			While the rest of the city enjoyed a relatively high standard of living, the Angered Wrecks, along with a collection of local multimedia artists, moved into a single dilapidated house in one of the only bad parts of town, dubbing it Punk Manor. Soon after, the Wrecks and their consistently noisy practice space moved on to an equally decrepit house, this time across from a strip club. “There was also a boarding house that used to house all the strippers,” says Westhaver. “We used to rehearse at night, and after they finished their dancing, they all used to come over and hang out at our place.” He pauses. “It was crazy times.”

			Before the Angered Wrecks had a chance to play outside of Fredericton, the band broke up, with some of the members moving on to the Vogons, a band that Westhaver sang in for the first two years. The Vogons became the first band in the city to produce a record, working with Rowan and his upstart label, Dressed to Kill. By the middle of the decade, DTK would be producing local records and staging an annual festival in an attempt to bring together a viable local scene. Between the label, the festival, and the tireless ethic of the Vogons, Fredericton possessed a thriving original music scene by the mid-’80s. In a way, it was a lot like Moncton.

			“Mark Gaudet and I always used to joke that in that time period of ’79 to ’81, we were the only two punks in the entire province of New Brunswick,” Westhaver says. “The Angered Wrecks were in Fredericton and the Robins were in Moncton. And besides that, it’s the same thing.”

			On Christmas Eve, 1977, Da Slyme recorded their first four songs in St. John’s. The capital of Newfoundland and Labrador, St. John’s is the oldest English colony in North America, owing to its position on the far eastern tip of the Avalon Peninsula. With the exception of a few months in the summer, when the government operates a direct ferry route between the city and the mainland of Sydney, Nova Scotia, getting to St. John’s requires embarking on an eight-hour ride across the Cabot Strait, followed by a 10-hour drive across the island. Despite a population of almost four times Fredericton, St. John’s extreme geographical isolation makes the fact that it had an active original punk band in 1977 genuinely mind-boggling. The fact that it actually had two is just fucking crazy.

			The Reaction was the city’s other punk band; a louder, edgier expression of early punk influences than Da Slyme. Vocalist and bassist Michael Fisher had spent the ’70s in Toronto as part of a run-of-the-mill cover band. There, he stumbled into a Viletones show, blowing open his perception of what he could do with a band.

			“I returned to St. John’s and realized nothing here was going on like that,” he says. “The Viletones were a real inspiration. I liked the energy and rawness of it.” When Fisher returned to Newfoundland, Da Slyme was the only band playing punk-influenced music, although, like the Trash Kanz and Vacant Lot in Halifax, the band had a slightly comedic element, teetering on a kind of punk parody. 

			Da Slyme made their live debut in February 1978, following their first recording session over the Christmas holidays. Posters for the show proclaim it as a “BYOSP” event — bring your own safety pins — an indication of the parodic elements present. Still, the show ended in a fight and sent one band member to the hospital with a mangled foot, the result of kicking over numerous tables and chairs. Parody or not, it was still punk in execution. While the band was initially relegated to on-campus shows and the odd house party, they eventually ventured out into the city proper.

			“Most of the bars that booked Da Slyme were on the skids and about to close,” says Slyme member Peter Morris. “This was consistent from start to finish. They were on their last breath and desperate for one last shot at revenue. Desperate enough to gamble that free beer for Da Slyme was worth the trouble.” A pub called Middle Earth became one of the only bars to regularly hosts gigs for both Da Slyme and the Reaction, pushing their 70-person capacity well into the hundreds on a good night. Still, the steady turnover of new bars in the city is a consistent reality for the highly competitive industry, particularly in Newfoundland, where carousing is an integral part of local culture; for example, in 1776, there were 42 permanent homes on the island . . . and 16 taverns.

			In 1980, Da Slyme compiled their self-produced radio sessions on a single record, which they pressed without thinking of packaging needs. The result was a series of spray-painted Saturday Night Fever and Mr. Dressup LP sleeves, all bearing the dripping DIY lettering of Da Slyme. Ironically, but not surprisingly, this incredibly cheap method of housing records now fetches serious money online, a rare artefact of the first-wave punk scene made rarer by its handmade quality.

			The members of the Reaction, by contrast, were consummate professionals. Where Da Slyme was a group of university students looking for a laugh and a hobby, the Reaction was all seasoned bar-rock vets, bored with the standards of the pub scene and inspired by the promise of punk. It was their goal to be a full-time band, and they attacked the province of Newfoundland as best they could in an attempt to make enough money to sustain themselves.

			“We played a lot of small port towns,” says the Reaction’s Michael Fisher. “A lot of people had money, because fishing was big then. So bars would be packed, and we’d take home, like, $1,200 for two nights.” The band knew that an audience more accustomed to country duos or Trooper tributes might not always react positively to their original material, so they worked hard to make their show as engaging as possible on other levels. 

			“We’d come out in spandex leopard tops,” says Fisher. “And we would have flash bombs made out of gun powder in tin cans. I’d light a cigarette, introduce a song, then drop it into the can, and it’d explode.” He pauses and adds, “It was rather smelly, actually. And you can’t buy gunpowder like that now.”

			The Reaction recorded 12 original songs before calling it a day in 1981, by which point the original music scene in St. John’s had exploded to include one other band. It would be a decade before punk and hardcore would take hold on the island, and while a thriving music community exists today, it remains a rare tour stop for bands, owing to the time and money required to get there. 

			Equally brain-bending as quality first wave punk in Newfoundland is the presence of a punk band in Meat Cove, Nova Scotia, in 1979. Located at the northern tip of Cape Breton, an island to the north of the mainland province, Meat Cove is an isolated fishing village accessible only via a dirt road from the Cabot Trail. And somehow, thanks to the miracle of the CBC and shortwave radio, a few kids formed an experimental punk band here, amidst the lobster traps and fishing boats. 

			Without the codified structure of a normal music community, the Dry Heeves blended their enthusiasm for the Sex Pistols and Kraftwerk into one madcap clusterfuck of sound and energy. “Industrial Cape Breton in the 1970s and early 1980s was a lot like Trailer Park Boys, only a little darker and a lot more depressing,” says founding member J.D. MacNeil. “Anything that could enlighten our horizons was welcomed.” Despite churning out cassette after cassette of feedback-drenched punk-type music, the band didn’t perform until 1984, when their live debut came in Reserve Mines, Nova Scotia, a city of barely 2,000. It was greeted with a muted, confused mix of shock and laughter. 

			“When you consider what an economically depressed shithole of darkness Cape Breton was back then, it should have been a perfect breeding ground for a punk rock scene,” says MacNeil. “The whole thing in industrial Cape Breton, the scene itself, didn’t really take off for some years.” 

			The Dry Heeves are still active, still melding tape loops, electronic noise, and the shortwave punk influence of the late ’70s into something that could only come out of Meat Cove, Nova Scotia.

			The influence of early punk bands in Atlantic Canada is extremely localized, but every bit as important as that of bigger name Canadian acts. Even isolated scenes like Edmonton and Victoria would play host to a major touring act like D.O.A. or the Diodes every few months, providing a loud, aspirational example of how great a band from this country could be. It’s a consistent anecdote from across the country — getting to open for the Subhumans or the Viletones changed a band’s entire approach. It kicked scenes into high gear and encouraged newcomers to start their own bands, underground venues, or zines. Those bands, without exception, never toured past Montreal until well into the ’80s, when scenes had been entrenched in cities like Halifax and Moncton. As a result, bands and fans in the Maritimes were forced to be even more self-sufficient and creative than their peers across the country, battling a powerful union in the process. The tremendous uphill struggle to create a viable punk scene in these cities meant that, when things finally did kick off, the bands they produced were hungry war-ready machines, indestructible wharf rats that created an incredible and diverse independent music scene.
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THE FORGOTTEN REBELS
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			Pierre Trudeau with a Forgotten Rebels LP [© Stephen Burman]

		

		
		
			July 19, 1980, 1:30 p.m. EST

			Pierre Elliott Trudeau walks through a crowd of supporters in industrial Hamilton, confused by an incessant young woman who continually tries to thrust a 12” EP in his face every chance she gets. It’s a sunny summer day, but things have already gone weirder than expected; the Hamilton-area Liberal Party treasurer allowed the Forgotten Rebels, a band managed by his son, to play the event. They had promised not to play the tongue-in-cheek anti-government revolutionary anthem of “National Unity,” but, naturally, they had opened with it. Organizers pulled the plug on the band mid-performance, and now they’re here wandering the event, pissed off that they brought all their gear to a Liberal Party fundraiser to play for all of 50 seconds. And now there’s this girl, endlessly pushing that thing at Trudeau. Finally, the Prime Minister relents, takes the record, and hands it to a member of his security detail. In the time between receiving and handing off the record, Stephen Burman, the Forgotten Rebels’ manager and son of the local Liberal Party treasurer, has managed to take a photo of Pierre Elliott Trudeau holding the band’s debut EP in such a way that it really looks like he’s just carrying it around. And so continues the Rebels’ strange, endless dance with mainstream media and culture.

			Mickey DeSadist is currently pissing just outside of my 1989 camper van parked within view of a bar in his hometown of Hamilton, Ontario, that’s named after his band’s second album. We’ve retreated here thanks to the unseasonably cold spring air driving us off the bar’s patio, but the cut-and-paste signage for This Ain’t Hollywood still shines through the trees. 

			“What’s it like to be sitting here, 30 years after that record came out, still talking about it within view of that bar?”

			“It does tribute to everyone who ever played in the band,” he says. “It’s a tribute to everything that happened in Hamilton. This Ain’t Hollywood . . . and you know, this ain’t Hollywood. We’re sitting here, in a van, in the parking lot of Chris’ Kitchen Outlet. I come here all the time to get accessories for my kitchen.”

			DeSadist laughs. He’s right. And I bet his kitchen is immaculate.

			Mike Gerlecki knew he wanted to play music, but in the mid-’70s, he could tell that his vision wasn’t gelling with the musicians he was finding. Hamilton flourished as Canada’s industrial capital at the turn of the last century; at one point, over 60% of the country’s steel came from the city. Just one hour to the west of the bourgeois intellectualism of Toronto, Hamilton had a well-earned reputation as a hard-drinking rock ’n’ roll town, the stomping grounds for such seminal artists as Ronnie Hawkins and King Biscuit Boy. In the ’50 and ’60s, just as America began to experience the decline of homegrown industry, so, too, did Hamilton. The mighty Stelco, once the biggest employer in the city, was forced to declare bankruptcy, and an exploding downtown was stopped dead in its tracks. It was against this backdrop that Gerlecki found himself trying to teach a bunch of unemployed heshers how to play like the Stooges.

			“I was jamming with some guys and wanted to start a band,” he says. “I had this sound in my mind, Mott the Hoople meets the Stooges, and they said, ‘That sound’s not going to do any good.’ I was trying to write songs like that because I was listening to those bands so much, and they just didn’t think it was good. So the second I heard ‘Anarchy in the U.K.,’ I quit the band.” Not only did Gerlecki abandon the non-believers; he reinvented himself as Mickey DeSadist, an homage to the punk personas adopted by his British heroes. 

			Walking through Hamilton one day, DeSadist heard some kids playing sloppily in their basement. He walked into the house, uninvited, and the first lineup of the Forgotten Rebels was born. It was a simpler time.

			“I never found musicians that really understood what I wanted to do, but I did find guys that wanted to drink and party so much that they didn’t care what they played,” he says. Inspired by the new imported singles showing up every week at Star Records, DeSadist tried to hone in on the sound and attitude he wanted to convey. Star was an anomaly for a city Hamilton’s size; stocking punk records in the middle of downtown long before similar stores popped up in Vancouver or Toronto, it became the nerve centre of the city’s music community.

			Hamilton was also ahead of the curve musically; hometown boys Teenage Head had been together since ’75, pre-dating the official worldwide coming out party of punk. They were The Real Deal, a stripped-down rock and roll band in the vein of the Ramones or the Dead Boys, and when DeSadist saw their first show at Westdale High School, it further galvanized him to get his shit together and get the Rebels off the ground. Serendipitously, a Toronto writer named Gary Pig Gold reached out to DeSadist around this time and invited his new band to open for Hamiltonian psych-rock weirdo pioneers Simply Saucer at the YWCA on Ottawa Street.

			“They were kind of like Syd Barrett with Pink Floyd meets the Kinks,” says DeSadist. The description fits; Simply Saucer was too weird for the Hamilton bar crowd, and when punk hit, they were too weird for many of the punks. Their landmark LP, Cyborgs Revisited, was recorded by Bob and Daniel Lanois in 1975 but didn’t see the light of day until 1989, falling out of print for the better part of a decade before being reissued in 2003. The album is a dazzlingly adventurous near-forgotten piece of experimental proto-punk, its lo-fi sound only serving to highlight the creativity in its songwriting and production — it’s no surprise that Daniel Lanois would go on to a brilliant career as the producer of landmark albums by U2, Bob Dylan, and Neil Young. Cyborgs is frequently cited as one of the greatest Canadian records of all time, and it is doubtlessly deserving of any accolade you could throw at it.

			Saucer might have been a little outside of the punk world, but their importance to the development of the city’s music scene can’t be understated; their house was a centre of musical experimentation through the ’70s, a place where they rehearsed daily, wrote an album a week, and performed for whoever was interested in stopping by. The advent of punk, if not ideally suited to their prog-leaning style, helped them put down stronger roots in the city and gave underage punks a work ethic and who-gives-a-fuck attitude to aspire to. And, at this immediate point in the story, an opening slot on a show guaranteed to be attended by at least a hundred people in downtown Hamilton.

			“We overwhelmed the audience,” says DeSadist. “Even though we couldn’t play very well, it was overwhelming to the audience to have someone writing the kind of songs we were writing at that point. I mean, it was overwhelming to me. Even if we couldn’t play well, we were already becoming a great band.” It wasn’t just the band’s songs that were shocking; DeSadist burnt a Canadian flag onstage, destroyed everything in sight, and shattered a door. Gary Pig Gold received the bill weeks later from the venue, citing $400 in costs, broken down as such:

			Cleaning — 5 people x 5 hours x 5 = $125

			Replace Door (Memorial Room) = $200

			Damage to Vegetables (Carrots and Lettuce) = $25

			Damage to Ladies Washroom = $50

			No one knows what the YWCA meant about carrots and lettuce, but the rest seemed fair enough. Not a bad list for a first gig. The Forgotten Rebels were off and running. 

			Like Toronto’s Viletones, a menacing method of delivery for Steven Leckie’s strange brand of punk performance art, the Forgotten Rebels were, in many ways, a single man’s vision masquerading as a complete band. DeSadist was the driving force and central figure, enduring countless lineup changes and continuing to write and perform as the Rebels over 30 years later. The band’s aesthetic — smart, catchy, too offensive to be believable — is a direct extension of Mickey himself, a sarcastic, intelligent guy with a distinct patter and a continuing need to push the boundaries of good taste. Ultimately, he’s just trying to make people laugh, and maybe make a political point or two.

			This was apparent from day one, when the song “Reich ’N’ Roll” appeared on the band’s first demo. Its slow, catchy, chorus intones, over and over again, “I wanna be a Nazi,” and for the casual listener, the song could easily be interpreted as anti-Semitic. But for anyone following along, the third verse spells things out quite literally: “I only wrote this song / Just to screw up the press / You gotta be quite an idiot for believing this mess.” DeSadist was right, and the media immediately pounced on the band for their supposed racism. It was a stigma they initially invited under the time-honoured cliché of “all press is good press,” but the need for DeSadist to consistently explain himself eventually wore thin. He’s just a provocateur, and a silly one at that. 

			“I’m not a racist, I just watched Sanford and Son a lot,” he says, laughing. “My humour was based on that, and Abdullah Farouk. He was the manager of the Original Sheik, Ed Farhat. I got a lot of my inspiration from wrestling. Ernie Ladd was another huge influence.” As the list of damages from the band’s first show can attest, the Rebels were about showmanship and shock from day one, and DeSadist seems surprised that no one made the connection at the time. In fact, the Forgotten Rebels are part of a long line of punks who channelled wrestling theatrics into their music and performance.

			“Even David Thomas, when he was doing Rocket from the Tombs, claims that his persona was taken from wrestling,” says Damian Abraham, vocalist for Polaris Music Prize–winning art-punks Fucked Up, and my go-to expert on all things related to the crossover of punk and wrestling. Abraham has built his own career around the kind of theatrics that DeSadist is describing, embodying not just the persona of classic wrestlers, but the physical aspects of performance as well. Abraham regularly juices, which is to say the guy tends to smash stuff into his forehead so that he bleeds all over himself. After years of razor blade and pint glass-induced damage, Abraham now sports the same scars as veteran wrestlers like Terry Funk and Abdullah the Butcher, making him the ideal candidate to explain the frequent intersection of performance culture that is punk and wrestling. 

			When I ask Abraham to elaborate on the connection DeSadist is citing, he rambles off a grocery list of punk and hardcore groups that have drawn influence from classic wrestling personalities. David Thomas of Rocket from the Tombs, a Cleveland-based proto-punk band active from ’74 to ’75, is an early example, as Thomas’ stage persona was imbued with the over-the-top dramatic flair of ’70s wrestlers. Similarly, the Dictators’ 1975 debut, Go Girl Crazy!, sports a cover shot of vocalist Handsome Dick Manitoba in full wrestling regalia; the band’s whole career is marked by references to and reverence for professional wrestling. The Forgotten Rebels are part of the same continuum, one that grew even stronger throughout the ’80s with wrestling-obsessed hardcore outfits like ANTiSEEN and the Stretch Marks from Winnipeg carrying the torch for legends like Invader One and Terry Funk through wrestling-themed songs, records, and stage personas.

			DeSadist’s mix of wrestling and strong, original songwriting was enough to attract manager Stephen Burman, who had just returned from a trip to the U.K., ostensibly to visit family, but, basically, just to see the Clash. 

			“I told Mickey I’d seen all these bands,” Burman says. “We were hanging out at Tim Hortons. I guess I got into the city and I sat down for a coffee and we started talking. He was just totally thrilled with me having been there and everything. And then he showed me what was going on, what the scene was in Hamilton at the time.” Tim Hortons on Ottawa Street was like DeSadist’s CBGB. He was there almost every day, holding court, drinking double doubles, eating doughnuts. If you wanted to find him, you went to Tim Hortons. It doesn’t get much more spectacularly Hamiltonian than that.

			The Forgotten Rebels’ lineup shifted again, just in time for Burman to insist that they record a demo, the 1978 cassette release Burn the Flag. The tape helped the band get their first shows in Toronto and gave them enough momentum to justify entering a proper studio to record their first full-length album. Unfortunately, they had no idea what they were doing and didn’t have enough money to pay someone to help guide them through the process. The result was an unreleasable mess that the band had to find a way to salvage. Someone suggested Bob Bryden, the new manager at Star Records. Credited as the producer of the band’s debut, Tomorrow Belongs to Us, Bryden is emphatic that his initial role with the band wasn’t quite so prestigious.

			“It wasn’t so much a production job as a salvage job,” he says. Despite being left with a collection of botched tapes to remix and master in a way that would leave the end product listenable, at the very least, Bryden was enthusiastic about the job. A newcomer to the city, he had approached the punk scene, Star Records, and Hamilton, as an outsider, but was eager to get his hands dirty.

			“I consider myself a ’60s person,” he says. “I was very idealistic, and I still am. I spent most of the ’70s wondering where the revolution went. I took the ’60s really seriously, and I was put off by the appearance of nihilism and negativity that went along with the punk explosion. At the same time, I was amazed and refreshed by the idea of ‘Let’s get back to the garage, the basement, and make some fun two-and-a-half minute songs again.’” Before making the move to Steeltown, Bryden was living in Toronto and floundering. His own musical efforts had wound down by the middle of the decade; he was jobless and feeling aimless and apathetic. On a whim, he went to visit an old friend who owned a few record stores, driving about an hour out of the city to the flagship store in Oshawa. When he walked in, his friend was on the phone, in the midst of a heated conversation and visibly exasperated.

			“He put his hand over the mouthpiece and said, ‘Hey, Bob. You want to go to Hamilton? Like, now?’ I was floored. I had gone into Oshawa just to hang around for the day. And I said yes.” The next day, Bryden visited the Hamilton store, the infamous Star Records. Though it was managed by Paul Kobak, Bryden had been told in no uncertain terms that he was to wrest back control of the business. It seems that Kobak had gone the way of Mistah Kurtz, with Bryden left to steamboat his way up the 403 highway and go all Charles Marlow on everyone.

			“I went into Star Records, and I was basically undercover because no one knew I had been told to go in and take over the store,” Bryden says. “And it was just insane. It was crazy. It was wacky. All the punks were behind the counter. There was no sense of order or any business-like approach to anything. You walked in the store, and it was just chaos. It sounds fun and cool, but my job was to restore order. Which I did.” Kobak had been using the store as an informal bank to fund Teenage Head, who he was managing. Money from the Star Records till went to everything from Teenage Head equipment to practice space rent; on one particularly busy Saturday, it’s been said that Kobak simply handed Head guitarist Gord Lewis enough cash to buy a brand new Les Paul. Bryden was the killjoy who had to stop the party, and it made him pretty unpopular for a brief period of time. 

			“I tried to do it creatively,” he says. “I didn’t want to go in like a bureaucratic suit. But the business was dying. If someone didn’t do something, Star Records wouldn’t have lasted another six months.” Eventually, the city’s punk populace forgave him. And while Teenage Head’s reign at Star Records came to an end, the Forgotten Rebels’ was just beginning. “In the long term, what Star Records did was get Teenage Head going,” Bryden says. “Teenage Head had their day at Star. They practised there, they got their equipment. It was time for the Rebels to step up.” With the eventual release of Bryden’s version of Tomorrow Belongs to Us, they did.

			Leaps and bounds ahead of the band’s first attempts in the studio, the record took the best elements of their demo and presented them in a tidy package: the catchy choruses, DeSadist’s unique vocal style, and, most memorably, his vicious sense of humour and worldview. While there was plenty on the record designed to draw the ire of sensitive folks, the band faced the greatest criticism for the Nazi imagery of “Reich ’N’ Roll,” and “3rd Homosexual Murder,” a song about a rash of murders happening in gay clubs in Toronto, written from the perspective of the killer. The band was labelled anti-Semitic and homophobic, despite the fact that one song was barely veiled parody, the other a ripped-from-the-headlines account with no sympathy for the narrator. It didn’t matter; the band was boycotted by local alternative media and radio, including the only punk-friendly radio station in Ontario, CFNY. It took all of Bryden’s charm and contacts in the industry to get the band a coveted slot opening for the Ramones at a CFNY-promoted show in the nearby suburb of Burlington.

			“There was a lot of politics and back and forth about what they could play,” says Bryden. “Finally, they were allowed to play, but they weren’t supposed to play ‘Reich ’N’ Roll.’ That was the deal. It was in writing. So of course, three songs into their set in front of 3,000 kids, Mickey goes, ‘I know we’re not supposed to play this song, but we’re going to anyway. One, two, three, four!’ And suddenly you have all these kids singing, ‘I wanna be a Nazi.’ I did not anticipate what was going to happen, though.” A few days later, Bryden was at work at Star when he got a call from the Halton Regional Police. A formal complaint had been lodged, and the Attorney General was now investigating the band to determine if they were a neo-Nazi organization.

			“I literally said to these detectives, ‘I assure you, the Forgotten Rebels are not a neo-Nazi organization bent on overthrowing the Canadian government. They’re just kids, trying to shock people,’” Bryden says. “‘And guess what? It worked. You’re shocked.’” The charges against the band were eventually dropped, but the repercussions continued, with radio and media refusing to cover the Rebels as a result. They went from getting press for their outrageousness to being ignored for it, which made capitalizing on their local popularity difficult. Despite the trouble it caused the band, Bryden offers up the most succinct defence of the band’s dark approach to musical comedy. “The devil hates humour,” he says. “Hitler hated humour. That’s the only weapon we have against tyranny.”

			The heat proved too much for the rest of the band; DeSadist was faced with having to build the Forgotten Rebels from the ground up once again when everyone quit on him, for the third time in just over a year. But he would soon find more than an able, beer-thirsty, and otherwise disinterested rhythm section; new recruit Chris Houston would prove to be every bit as weird and funny as DeSadist, as adept at writing a catchy melody, and, importantly, as capable of handling the reactions that came with being a Rebel.

			“I’d hang out with him at Tim Hortons and just let him talk,” says Houston, who is sitting in his office in a downtown Hamilton music school. A lifetime musician, Houston is one of the kindest and most enthusiastic people I’ve spoken to during this entire period. His genuine affection for the Rebels, a band he was only in for a short period of time, is apparent in his lengthy, thoughtful answers. And his passion for the city is unmistakable — after our conversation, he insists on taking me to his favourite Italian restaurant, tucked away in a basement on James Street, before guiding me around the city and pointing out all the long-gone sites of important local punk history: Star Records, the Saucer House, the house where he and DeSadist first recorded demos for the second Forgotten Rebels LP. It makes sense that he spent days just talking to DeSadist, developing an understanding of his motivations and his goals, before joining the band officially. Chris Houston is smart and thoughtful, and it’s doubtful he commits to anything without being fully invested. “I guess I just convinced him to let me join the band,” he laughs.

			A guitarist by trade, Houston’s first home in the Rebels was behind the kit, before he eventually moved to bass. His first show happened at the Turning Point in Toronto, and proved to be par for the course with early Rebels gigs. Whether or not Houston was ready was another thing. “I saw one person have their teeth smashed out on the table; someone had their ribcage smashed; there were four broken arms and three broken legs,” he says. “This is while I’m playing onstage, my first time with the Rebels playing drums, and you’re looking at, literally, mayhem. That was just horrible. It makes a good story now, but for those people . . . Jesus Christ.”

			“It was gang related,” explains DeSadist. “The gangs hung out together, beat the shit out of each other, and then would go drinking together. Rival gangs that weren’t that rival until they got drunk, you know? That whole crowd, they hung out together after. They drove each other to the hospital.” It was an appropriate beginning to Houston’s time in the band, and the new Rebels quickly circled their wagons to begin work on a new batch of songs. With two equally twisted and creative songwriters in the band, the Forgotten Rebels looked to push good taste even further than they had in the past, drawing once again on the theatrics of classic wrestling and the natural absurdity of the news of the day. Songs like “Bomb the Boats and Feed the Fish” played on the violent xenophobia of older generations, rallying against immigrants coming to Canada to steal jobs (and suggesting that we “bomb the boats and feed their fucking flesh to the fish”). “Elvis Is Dead” attacked rock and roll’s greatest sacred cow with a rollickingly rockabilly beat, DeSadist’s best Elvis impression, and lyrics about stealing the King’s body from his grave. And “Fuck Me Dead” extolled the virtues of necrophilia with such subtle poetry as “A pillow and a coffin’s just as nice a bed / Baby I love it when you fuck me dead.” 

			“Between Mickey and me, we’d always be trying to out-gross each other,” Houston says. “Mickey would always show up with really great songs, and we’d work on them together. I’d always be on the floor laughing. He’s a bit of an exhibitionist when it comes to saying things; we just tried to write the most disgusting songs we could possibly think of.” Enlisting Bob Bryden once again, the band set about recording In Love with the System, their second full-length record, in 1980.

			“We instituted what I call ‘Commando Raid Recording Techniques,’” Bryden says. “We did everything really fast.” Much of the record consists of live-off-the-floor first takes, and Houston credits the prep work done by Bryden for their crispness. Despite the speed with which the band had to run in and out of the studio, the result was even better than its predecessor. Containing some of the same songs as their demo and Tomorrow, the Rebels had finally figured out how to behave in the studio, deferring to Bryden to add a few sonic bells and whistles to keep things interesting. The record is light years ahead of the output of many of their peers from the same period, owing to Bryden’s studio creativity and the stellar songwriting of Houston and DeSadist. 

			“It was just well-crafted,” says Bryden. “There’s a tremendous musical and lyrical ability on those first two records that is far superior to 99% of what was happening in punk all over the world. Mickey wasn’t afraid to write great songs. I felt like he was closer to the Clash.” Bryden has a point, although it’s a leap to imagine “Lost in the Supermarket” being about fucking a corpse. But ultimately, it was that tension between the craft and the subject that made the Rebels’ material so compelling; if they had written about love or the looming threat of nuclear war, who knows where things would have ended up. But they wanted to write about Elvis.

			Despite the work that had gone into crafting In Love with the System, the Rebels still weren’t connecting with a big enough audience. The band was never embraced in Toronto the way Teenage Head was; DeSadist would always hold a sarcastic grudge about being snubbed by the Last Pogo — in the documentary film of the same name, DeSadist appears, giggling and clutching a Rebels LP, to declare, “The Last Pogo was one big fart. That’s ’cause we never played. They can’t take a real punk band here.” It would take years (and the invention of the internet) for them to really find a niche and grow into one of Canada’s most legendary punk bands. But in 1980, they were still an unpopular bunch of guys forced to travel by Greyhound between shows.

			“We were so desperate that we would actually load all our gear on the bus,” says Houston. “The secret of touring by bus is you put all the drum hardware in a golf bag or a hockey bag and they think you’re hockey players. They don’t want to see guitar amps, so you have to hide it in sports gear. They think you’re a sports team.”

			In the end, there were a few factors that led Houston to leave the band, marking the end of the first truly great era of the Forgotten Rebels. The first is pretty simple: “You can’t have two Hitlers in one band,” laughs Houston. “I’m a control freak, and so is Mickey.” The second was touring — the band didn’t. 

			“Paul Kobak had lined up a tour, but Mickey didn’t want to do it because he wanted to stay close to work,” says Houston.

			“I got hired by an elevator manufacturing company, and I was making grown-up wages,” says DeSadist. “We thought we were going to be rich as fucking hell because we were so far ahead of everything. We were nastier sounding than the Sex Pistols on record, and we thought we were going to make a fortune. Think of how few gigs the Sex Pistols played. Think of how few gigs the Beatles played. They probably played less gigs than the Rebels did.”

			Ultimately, songs like “I Left My Heart in Iran” just couldn’t compare to “I Wanna Hold Your Hand,” and the band split for the umpteenth time. DeSadist’s follow-up was This Ain’t Hollywood, which still contained a handful of songs co-written with Houston, including the classic “Surfin’ on Heroin,” a simplistic ode to exactly the activities implied by the title. The song has become one of the most infamous of Canada’s generation-spanning punk oeuvre. The Rebels eventually ended up touring, helping them become one of the most popular punk bands in the country. Still, it’s hard to compete with the raw power and unfiltered craziness of DeSadist and Houston’s vision.

			“Those records are so raw and so much fun,” says Bryden. “You might have to turn them up louder than a normal record, because we didn’t know much about mastering.” He laughs. “But they’re so much fun.”

			I’m back at the sign for This Ain’t Hollywood in Hamilton, watching happy drunks young and old stumble out into the night. There’s something reassuring about knowing that, even when the records are all out of print and the band has long stopped playing, there will be something lasting in this town to remind everyone that something really great happened here. Because it was fun, it was original, and it was local. That’s the most important thing. The Hammer made its own Hollywood in the shadow of Toronto, one double double and sarcastic ode to Nazis at a time.
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			The Neos [© Pete Ells]

		

		
		
			November 16, 1979, 4:30 p.m. PST

			Pink Steel is performing at the Spectrum Community School variety show, and they’re out of tune. Horribly out of tune. Their sound is shambolic and embarrassing. It’s so bad that other students look at each other and realize that there is no reason they can’t start a band. Within a few weeks, Victoria goes from having one punk band — the out-of-tune, unrehearsed Pink Steel — to several, including those unimpressed variety show attendees, who now go by the moniker the Infamous Scientists. The I-Sci’s would help seed some of the city’s best and brightest punk outfits, including Nomeansno, an internationally respected three-headed beast still touring three decades later. But right now, Pink Steel just an eight-piece mess, rambling their way through “Sat on a Slug,” a song about the perils of smoking pot near railway tracks, and the kids are just thinking, “Even I can do that.”

			There was once a thriving underground city in Victoria. Not just below the radar, but, quite literally, below the streets. The bucolic capital city of British Columbia, Victoria is like Canada’s upper middle class impersonation of Florida; popular with retirees, it’s a city that lacks much of its own youth culture, at least superficially. Known as the City of Gardens and located on the southern tip of Vancouver Island, roughly 90 minutes by ferry from the mainland, Victoria is one of the sunniest cities in Canada. And it’s really warm, pretty much all the time. Why everyone in Canada hasn’t moved there escapes me as I write this paragraph.

			In many ways, the explosion of punk and hardcore in Victoria mimics the social conditions present in the early Southern California scene. Kids here couldn’t relate to the bleak urban image of bands from New York and London, even if they loved their music. But a heroin addiction isn’t a prerequisite for feeling out of place inside dominant culture, and disaffected youth, whether they were getting beat up by surfers in Huntington Beach or beat up by gardeners in Victoria, were able to seek solace in the promise of punk. And metaphorically, it’s hard to ignore that Victorian underground. In a city as perfect as the City of Gardens, a maze of tunnels under its sidewalks and streets functions as a constant reminder that superficial impressions are rarely complete. And, more importantly, that Victoria is hiding some dark shit.

			Tunnels, long collapsed, weave their way under the city. Once used to transport Chinese slaves brought into the country to help build the railroad — a gross humanitarian injustice that the Canadian government formally apologized for in 2006 — they later found use as connecting passages between gambling parlours and opium dens, doubling as secret escape routes from police raids. Later, the tunnels helped bring goods from the shipping yards to more respectable businesses growing in the downtown core. The tunnels have since collapsed, but a handful of spaces that run under the sidewalks in Victoria remain. Ceilinged by prismatic purple tiles, these huge underground areas, supported by wooden beams and cast in a pale purple light by the translucent tiles above, still remain hidden in plain view along the streets of downtown Victoria. It doesn’t matter if it’s punk or gambling or evening wear; the underground might change, collapse, or disappear completely from view. Even in a place as pristine as Victoria, British Columbia, it is always there.

			The punk scene here sprung from a cancelled drama class. A subtle beginning, but we’ve all got to start somewhere. “We were high school drama students,” says Jeff Carter, keyboardist for the first punk band on Vancouver Island, Pink Steel. “It was the spring of 1978. We had a high school play on the go, and we had an evening rehearsal scheduled that was cancelled as we arrived. So five of us ended up smoking a little pot and launching into a long, stoned improvisation where we basically invented this band and came up with a whole story, a song, and everything.” The band was Pink Steel, and the song, detailing a friend’s unfortunate contact with a slug, was titled “Sat on a Slug.” While the band spent six months as little more than a stoner drama student joke, by October, Carter and vocalist Peter Campbell decided it was time to turn Pink Steel into a living, breathing rock and roll band. Says Campbell of the long-simmering decision, “We just followed through on that implicit threat.”

			Depending on your point of view, Pink Steel is either the very essence of punk, or a prolonged drama exercise. The band themselves make no claims to any righteous motivation or greater punk plan. “When we formed, we were calling ourselves a punk rock band, but all we knew about punk rock was reading the occasional newspaper story about the Sex Pistols,” says Carter. “I didn’t own a Clash album until January 1979. I mostly listened to Bob Dylan and the Rolling Stones.” Influences aside, Pink Steel still formed under the same conditions as other explicitly punk bands of their era, and their initial influence locally was immeasurable. 

			“There was no scene in Victoria at that point,” says Carter. “As far as we knew, we were a completely isolated phenomenon. We played house parties, because that was all you could do.” Slowly, Pink Steel began to take notice of other bands like them, as punks gently bubbled to the surface in Victoria. They were musicians with no hope of playing a local bar, but with an enthusiasm for doing something different in a culturally conservative city. Pink Steel first met the Sickfucks, a precursor to the infamous Dayglo Abortions, while practising in a second-floor apartment; the band’s drummer yelled at them from the street.

			“After that, I saw the Infamous Scientists for the first time,” says Carter. “That’s when I knew a little scene was about to start.”

			When John Wright and Tom Holliston, drummer and guitarist from the legendary Victoria band Nomeansno, pause outside of the bar I’m holed up in, I’m seized by panic and immediately begin to sweat. The band’s publicist, a mutual friend, has arranged for us to meet, but I was not planning on staging our introduction here. I’m across the street from the venue where they’re performing later tonight, tucked inside a loud zebra-print booth in a vulgar martini bar, one that doesn’t scream out “Tell me your secrets, because I am a legitimate punk journalist.” While the wood-fired pizza oven (and, if we’re being honest, the half-price martinis) justifies my presence here internally, I’m not sure how this looks from the outside and I’m not in the habit of conducting interviews from a castaway Sex and the City set. I clam up at the thought of one of my favourite bands thinking that this is the kind of bar I hang out at. Even though I obviously hang out here.

			Unfortunately, this is exactly where I meet John Wright and Tom Holliston. Mercifully, they agree that the pizza is delicious.

			Both Wright and Holliston have been pillars of the Victoria scene since its inception. Wright played drums and keyboards with Infamous Scientists, and Holliston fronted Pat Bay and the Malahats, later becoming the manager of Club Hacienda in the mid-’80s and thus helping to keep the scene in the city alive by giving alternative bands a place to play. He joined Nomeansno in the ’90s.

			The Victoria scene flourished from 1981 to 1982. Which isn’t to say incredible contributions weren’t made after; some of the best punk bands to emerge from the city, like Nomeansno and Red Tide, didn’t produce their seminal works until the mid to late ’80s. But the creative explosion that started with Pink Steel expanded to unforeseeable proportions within a few years, producing an incredible number of bands out of a few small high schools and a few neighbourhood skaters.

			“I lived in Edmonton for a while, and I feel like the two cities were really similar,” says Holliston. “You didn’t meet people who were aspiring to be major label artists. It was like trying to get to second base in heavy petting matters. You just wanted a show, or to be able to buy a guitar. There was no grand scheme, and things would just fall into place, or they wouldn’t.” 

			Bands sprung up, played a show, dissolved, and reformed in some new configuration. But unlike other cities where this kind of cycle was the norm, the Victoria bands almost all recorded. Even if it wasn’t in a studio for a proper vinyl release, they would find a way to preserve their original songs before moving on to the next short-lived project. The city also possessed a valuable tool that helped set it apart from other first-wave scenes: Rob Wright. 

			“My brother got into the Ramones right away,” says John Wright, who founded Nomeansno with his brother Rob in 1979. “I was still in junior high school at the time, playing in the jazz band, and listening to whatever popular rock was out there. I wasn’t really into rock all that much at all. He had been playing guitar for a while on his own, listening to jazz and blues-rock, but had become pretty disenchanted. But these original punk bands were inspiring to him. He got a TEAC 4-track, which, at the time, was a pretty high-tech piece of gear for a home recording studio. Me and him just started playing around and recording.” The Wrights’ basement would become ground zero for many of the recordings to emerge from the city during the late ’70s and early ’80s. In a country full of woefully under-documented bands, Victoria is an exception, an advantage exemplified by the unbelievably complete All Your Ears Can Hear project.

			Undertaken by a handful of area archivists led by Jason Flower, All Your Ears Can Hear compiles biographies, discographies, and photos of every single punk band in Victoria from 1978 to 1984, accompanied by two CDs featuring recordings from each band in the book. It’s a remarkable anthropological feat, one that speaks to the greatness of the era documented as much as the passion of those documenting it. There was no shortage of wonderful, strange music being made in Victoria during the time period covered by All Your Ears Can Hear, and the very existence of such a fantastically complete work tells you all (or, a lot of what) you need to know about the value of Victorian punk and hardcore.

			Amongst the bands who recorded with the Wrights were the Neos, regarded by many as the best of the early scene. A proto-thrash band, the Neos were obsessed with speed before it became standard practice, much like Winnipeg speed freaks the Nostrils, who also amped their tempos up to inhuman levels long before the popular reign of thrash and speed metal. Formed in 1979, their express intent was to be the world’s fastest band, which, for them, simply meant playing faster than Never Mind the Bollocks. Future bassist Kev Smith saw Neos’ first show, a night he still remembers vividly.

			“There was a particular excited vibe that night — I think most of us knew this was the beginning of something great, where the local punk scene really coalesced for the first time,” he says. The band took the stage of the Ray Ellis Dance Studio, rented through “subterfuge,” in front of about 150 people. “I’ve never seen another performance quite like it. It was like they had a very definite idea about what they wanted to do, but were so raw and amateurish that it was hard to figure out what was going on. It wasn’t even clear who was in the band at times. The sound was powerful but so chaotic that the whole thing came across as a really exciting but virtually unintelligible explosion.”

			Smith recognized that he and the band shared similar ideas about music, and before long, he had joined as their full-time bass player. The Neos only got better from there, and it wasn’t just locals that noticed; after sending their demo to Jello Biafra, iconic frontman for Californian hardcore forefathers Dead Kennedys and owner of Alternative Tentacles Records, the Neos were asked to come and open for the band on an American tour. They couldn’t. They were 15 years old, and their parents wouldn’t let them. Years later, the Neos would still retain their international profile, regularly covered by bands like Charles Bronson and NOFX.

			“The Neos were one of the fastest bands out there. It sounded out of this world,” says Steve McBean. Best known today for his Polaris Music Prize–nominated sludgy rock outfit Black Mountain, McBean was even younger than the Neos when he formed his first hardcore band in Victoria, Jerk Ward. “The Neos were our blueprint. That was the band. All of a sudden, it made sense. The Ramones and the Clash were larger than life. The Neos were like us.”

			Rumours about their early practice habits and methods of delivering their signature speed-crazed punk abound; my favourite comes courtesy of one of my pizza partners, Tom Holliston, who met the band after they threw a hammer at him on the street. The reason, apparently, was that they liked Holliston’s clothes.

			“When they would practice, they would put as many sweaters on as they could, turn the heat up as high as they could in the house they were practising in, run up and down the stairs, play their set as fast they could, and then collapse in exhaustion,” he tells me. When I ask Smith to verify the story, he calls it “substantially true.”

			“We were obsessed with them,” concludes McBean.

			The Infamous Scientists began to build their reputations for left-field tunes and wild live performances around the same time as the Neos and Nomeansno. John Wright would eventually join the I-Sci’s, performing with them while simultaneously working on Nomeansno recordings with his brother in the family basement. In addition, Andy Kerr, the I-Sci’s guitars and vocalist, would himself join Nomeansno as the band’s first guitar player a few years later, but for a time, the Infamous Scientists existed on their own solitary island of punk weirdness. The band’s recordings are interesting, but when viewed alongside the numerous live clips floating around online, you can really get an idea of the grounded experimentation that was the Infamous Scientists’ stock and trade. They weren’t as aggressively bizarre as Nomeansno, nor as straight-ahead aggressive as the Neos. They were quintessentially Victorian, a classically rooted punk band that would have sounded like Martians in any other city.

			“In Victoria, there was no concept other than what you did,” says John Wright. “It didn’t dawn on anybody to take on a particular image. Sure, people would put safety pins on their jean jackets, but it was more of a homegrown thing. Everyone knew each other. The idea was just to do something different — and do what you want.” While Wright was helping Kerr and co. do what they wanted in Infamous Scientists, he and his brother continued to build their own project, culling together the nine songs that would comprise their full-length debut as Nomeansno, 1982’s Mama. Recorded on Rob’s TEAC 4-track, it was the first step in a storied career that has lasted until the present day. Mama is just the rough first hint of where the brothers would later take their progressive punk sound, eventually leading to 1989’s watershed Wrong, a gold-certified slice of hardcore, funk, metal, and whatever other weirdness passes between the ears of the Wright brothers on a day-to-day basis.

			“Rob and I decided to write just as bass and drums so we could do it ourselves,” Wright says. “Over a year or so we worked up seven or eight songs, all those early songs on Mama. And we played live as a two-piece. It was just anything goes. There was nothing weird about being a two-piece. You just did what you did. It hadn’t become cookie-cutter music, the way it eventually became. Punk rock was an all-encompassing term that meant anything. No one had any idea how to be ‘a style.’” Nomeansno has continued to push the boundaries of punk and hardcore every year since; their last EP incorporated cut-and-paste electronic elements alongside their usual mix of unhinged, aggressive power trio madness.

			Against the background of this creative explosion, Pink Steel continued to grow as a band, discovering that punk was much more than a photo of a junkie in the morning paper.

			“The first time I heard a Clash record, it took about two songs for me to realize that half of my record collection was obsolete,” laughs Jeff Carter. “We didn’t even know music like this could exist. It was what you had been looking for, without even knowing you were looking for it.” Born just before Victoria’s punk onslaught, Pink Steel quickly noticed things changing by the early ’80s. “At the very end of 1980, we did a gig with the Infamous Scientists in a roller rink,” he says. “We had a bunch of kids show up wearing punk gear, which was the first time we realized there were kids who were getting into it.” 

			While Pink Steel continued to grow into their new scene, a darker, sort-of-opposite Pink Steel began to emerge. Where Pink Steel was playful and polite, the other guys were seriously fucking vulgar. They started out as the Sickfucks, but they quickly became the Dayglo Abortions, the most notorious punk band in Canada’s legal history.

			“The one thing that Victoria has going for it is it’s got so little for kids to do — they banned skateboarding right when it came out; it was like you could get arrested for being a kid — so you could either become a criminal for just doing what you were doing, or you could start a band and do something creative.” Murray Acton, better known simply as “the Cretin,” is the guitarist, vocalist, and twisted mind behind the Dayglo Abortions. While the band’s lineup has changed over the years, the core has remained Acton, Brian “Jesus Bonehead” Whitehead, and Trevor “Spud” Hagan. Unlike the decidedly middle class Pink Steel, Acton and the Dayglos emerged from less prosperous neighbourhoods, immediately marking them as outsiders in a small city.

			“Me and the other two guys had been arrested for the illegal manoeuvres we were doing, robbing drugstores in the middle of the night,” Acton says. “Spud got caught with a large amount of Quaaludes. He actually did 10 months in jail for it, because he had just turned 18. We just left the downtown scene, stopped hanging out on the streets, because it looked like everyone was going to jail. So we just started doing our own thing. It’s a good thing, too, because everyone we know from that time is either dead or in jail. And for all our partying over the years, we’re not in too bad shape.”

			Ironically, Acton hated punk when he first heard of it. He took music seriously, and everything he read about punk — from the goonie attitudes to the deliberate musical primitivism — sounded like bullshit. A fan of early proto-punk bands like MC5 and the Stooges, Acton turned to jazz fusion in the late ’70s because he wanted to hear “people playing hard, heavy music, but not in drag.” Turned off by what seemed to be the gimmick of the new genre, it wasn’t until several years into the global takeover that Acton even heard an actual punk record.

			“I was playing music that might be considered punk, like ’70s metal mixed with jazz fusion and lyrics telling everyone to fuck off,” he says. “I was hitchhiking with a friend of mine, and a guy picked us up who had Never Mind the Bollocks playing on his car stereo. When he told me it was the Sex Pistols, I was like, ‘Get outta here.’ The album actually sounded pretty good. I was really impressed.” Late to the game, Acton quickly picked up albums by bands like the Dead Boys and the Clash. But it was the Dead Kennedys who truly sold him on the genre’s potential, their winking parody of left-wing politics and punk imagery connecting instantly with the naturally smart but utterly vicious Acton. He ditched the jazz fusion and formed the Sickfucks with vocalist Anne Archy. (Pete Campbell: “Imagine a time when punk was so fresh that you could actually have a singer with that name.”) Despite having to constantly spell their name differently to keep from running afoul of obscenity laws, they made an impression immediately. Their first show was with Pink Steel.

			“We had a riot at our first show,” says Acton. “I think if you don’t have a riot at your first show, you should rethink the whole thing. Pink Steel was playing, and we just turned the place into a total riot zone. I didn’t want to be a punk band, I wanted to be a satire of a punk band. The audience isn’t going to spit on us, we’re going to spit on them. I dove off the stage and started fighting with the crowd. ‘You’ll never play in this town again!’ they said.”

			So began the band’s contentious relationship with Pink Steel, one that seems to have its roots primarily in class division and local geography. But the Sickfucks had their own problems without needing to start fights with other bands; after falling apart after a show in Vancouver involving a simulated shooting onstage (a roadie dressed as Eddie Van Halen ripped a massive guitar solo before Acton fired a blank at his head and dragged him offstage), Acton reformed the group, sans Ms. Archy, as the Dayglo Abortions. Pink Steel still hated them, but the rest of the world was about to fall in love. Ish. In fact, a lot of the world was about to hate their fucking guts.

			The band moved into the basement of an old second-hand clothing store in downtown Victoria. In a crowded storage room next to an entrance to one of the city’s old tunnels, the band began to write the bat-shit crazy material that would comprise their first album, a collection of violent, maniacal songs that showed off Acton’s pre-punk obsessions with fringe artists like Frank Zappa, shining through a prism of primitive metal and Californian hardcore. 

			“The Dayglos were more hardcore in the sense of being . . . They were a scene unto themselves,” says Jeff Carter. “There were a lot of gigs that would be six Victoria bands, and they weren’t a part of those gigs. There wasn’t a lot of social interaction with them.” It’s clear that the band wasn’t interested in making friends. A long-standing rumour insists that the Dayglos once stole all of Pink Steel’s gear, while another involves a Dayglos show that Acton stopped mid-song to leap into the crowd and beat up Pink Steel’s guitar player. Whatever the separation and its reasons, it’s clear that the Dayglos were a band with a singular goal in mind, rehearsing endlessly in the bowels of the Victorian downtown, building a collection of songs that would dwarf any local band’s recorded output for years. When they were ready, they got enough cash together to produce one sinister debut record.

			Out of the Womb, the band’s first full-length album, is still a powerful piece of music. The production is cutting and energetic; it bears all the best markings of an early ’80s recording without any of the gimmicky mistakes that often stop similar records from aging well. There are weird instrumental quirks, like organs and auxiliary percussion, that are rarely heard on other punk records from that era. The writing strikes an impossible balance between measured stupidity and highbrow satire; any dumber, and you’d swear the band had emerged from the paleolithic era, but without the extra bite, it would sound like a gimmick. As it stands, Out of the Womb is a nuanced, smart takedown of punk tropes and assumptions. Which would be worthless if the melodies weren’t top-notch.

			Hiring Pointed Sticks vocalist Nick Jones to produce the sessions, the Dayglos set to work recording 14 blistering songs of weirdo mayhem. “Nick did those cool harmonized back-up vocals and gave it that good ’70s punk sound,” says Acton. “But it still sounds a little off the normal map.” 

			“I arrived late and they had already recorded bed tracks, which I couldn’t for the life of me tell one from the other,” explains Nick Jones. “Which is why every track has some kind of funny little thing on it, like organ or weird percussion. So I could tell them apart.” 

			The biggest uncharted territory the band was preparing to explore was language, and Acton was well aware that the Dayglos would be getting some people’s ire up. “I don’t think, at the time, that anyone was really swearing like that on records,” he says. “I thought we should count them and put it on the sticker, like, ‘Guaranteed to have at least 47 fuck-words.’ I was always inspired by the way Frank Zappa and John Lennon would use obscenities to get people’s attention. I decided, what the hell. Let’s throw sensibility out the window and make an album that will make sailors blush.” Blushing is just one reaction that the average sailor might have had to a song like “Suicide,” a vicious ode to (in order) matricide, incest, patricide, and shooting yourself. Elsewhere on the album, “Black Sabbath” waxes philosophical about Ozzy Osbourne’s potential reaction to being urinated on, while “I Killed Mommy” tackles zoophilia, urophagia, pedophilia, corpse mutilation, and gun violence in two brisk, surprisingly catchy minutes.

			So, the Dayglo Abortions were undoubtedly offensive. But their mean-spirited lyrical content was as winking as it was vicious, a parody of punk, hosers, and cartoon violence, like Itchy and Scratchy set to a vicious musical backdrop. The band’s delivery was always playful, with the Dayglos themselves at the centre of the joke. In the end, the band’s barbs were always focused inward on their own anger, shortcomings, and stupidity.

			“I saw the humour in their message right from the start, so we endeavoured to make the record funny, as well as totally shredding,” says Jones. “I think we succeeded.”

			The band faced resistance on a local level almost immediately. Stores refused to stock the album. One that carried it had its windows smashed. Something about the Dayglo Abortions upset people on a gut level; Acton was accosted on his way to class at college, and they found themselves in constant fear of violent, anonymous threats. Not that they were exactly trying to avoid any controversy.

			“We did dumb stuff for publicity,” Acton says. He’s right — when Henry Morgentaler, the prominent Canadian pro-choice advocate, came to Victoria to help open a clinic, the Dayglos made sure they were there. “We made up all these signs with coat hangers and baby dolls and got pissed out of our heads and went to this thing,” he says. “The pro-life people were facing off against the pro-choice people. We almost settled the whole thing, because they came together, joined forces, and attacked us.”

			That the record sounds as good as it does — and had the initial media push and status that it did — owes itself to Acton and Bonehead’s friendship with an older man named Robin Sharpe. It is a relationship that would continue to affect both parties for decades, in very unexpected ways.

			“Bonehead was living in a group home on the edge of town,” says Acton. “He was hitchhiking home, and Robin picked him up.” It was obvious to Whitehead that Sharpe was trying to come on to him. He was invited to the older man’s home for dinner, and accepted, despite his friend’s concern that Whitehead, young and vulnerable, was being preyed upon. 

			“Brian was just happy to have a free meal,” says Acton. “He had been in boarding school, he didn’t have a family, and anyone who was willing to give him their time, he wasn’t going to turn him down. He told me about it, and I went over with the intention of physically threatening him and telling him to keep away from my friend. I knew a guy who had fallen in with someone who sounded similar and ended up drugging and raping him.” So Acton made his way to Sharpe’s house, temper raised. He wasn’t expecting to be drawn into an evening-long conversation about art, politics, and censorship.

			“The guy just had such an incredible wit, and was such a bizarrely free-thinking guy, he won me over in minutes,” recalls Acton. “We became friends. Without a doubt, I consider him my mentor.” It’s an unlikely pairing on paper — the hateful punk band and the older gay man — but it highlights the subversive politics at the heart of the Dayglos’ music, and Sharpe’s own thoughts about free speech. 

			A year after their initial introduction, Sharpe ended up inheriting a significant amount of money. He was advised by his accountant to invest some of it in a “guaranteed loser” of an art project; a kind of Producers-type gamble to claim the money as a donation to the arts in the hope of avoiding paying taxes. Which is how the guaranteed losers of the Dayglo Abortions were afforded a $5,000 budget, a colossal bankroll for an independent punk band, on their first album.

			Less than a decade later, the Dayglos would be drawn into court by obscenity charges laid by Ontario Provincial Police over their 1986 Feed Us a Fetus album. Canada’s anachronistic laws in this area cost the band and their label, Fringe Product, hundreds of thousands of dollars. Prominent feminist academics and television producer and author Daniel Richler (stepson of Mordecai) came to their defence, the charges were dismissed, and national obscenity laws were updated and clarified as a result. Still, the legal costs crippled the band for years.

			Another decade later, Robin Sharpe would be arrested by a customs official when returning to Canada from a trip abroad. In his possession were erotic stories and poems involving children that he had written. The officer, searching Sharpe’s bags, identified them as child pornography. His case went all the way to the B.C. Supreme Court. He was vilified by the national media. In an emotional ruling, Justice Duncan Shaw declared that Sharpe’s freedom of expression had been violated. It was a decision that led over half of the sitting Members of Parliament to request that the prime minister overturn the ruling. In the end, Sharpe was acquitted, a decision at least partially attributed to the free speech precedents set by the Dayglos case. 

			While bands like the Neos and Infamous Scientists helped ignite a local creative explosion in the early ’80s, the scene changed quickly. 

			“Things really dried up by ’83 because of people fucking shit up and smashing things,” say Tom Holliston. “No one comes to town because there’s nowhere to play.”

			“Victoria was really producing its own amazing bands,” counters Wright. “The DIY punk scene blossomed here. Victoria produced a lot of music, a lot of bands. Many of them never made it off the island, but it was a very prodigious period of music on the island.”

			Gratefully, it is a musical legacy that is easier to trace and discover on your own than many chronicled in this book. It’s amazing to look at such a tiny, insular scene, so many years removed from its former self, and see the impact that it has managed to have in a way that has reached far beyond the tunnels under Victoria, and the shores of Vancouver Island.

			“Our choice of entertainment happens to be ridiculous, but we’ve made a lot of people quite happy,” says Murray Acton. “I’ve heard people tell me I’ve saved their lives and shit. The people that like us are so devoted its unbelievable. In Europe, we have a whole train of campers and buses following us when we’re on tour. I met a guy who had been to 230 Dayglos shows. I’ve never really figured it out, but I think that it’s because, if there’s a message to the Dayglos, it’s that you have to be able to laugh at shit. No matter how dark and grim it is, you’ve got to be able to wink at the firing squad and say, ‘Give me your best shot.’ If you can’t laugh it off, it will pile up on you. It can be a shitty world for a lot of people these days.”

			He pauses. “I have not had the most stress-free of lives. I’ve had an awful lot of turmoil in my life. If everything is completely fucked, just light a joint. It will all go away eventually.”
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THE MODS, THE GARYS, AND LAST POGO

		

		
				
			[image: 05-The Mods_alt.tif]

			The Mods [© Don Pyle]

		

		
		
			December 1, 1978, 9:00 p.m. EST

			There’s a scrappy film crew running around the Horseshoe Tavern tonight trying to take in all the energy of what has been announced as the venue’s final punk show. The resident promoters, Gary Topp and Gary Cormier, have been asked to move on, and as a parting shot, booked all their favourite bands onto one night of guaranteed mayhem. The Mods are onstage, thrashing through “Between Four Walls.” Before the night is over, the Viletones will have crashed the show, the cops will have crashed Teenage Head’s set, and every chair and table in the whole room will be crashed against the wall in the ensuing riot. It’s the beginning of the most legendary night in Toronto punk history, and although everyone can feel it, no one quite knows what to expect. Yet.

			From the 63rd floor of the Royal Bank Tower, you can see the entire city spread out in front of you, a sea of neon, condo development, and tiny red lights travelling in and out of your vision. You can enjoy any number of sweetened canned beverages from a tiny ice bucket that has been placed in the boardroom for you to conduct your interview. And you can listen to one of the country’s foremost entertainment lawyers tell you about smashing motel windows with Teenage Head and car-surfing with Stiv Bators, frontman for Youngstown, Ohio, punk legends the Dead Boys.

			Punk rock likes to make a show of its casualties. And to be fair, there are many. Not all have been buried six feet under; some are just buried under addiction, under decades of resentment, under their parents’ floorboards in the suburbs. These are the romanticized tales of unrecognized creative genius, Canada’s generation of Tom Verlaines and Debbie Harrys now selling magazines in Owen Sound. It’s almost part of the appeal, like a nation of Bukowski characters come to life and living in the shadow of the burst of brilliance they were a part of three decades ago.

			And then, there are guys like David Quinton-Steinberg, who is sitting across from me at the end of a long workday, gesturing wildly with his arms as he tells me about his unlikely transition from drumming in one of the country’s best power-pop bands to representing some of the country’s biggest entertainers. He tells a different story, not of the “beautiful loser,” but the punk survivalist. The ones who took the lessons of punk and applied it to a world outside of sticky floors and hotel bars. The spark of punk — the quest for originality and rejection of dominant culture — can effect equally significant change in a courthouse as a punk house, and it makes me glad to know my life will always be filled with punk lawyers, punk real estate agents, and punk dentists. The method is different, but the energy is the same.

			“I had this band with a guy named Jamie Gray when I was 15,” Quinton-Steinberg tells me. “Jamie’s dad didn’t like him hanging around with me because I had long hair and smoked cigarettes. He was instrumental in breaking up our band when we were kids, and he told my father, ‘Jamie’s going to be a professional. And with all due respect, I don’t think David’s going to amount to much.’ The irony is that Jamie — while he went on to play in Blue Rodeo for a number of years — is just a fucking piano player. And I’m a partner in a Bay Street law firm.”

			“We met David at the Phillips building, where a lot of the punk bands were rehearsing at the time, along with the top 40 bar bands,” explains Mods guitarist Scott Marks. “We were neither. We weren’t good enough to be a bar band, but we weren’t bad enough to be a true punk band.” The Mods haven’t received the same hallowed historical treatment as some of their peers. One spin of their defining single, “Step Out Tonight,” and it’s hard to see why. Caught between the skill of their classic rock origins and their enthusiasm for the new sounds emerging from New York, the Mods were entirely original and tight as fuck. That Quinton-Steinberg beat the shit out of his kit like a teenage Keith Moon only added to the band’s intense assault, which started with a severe visual aesthetic and ended with massive sonic propulsion.

			This isn’t the only reason the Mods are worthy of inclusion here alongside more infamous characters like the Viletones and D.O.A. There was a pervasive attitude amongst some first-wave punks that they were owed something, that the press ought to be knocking down their door simply because they were being freaky dudes and ladies. It is a mentality that got itself forcibly corrected by the overwhelming work ethic of first-wave hardcore bands and Henry Rollins’ biblical manifesto Get in the Van. So while many of their Torontonian peers waited with swastikas on their shirts for NME to show up and be shocked, bands like Teenage Head and the Mods quickly realized they needed to get out of dodge if they were ever going to make an impact. They didn’t just hit New York and drive straight home; the Mods’ touring ethic would have made Henry Rollins proud, if he wasn’t just some angry teen doing push-ups in a basement in Washington, D.C., at the time. The Mods worked as hard as any of their cross-genre continental counterparts, and they did so while playing fast, weird music that is amongst the best to come out of Toronto at that time.

			Starting life as a cover band in the bowels of Scarborough, Toronto’s eastern-most suburban expanse, the Mods were only peripherally aware of bands like the Ramones and the Sex Pistols. It was the Jam, themselves outsiders to the English punk explosion, that first tweaked the band to the possibilities of writing and recording their own original songs.

			“I had picked up a Jam record, and so we all went to go see them at the Colonial in the spring of ’77,” says Marks, who formed the core of the Mods’ first incarnation, along with vocalist Greg Trinier. “They blew us away, and we realized, ‘What the fuck are we doing? We can do this. We can play our own stuff. It’s minimal, it’s exciting. It’s what we like best about the stuff we’re playing.’” Having dabbled in writing their own material, Trinier and Marks dove headfirst into the process of building their own set from the ground up, and the former members, Rush devotees who were unsure of the band’s new direction, were quickly shown the door. “We didn’t like our bass player much anyways, so we arranged a rehearsal one night and didn’t invite him,” laughs Marks. With Mark Dixon taking over the vacant position of bassist, the new Mods began the agonizing process of auditioning drummers. Unlike many first wave punk bands who learned as they went, the Mods needed someone who would match their prowess and intensity, along with their enthusiasm for writing original music.

			“The Androids were the first punk thing I did, around late ’76,” says Quinton-Steinberg, who was 15 when he joined the band. Featuring vocalist Sally Cato and guitarist Bart Lewis, they split when the pair formed the glam metal outfit Smashed Gladys and lit out for New York. Smashed Gladys eventually signed to Elektra Records and released two full-length records, including the awesomely named Social Intercourse; the album birthed the near-hit “Lick It into Shape,” produced by Ric Browde, the man behind Poison’s Look What the Cat Dragged In. But back in Toronto, “the people in the band other than me and the bass player were starving, so it was a real eye-opener for me, and something I had never really seen before,” Quinton-Steinberg continues. “People taking cigarette butts and squeezing the tobacco out into a rolling paper to create a cigarette. It was really bad.” Hailing from a more comfortably middle class part of the city, the young drummer experienced a punk trial by fire with the older musicians. It was in the halls of the building where the band practised that he first met the Mods.

			“The Mods had shag haircuts and were doing cover tunes, but they were nice guys so I started talking to them,” he says. “I was all decked-out in punk stuff with dyed jet-black short hair, but I made friends with them. A lot of times, in those days, bands felt uncomfortable with each other if they weren’t in the punk scene. Everyone was kind of suspicious. The standard long-hair rock band hated us. There was a lot of disrespect for the punk scene. So the Mods guys, who weren’t a punk band, were being nice. And I was like, ‘Oh! Look at that! Long-hairs are being nice!’ So I started talking to them and getting to know them. Several months went by, and I’m club-hopping one night, and I see this band. And they were really cool and called the Mods. And I thought it couldn’t be the same guys, but I walked a little closer. I saw these guys with short hair all spiked up, and went, ‘Oh my God. It’s them.’ They had transformed themselves.” 

			The band’s current drummer felt the transformation could have gone further, though. Unhappy with the new-wave bent and harmonies present in the Mods’ music, he split for heavier sonic pastures, and suddenly, it was teenage David Quinton-Steinberg’s turn to get behind the kit. He played his first show with the band at the Hotel Isabella. His second was the Last Pogo.

			The Last Pogo holds a hallowed place in Toronto punk history. Held on December 1, 1978, it’s Hogtown’s Vimy Ridge, mixed with Arthur Fonzarelli’s shark-jumping heroics. In a town full of musical legends, the Last Pogo has endured for years as one of the most infamous concerts in recent history. For many in the city, it marked the final night of Toronto’s first wave, a celebration, ending in a full-blown riot, that punctuated the period of startling creativity and cultural upheaval punk promised. On paper, it was just a concert marking the end of two promoters’ tenancy at a Queen Street tavern. In reality, it was the kind of reverential experience that grown men and women still speak about with such veneration that you can’t help but feel its reverberations, decades removed from the music, the energy, the riot.

			One of the greatest legacies of that night is The Last Pogo, a pure gonzo documentary made by Colin Brunton. An aspiring filmmaker at time, Brunton has since gone on to produce such cult classics as Roadkill and Highway 61, along with Cube, Hedwig and the Angry Inch, and a slew of successful Canuck TV shows. His second-ever film, The Last Pogo is every bit as chaotic as the scene it documents. Mixing footage of the concert and talking head interview pieces with the bands involved, the film attained mythic status amongst ’77 punk aficionados during the decades following, finally receiving a proper DVD release in 2008. Watching it now, it is impossible not to be blown away by the frenetic feeling of the night, captured by Brunton’s tiny crew, as the bands, audience, and cops slowly descend on one another in a fittingly mad, violent coda to Toronto’s first wave.

			The night’s intended headliner was Teenage Head, but when the uninvited Viletones grabbed their gear and played an unannounced set, it was the beginning of the end for punk at the Horseshoe. From the moment the band put their guitars down, plainclothes cops were suddenly all over the stage, either because they were drinking in the front and noticed the swelling crowd or because, according to some, Steve Leckie from the Viletones tipped them off to guarantee his band the night’s final set.

			In The Last Pogo, you can see the frustrated back and forth between Teenage Head bassist Steve Mahon and the bemused cops, as they struggle to be heard over the roar of a heavily lubricated, massively overcapacity crowd. Mahon keeps holding up a single finger, demanding that the band be allowed to play a single song. He looks pissed. The cop just looks amused.

			Teenage Head launches into “Picture My Face,” and from the back of the Horseshoe, you can see the crowd beginning to dismantle the stage, then, the rest of the club. Eventually, the band can barely be heard over the noise of the room, yelling, churning, fighting. People stand on tables, shaking the lights attached to the ceiling. When they finish and a voice comes over the PA to inform the crowd that the show is over, the night dissolves into utterly legendary chaos. 

			Gary Topp and Gary Cormier came to the Horseshoe Tavern, a country and western bar, from stints running the Roxy Theatre, New Yorker Theatre, and promoting concerts at various venues across the city. During their tenure at the Horseshoe, they helped to usher in a new era of cool on Queen Street, turning a culturally dead portion of the city into what is still one of the trendiest neighbourhoods in the entire country. Bringing in bands like the Police, the Troggs, and Suicide, the Garys’ time at the ’Shoe was, without a doubt, one of the most important times in Toronto’s musical evolution. But it started a little further east, in a second-run movie theatre filled with some lofty ideas and a lot of pot smoke.

			“I had some friends who were older than me, and they bought this building,” says Gary Topp. “One was an architect, and they renovated the building. They turned the top two floors into lofts, and I showed movies on the ground floor in what used to be a butcher shop. We used the fridge as a projection booth. We would pack the place.” Eventually, Topp took the lessons he learned in his butcher shop screening room and transplanted them into the proper theatrical setting of the Roxy Theatre in the city’s east end. Showing films like Pink Flamingos and Yellow Submarine and charging 99 cents for a double feature, the theatre quickly became the unofficial headquarters for the city’s younger, freakier contingent. Topp began inviting bands to play before films, and hosted shows by Rough Trade and Little Feet before moving to the larger, more central New Yorker Theatre, which gave him a chance to explore music and film simultaneously; while watching Amos Poe’s experimental New York proto-punk documentary The Blank Generation, Topp realized he had already screened every movie he wanted to see. Now it was time to bring every band he wanted to see to Toronto.

			“It just made sense,” he says. “The New Yorker. New York bands.” Along with his new business partner, Gary Cormier, Topp tracked down the Ramones and invited them to play on the makeshift stage he had built in front of the screen. They came, and the rest is punk history; the Ramones set off a chain reaction in Toronto that led to one of the best punk scenes in North America. Soon, Topp and Cormier, known locally as the Garys, were invited to book at the failing Horseshoe Tavern on Queen Street. They succeeded in getting the old country and western bar back on its feet, and for their trouble, were asked to move on. The pair continued to book shows around the city, most notably at an old folk club at the corner of Church and Gerrard, formally known as Edgerton’s. The Garys rechristened it the Edge, and continued to bring cutting-edge bands to Toronto, while giving new bands of all genres a chance to develop in front of a paying crowd.

			“I had dropped off a tape of my band for the Garys, because the Edge was the coolest venue in town, and we wanted to play,” says Dave Bidini, whose band, the Rheostatics, had their very first live performance booked by the Garys in February 1980. “I was sitting in the New Yorker Theatre, and this guy said, ‘Are you Dave Bidini?’ It turned out that on the subway ride down, Gary Topp had called my house. My mom told him I was going to see a film at the New Yorker. And he decided to come and meet me and tell me he was going to book us at the Edge.”

			While it may be popular to use the Last Pogo, the Garys’ final punk concert at the Horseshoe, as the marker for the end of the first era of Toronto punk, it’s important to note that the Garys’ work in the city didn’t end there.

			Today, The Last Pogo film is the best window that latecomers have into a long-gone era of Toronto punk. Like an important anthropological document, it invites the viewer into a very different world, one that looks a little like ours, but is populated by very different people. It leaves you feeling not unlike Charlton Heston in Planet of the Apes; it may have been Earth all along, but for a few minutes, you really feel as if you’ve landed on a hauntingly familiar feral planet. 

			I meet Colin Brunton in the middle of a busy shoot week for a kids’ show he’s currently producing for a national broadcaster. After we chat for a few minutes in his upstairs office, it’s obvious that he’s excited to show me something, and he makes his crew swear to secrecy.

			“There’s nothing going on down there, right guys?” he asks.

			“Nothing out of the ordinary, no,” replies an obedient production assistant.

			“Good. Let’s go downstairs.”

			As we walk from his office to the stairwell, the smell of manure, out of place in a suburban sound stage, becomes stronger. When we get to the stairwell, there’s hay on the floor.

			“You guys have a horse here today?”

			“No. No horses.”

			We turn the corner and I see a full-size African elephant lifting a child actor up onto its back. There’s a small crew standing around, taking videos on their phones, and Brunton is grinning from ear to ear. I’m just shocked to be so close to an elephant. It’s an unexpected left turn in my afternoon.

			“Guess how much it costs to get this thing out here for the day?”

			The number is huge. Knowing that the budget for this show can’t be that big, I ask how he’s afforded a full day of Dumbo antics. The answer is appropriately do-it-yourself: you juggle stuff around, and you make it work. Three decades later, Brunton’s ethic hasn’t changed. The Last Pogo was made on borrowed equipment and borrowed time. He made it work, and if he was stressed, it didn’t matter. Because it was fun. As he rushes off to tend to the day’s business, I can’t imagine it’s been easy to get this elephant here. But it sure was fun. 

			Many of Toronto’s first-wave bands may have stumbled around the time of the Last Pogo, but the Mods just ratcheted things up and hit the road. Teaming up with Teenage Head, another group of proper road warriors, the band struck out for the midwest and east coast, performing in cities like Cleveland, Philadelphia, and Detroit, a move that helped the bands build a substantial following stateside. Frequently, the Mods headlined over Teenage Head, who, despite their immense live power and popularity at home, continued to have difficulty breaking into the American market.

			“It was a very, very isolated scene,” recalls Scott Marks. “Inside clubs you’d play, there were people who were into it. But to the rest of the world, it didn’t exist.” And when things didn’t go well, as they often didn’t when you’re a band spending as much time on the road as the Mods did, they went horribly. Bigger cities were generally good; in Detroit, a close relationship with new wave upstarts the Romantics helped the band win over crowds, and New York was always welcoming to Toronto bands. But touring Canada has always been difficult, and the need to fill in nights between bigger shows can lead to some uncomfortable mismatching between bars and bands. “The places you used to go to play would either have a scene, or not have a scene,” Marks says. “And if they didn’t have a scene, it was fucking horrible. We were booked to play in Cobourg, and we walked in there to soundcheck and knew it was going to be a horrible night. You can look at people and tell what they like, and everyone in the bar had on construction boots, blue jeans, lumberjack jackets, and long hair. They wanted to hear Zeppelin, Styx. We were a long way from that. It was impossible to get yourself up for the show, because you knew the reaction was going to be fucking brutal. Sure enough, we get up and do our first song, and there was no response. Not even a boo. Then we’d have some fun onstage and jam, and the bar owners would be pissed off. But there’s no point in playing our songs, because these guys didn’t want to hear it anyway.”

			It wasn’t all apathetic heshers and jam sessions. As with any young band on the road, away from parents and responsibility, the Mods did their best to enjoy their freedom. “We were wrestling in our hotel room in Detroit, in one of these motor hotels with a big plate-glass window where you park outside your hotel room,” says Quinton-Steinberg. “One of our guys threw our roadie into the heavy drapery that was in front of this window, and it knocked the window out. The window crashed to the ground, and of course we were staying in the cheapest motel we could in the worst part of town. The owner came out with a shotgun and demanded money — cash — on the spot. So we ran to Teenage Head, who were staying in the same place, and cobbled together as much cash as we could so he wouldn’t call the police.”

			It’s unsurprising that the Mods quickly grabbed the attention of a few labels, and perhaps equally unsurprising that this “success” set in motion their eventual implosion. The band’s first 45, recorded in November 1978, had cost $120. Now, they were looking for something bigger. Asked to produce demos for Warner Bros., the band whipped off a batch of songs in one night in the studio, some of which are included on their 1996 collection Twenty 2 Months. When the Warner deal never came through, the band opted to sign with a disc jockey named Keith Elshaw from local rock radio station Q107, whose indie imprint, Airwave Records, had just inked a distribution deal with CBS, home of fellow Torontonians the Diodes.

			“We recorded the album with Elshaw, and during that time period, CBS approached us about signing directly,” says Marks. “Then the trouble began. Elshaw found out about it and started suing CBS for . . . what’s it called? Fucking around with someone’s contract, basically. CBS danced around for four or five months, then decided they wouldn’t sign us.” Around this time, things start to get muddled for the Mods. At some point, they changed their name to the News, after realizing that the Mod revival happening in England had rendered their name about as relevant as calling themselves “The Rock and Rolls.” While legal trouble between themselves, Elshaw, and CBS kept them sidelined, Quinton-Steinberg was made an offer he couldn’t refuse — playing drums with Youngstown, Ohio’s most infamous punk export, Dead Boys vocalist Stiv Bators.

			A regular on the Toronto scene, Stiv had seen Quinton-Steinberg on one of his northbound trips to visit his girlfriend, Cynthia Ross of the B-Girls. “He was club-hopping when he was in Toronto in January ’79,” says Quinton-Steinberg. “He saw the Mods at the Cheetah Club and came up to me after the gig and was so drunk he could barely stand up. He said, ‘I’m doing a solo album in L.A. this summer, and I want you to come and play on the record.’ I said okay, and I never heard from him again. Six months go by, and I get a call from him. I had just graduated high school, and he said, ‘Do you remember when I talked to you?’ And I said, ‘Yeah, but you were so drunk you could barely stand up.’” Bators had remembered the conversation and was dead serious about getting the young drummer out to Los Angeles. Within a few weeks, Quinton-Steinberg was on a plane to the west coast, and within hours of landing, found himself in Leon Russell’s studio, working on the material that would comprise Bators’ first solo album, Disconnected. Bators’ new girlfriend, former Playmate Bebe Buell, was hanging out a lot. Naturally, Quinton-Steinberg couldn’t have been a happier high school graduate. But he eventually had to make his way back to Toronto, hoping to pick things up with the Mods now that their legal troubles were coming to an end.

			“Summer of ’79 was when things really gelled for us,” recalls Scott Marks. “We played in the States a lot that summer, and we came back to play a Monday or Tuesday night at Larry’s Hideaway in Toronto. We put some posters up, figuring it’s a weeknight, so whatever. We showed up at the club, and they were lined up to get in.” 

			Back on the road, the band was happily continuing their streak of youthful delinquent behaviour. “We were going to Montreal for the first time,” says Marks. “We had just crossed into Quebec and stopped to get some gas. I went to go take a leak, and I look down on the sink beside me and there’s a baggie with a bunch of vials of hash oil and these rolled up pieces of tinfoil. I had a pretty good idea what it was, so I grabbed it and stuffed it down my pants.”

			“We’re all sitting, waiting in the car, and Scott comes out running,” says Quinton-Steinberg. “And he says, ‘Go. Fast.’ ‘Why?’ ‘Just go.’ He was in the washroom, and he found a bag full of drugs that had been, I guess, left for a drop off.” 

			“We get to Montreal, and we run into this bizarre character from Toronto somehow,” continues Marks. “We get to talking. He’s on methadone treatments because he’s a heroine addict. He’s got a litre bottle of bennies. So we gave him all this hash and stuff, and he gave us all these bennies. They were great because we were playing until two or three in the morning, and we needed all the energy. We were playing short sets to begin with and now we were playing them twice as fast. It was a fun trip.”

			The trip wasn’t all fun, botched drug deals, and free Benzedrine, though. In Ottawa, Quinton-Steinberg ended up in the hospital when a bottle of beer was thrown at his head mid-song, knocking him unconscious. “Everything’s fine, the gig is going well, and some guy walks in off the street, picks up a full quart of beer, throws it at the stage, and walks out,” says Quinton-Steinberg. “He hit me right on top of the head, and I was out cold for a few minutes. We went to the hospital, and the police came. They said, ‘We know who this is.’ And I asked ‘How?’ and they said, ‘We have a description, the bartender knows who it is, blah blah blah.’ I asked if they were going to press charges, and they said I probably didn’t want to. It turns out he was a member of the Outlaws motorcycle gang.”

			Back in the city, the band’s label woes continued. Stalled recording, broken promises from Elshaw, and the sight of their friends the Diodes being torn apart by the major label ringer started to cool Quinton-Steinberg and bassist Mark Dixon on keeping the band going. Despite commanding huge crowds and a sizable chunk of change for some big university shows, the Mods looked to be on their last legs.

			“I looked at the Diodes as being a good sign. Like, ‘Shit, if they can . . . ,’ And what happens is that CBS signs the Diodes, and every other record label comes snooping around, doing demos with us . . . And then they decided not to do it. And that’s how the whole thing died on the grill. Rodney Bingenheimer was playing our record on KROQ, and we thought about going to Los Angeles. But it was impossible. L.A. was a world away and would have been way too much money for us. It would have been interesting if EMI had signed Teenage Head, Warner Bros. signed us, and we all went on to make records. Who knows what would have happened?”

			Quinton-Steinberg would head back to L.A. to continue to play with Stiv Bators, who performed his infamous interstate car-surfing routine more than a few times during his stay. Despite the lingering “what ifs” of the band’s dissolution, there isn’t a hint of bitterness in either man’s tone, and their take on the Mods’ story is refreshingly modest. After all, it can be easy to reinvent your history after a few decades of snowballing interest and enthusiasm for anything related to punk’s first years in Toronto.

			“Toronto had one of the best scenes. Toronto was way ahead,” says Marks. “But like it or not, Toronto bands were local and they stayed local.” 

			“None of us would have become rock stars,” laughs Quinton-Steinberg. “There’s no fucking chance. In those days, out of Canada, you had the Guess Who, Gordon Lightfoot, Anne Murray. That was about it.”

			“Our last show was opening for Squeeze,” says Marks, who then quickly reconsiders. “No, that actually wasn’t our last show. Our last show was right after that, at some private school around Bathurst and Davenport. It was an all-boys school who were having their last year shebang. Some kids were fans of us, and they somehow talked their teachers into letting us play.”

			It’s perhaps appropriate that the Mods, who were one of the few bands to try to reach outside of the confines of the Golden Horseshoe, still ended their career in the kind of adorably humble way that only a couple of well-meaning long-hairs from Scarborough could. 

		


	


	

		
			NOBODY KNOWS NOTHIN’
THE EXTROVERTS, THE IDOLS, AND SASKATCHEWAN’S FIRST WAVE
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			The Extroverts [courtesy of Les Holmlund]

		

		
			January 15, 1980, 12:00 p.m. CST

			“We’re fucking cancelling classes today!” Brent Caron, the Extroverts’ vocalist who, moments ago, was face-down in a pile of mannequins, is now screaming in the face of a concerned, flustered high school principal. A noon-hour concert at Campbell Collegiate, organized by students and billed, cutely, as “New Wave Day,” has gotten out of hand, and Caron’s suggestive mannequin pile-on was the last straw. With black and white TVs flickering away onstage (props that regularly perform double duty as a way for the band to covertly watch hockey games while they perform), the Extroverts have been told in no uncertain terms to stop. But Caron isn’t done, and after announcing the cancellation of the afternoon’s curricular activities, he offers one more valuable life lesson to the packed gymnasium: “This is the best form of birth control I know!” The band launches into “Giving Head, Getting Head.” They are promptly banned from performing at any high school in Regina ever again.

			Many early punks reinvented themselves with new names, running the gamut from grotesque to comical. Shithead, Nazi Dog, Johnny Garbagecan. But Regina, a hard-working prairie city that is hardly a bastion of vulgar punk culture, somehow lucked into the most perfectly punk name with Pile o’ Bones, its original name until England’s Princess Louise offered up the less Ed Wood–esque “Regina” during a visit in 1882. The Pile was a very real pile of buffalo bones, assembled by local Cree and Métis who hunted in the area; it was believed that buffalo would not leave an area where the bones of their ancestors were kept.

			Admittedly, this has little to do with the Regina of 1978 that birthed the province’s first punk band, the Extroverts. But, perhaps, some argument can be made for these teenage Ramones fans picking up on the primal, violent energy of their hometown and channelling it into jumpy, jangly songs like “Tactical Squad” and “Living in Poverty.” Maybe the city’s legacy as the site of the trial and execution of infamous Métis rebel Louis Riel informed their own cultural rebellion. Or maybe Pile o’ Bones is just a ridiculously cool name for a settlement.

			The Extroverts started with a poster. Brent Caron, a student at the University of Regina, pinned up a notice that said he was looking for a band and cited influences like the Stooges, the Velvet Underground, and his latest discovery, a British band called the Sex Pistols. Not the most popular set of references in a city dominated by disco and bar-rock, just like the rest of the country. But just like the rest of the country, there were always a few other misfits with Ramones records stashed in between the sleeves of their T. Rex collection. In Regina, that guy was Les Holmlund.

			“I felt inspired and empowered, even though I was a terrible guitar player. I had put up some notices and didn’t have any luck,” says Holmlund. “But I saw a poster at a university and found somebody else who was thinking along the same lines.” Holmlund called the number and agreed to meet Caron and the motley crew of recent high school graduates he had assembled under the moniker of the Extroverts. Unlike the cover bands that dominated the Regina bar scene at the time, the first thing the Extroverts did was learn a selection of songs written by Caron; fast, catchy songs informed by the new wave of hyper-melodic punk emerging from Britain. Barely show-ready, the band did the punk thing and booked a first gig anyway, playing in front of a thousand people at the University of Regina. Amongst those in the audience was Mike Burns, an aspiring manager and promoter who would soon become an integral part of both the Extroverts’ career and the rapid evolution of the city’s live music scene.

			 “It was part of a film night,” recalls Burns, who was running a screen-printing shop at the time. “Back in those days, there was no place to see any sort of alternative films in the city. So the student union put on films at the educational auditorium. They put on The Rocky Horror Picture Show and the Extroverts on Halloween. The band played before the movie, and they barely had a PA, just this little stage with a gigantic film space behind them. They had a couple lights at their feet, and they looked fantastic, 50 feet high in the shadow behind them on the film screen. It was great. People didn’t know what the hell was going on.”

			 “I remember looking out and seeing people who I knew were musicians and in other bands,” recalls Caron. “They were sort of weirded out with the whole thing because it was pretty rough and we were pretty tanked. We were as punk as we thought we could be with the limited amount of influence we’d had from the outside world.”

			After opening for Brad, Janet, and Dr. Everett V. Scott, the Extroverts started down the usual road of parties and basements, performing songs whenever their peers would give them the chance. But when Mike Burns got involved as the band’s manager, things really started to happen, for the band and Pile o’ Bones itself.

			“We tried to do shows,” says Burns. “The first couple were in front yards or in basements, that kind of thing. The classic kind of shows. But the Schnitzel House, that was something different.” 

			“Mike was working in a silk-screening place and next door to that was a restaurant called the Schnitzel House,” elaborates Holmlund. “Just a small restaurant, run by a really nice Hungarian couple. In the back, they had built a very small room that they had intended to rent out for wedding receptions and whatnot.” The Extroverts had different plans.

			Burns booked the venue for a Monday night, and invited Vancouver punk legends D.O.A. to play. Billed as the Monday Night Pogo, it was the first punk show in a venue that still stands in Regina to this day. Bringing through bands like the Subhumans and Los Popularos, the Schnitzel House helped to create a centre for a burgeoning original music scene, becoming a destination for touring bands and a proving ground for new, original talent.

			“I was always encouraging everything I could,” Burns says. That included a pint-sized teenager named Colin James, who would go on to become a major-label, Juno-winning blues rocker. “He had a band with some kids from town, but they were kind of beating around the bush on what they should call themselves. So I yelled to them, ‘You’re just a bunch of fucking wankers!’ And then I just posted the Wankers on the board outside,” he laughs. “They played a couple of shows. We just called them the Wankers.”

			Shows at the Schnitzel House helped the Extroverts build up a substantial local fanbase as the city’s sole punk band. It helped that the band was writing original material at a feverish pace. Owing much to bands like Stiff Little Fingers and the Buzzcocks, the Extroverts’ songs were short and immediately catchy, heavily distorted (but hyper-melodic) guitars recalling a classic pop sensibility that tilted its hand toward a sloppier, more frenetic interpretation of the first Elvis Costello record. With Caron and Holmlund at the centre of the band’s songwriting, the pair churned out close to 80 original songs in their two-and-a-half year career, an impressive feat when stacked alongside other bands from the era who would frequently pad their sets by playing the same songs twice. Through vigorous practice and the precision that comes from regular high-profile opening slots, the Extroverts were also becoming a menacing live act, with Caron’s well-rehearsed sneer front and centre.

			“Brent had a real magnetism,” says Burns. “He was quite dangerous. He was sort of like Frankie Venom [of Teenage Head]. But even more so. I always felt he was always on edge.” Later in our conversation, Holmlund refers to Caron as “a born frontman.”

			“I’m definitely not the musician in the band, though. Les is,” defers Caron. “And he’s the leader. He comes up with the really catchy songs. We’re not great musicians. We’re not great at anything. But Les writes catchy songs.” The band’s songs, showmanship, and status as the city’s lone punk band eventually took them out of the back of the Schnitzel House and on the road to other cities in Saskatchewan, performing in the bars and pubs that had initially shunned them.

			“When we played in a small town, generally we were playing music that people had not been exposed to yet,” says Holmlund. “It had its challenges.” While the band was going over well in the watering holes of their hometown, smaller Saskatchewan towns like Alida and Elrose would be a different story. 

			“We had things thrown at us, we had our vehicles sabotaged, and once, we got escorted out of town by the police,” laughs Holmlund. The cops were drawn to a particularly rancorous gig in Stoughton where the audience pelted the band with coins until they left the stage. The bar then called the police, who supervised the band’s speedy load-out to ensure they didn’t try to steal anything in the process. They were then driven to the edge of town and sent off into the Saskatchewan night. Similar scenarios played out across the prairies, like an eight-night stint in Brandon, Manitoba, at the Brandon Inn. It was quickly reduced to four nights and the band was unceremoniously fired.

			Not every trek out of Regina ended in unmitigated disaster; a trip to Calgary for an intended week of shows at the run-down Calgarian Hotel turned into a full two weeks, and a trip to Saskatoon, a three-hour drive straight north, yielded the band’s only recordings. In a studio behind the Royal Canadian Mounted Police Training Academy, the band tracked songs like “Living in Poverty” and “Political Animals,” celebrating the sessions by spray-painting their band name on the side of the nearby cop shop.

			Ultimately, raucous high school gigs and chances to open for the Subhumans weren’t enough to keep the band together, and by 1981, differing opinions on musical direction led to the end of the Extroverts, the first punk band from the previously culturally inhospitable province of Saskatchewan. Thankfully, the band was far from the last original band to emerge from the middle of Canada, igniting a spark of originality that continued through the decade.

			“I saw the Extroverts at this outdoor thing for the Regina Exhibition,” recalls Jon Wyma, who would go on to play bass in pioneering Regina hardcore shit-kickers Diplomatic Immunity, sharing the stage with everyone from SNFU to Dead Kennedys. “I remember just being a little punker and all these older punks thought it was so cute that someone who was 12 or 13 was into the same music as them. I don’t think they even realized at that time, kids four or five years older than us, that there was another undercurrent of even more aggressive, more rebellious music coming along. But the Extroverts were definitely an inspiration in terms of knowing that you didn’t have to be Van Halen to play music. You could just be ordinary kids.”

			And the Schnitzel House, that punk bastion of family-owned Hungarian entrepreneurial spirit, still hosts concerts every night of the week. It may go by the more club-like name of “The Distrikt,” but it’s a lasting reminder of the pioneering work of a few hockey-obsessed anglophiles and a pile of mannequins.

			Only a year after the formation of the Extroverts and three hours to the north of their beloved Schnitzel House, Saskatoon’s music community was ready for the kind of sea change that punk was bringing to everywhere else in the world. The lynchpin for an explosion of exciting, original music in the small prairie city of Saskatoon was found somewhere in the shelves of a record store on Second Avenue.

			Toronto transplant Ron Spizziri bought the failing Records on Wheels at the corner of Second and 21st, after specifically instructing the former owners to run down the stock as much as possible before he took control of the business. He set about building his own perfect store, one that would stock the new sounds of New York and London alongside the Anne Murray and Kenny Rogers records he knew would ultimately keep the store afloat. Says Spizziri, “A kid would come in, buying his punk albums, but he’d notice we were carrying things that he wanted to pick up as a Christmas present for his mom and dad.” Fuelled by gift-giving and and the timelessness of Kenny Rogers’ historically sound poker advice, Spizziri’s new Records on Wheels flourished in downtown Saskatoon.

			“He was the guru about all the cool music from across the pond,” explains Jay Semko, bassist for the city’s first punk band, the Idols. “He had a line on what was happening in Britain, so you’d go and hang out with Ron and eventually spend money buying import records from him. It was a group of people I got to know. Before I got to them, I was playing in a bunch of different cover bands.” Spizziri’s influence didn’t end at the store’s cash register; invited by some friends to play a few records on their college radio show, he quickly landed a gig hosting his own program. A vital resource for new music, the late-night show on CJUS, broadcasting out of the basement of the University of Saskatoon’s Memorial Union building, allowed Spizziri a chance to promote new records in the store, upcoming gigs, and local talent, which was quickly developing in between the racks of Records on Wheels.

			Jay Semko, later of platinum-selling Virgin Records roots-rockers the Northern Pikes, formed the Idols in 1979. The band, who wore matching $25 double-breasted two-piece suits, played their first show at the university opening up for Canadian prog-rock outfit FM (the original home of legendarily mysterious performer Nash the Slash) and were almost immediately picked up by a local booking agent who saw an opportunity to market the band as “Saskatoon’s first new-wave band,” an attempt to capitalize on punk curiosity stirred up by media coverage of bands like the Sex Pistols and the exploding international popularity of the new genre. 

			“He helped to build us, but we always thought it was really cheesy and hated it,” laughs Semko, who still calls Saskatoon home. “I just always thought billing us as that was kind of hilarious.” With a dearth of local punk gigs to play, the Idols were sent on the road in an old school bus, playing a mix of originals and Ramones covers, and spreading the punk gospel to Saskatchewanians who were not looking to convert.

			“We were really freakish to them. We had short hair, and we all wore the same suits, and we played a bunch of songs they didn’t know,” recalls Semko. “Sometimes they just hated us. Like loathing. Real hatred.” One early show ended with an audience member approaching the stage and making a noose out of a microphone cable. The band continued to antagonize the audience by playing their fastest, hardest material, and before long, they were being chased out of town by 10 trucks full of rednecks. “They were following us, throwing beer bottles at the van and yelling,” says Semko. “You feel like you’re going to get tarred and feathered. We got 10 miles out of town before they gave up following us and harassing us.” The band’s first guitar player promptly quit.

			But life wasn’t all attempted hangings and wintery Dukes of Hazzard escapades in Saskatoon. Bolstered by the audience for new types of music that Ron Spizziri had been nurturing through his store, radio show, and a new cable-access TV show (what wasn’t this guy doing?), a group called the Alternative Music Society formed at the University of Saskatchewan, hell-bent on bringing some real punk shows to the prairie outpost. The AMS succeeded in helping to build a viable scene within the city, bringing bands like Simple Minds and Social Distortion to town and giving new bands an opportunity to get their sea legs opening for established acts.

			“It was a social outlet,” explains Darlene Froberg, a former member of the AMS. “But it was its own little subculture, too, because at the time, Saskatoon was a small, conservative town. We got hassled a lot because we had green hair and looked like punks.” 

			“They were a cool group of people, and they liked us,” continues Semko. “They liked the fact that we were different, that we played original music. So we got a lot of gigs, good opening slots for people that they brought in, like the Cramps.” Bringing American psychobilly bands to Saskatoon wasn’t Darlene Froberg’s only extracurricular activity; along with her sister, she operated the city’s lone punk clothing store on Broadway, a tiny second-floor enclave called Propaganda, Saskatoon’s own Let It Rock, with a tiny northern colony standing in for the sprawling metropolis of one of the world’s oldest and largest cities. 

			“We had bondage pants and army coats, ruffled shirts from the ’60s,” says Froberg. “We had that little market cornered because the people that were going to the shows needed something to wear. We’d buy clothes from all over and sell them second-hand. We were only open about a year. It wasn’t very lucrative because our market was so small, but it was a lot of fun. People really enjoyed it.”

			Other bands began to pop up at that time, including Doris Daye and, later, Seventeen Envelope, which featured bassist John Sinclair and Semko’s future Northern Pikes bandmate Bryan Potvin. Sinclair eventually moved to Toronto, joining Edmonton native Moe Berg in the Pursuit of Happiness, recording with Todd Rundgren and opening for Guns N’ Roses. Not a bad future for a couple of prairie punks.

			“I was 18 years old,” recalls Potvin. “I was working a part-time job. I was in the last year of high school. And I got this cold-call from this guy named Johnny Sinclair saying, ‘Hey, you play guitar. You want to jam sometime?’ I was like, ‘Sure.’ So I went over to his house and he had this massive collection of records by artists I’d never heard of. I was like, ‘What the fuck is this?’ This whole world of music I had no idea existed. Within a week of knowing John, I went into this used record store in Saskatoon with three milk crates full of my records, all my Led Zeppelin and my YES. I just dropped them and said, ‘Take it all. I want to swap out.’”

			While Doris Daye never played outside of Saskatoon, the band, like others, provided a valuable outlet for alienated kids living in a culturally conservative climate, helping to build a foundation for later musical successes.

			“I wouldn’t say we were originators of anything,” says John Sinclair. “But we found a way to express ourselves within that, you know? That was a comfortable place for us to come out as artists and musicians.” 

			“We looked like a bunch of fucking weirdos,” laughs Potvin. “We were eclectic looking. And almost impossible to book.” Like Sinclair, Potvin sees the value in the band as much greater than the roughly 10 shows they played together. “I think if punk taught me anything about art, not so much about business — it’s just honesty. I think that’s really what it boils down to. That’s what I learnt from those late teen years when I was focusing on that type of expression. It’s just honest. I think that audiences eventually smell a rat when someone’s not being honest with that. That’s what it comes down to.”

			Although the burgeoning scene was flush with enthusiastic, motivated music fans like Potvin and Sinclair, there were some very real dangers underneath the surface. Bar fights and threatening audiences could spark genuine violence directed at bands like the Idols. Scarier still is the unsolved murder of a young punk, rumoured to have been targeted for his appearance. Details are scarce and memories have faded over 30 years, but Froberg specifically remembers being questioned by the police.

			“The police came, they interviewed my sister and me at the store, along with all our friends. That was quite bizarre. They weren’t questioning us like we did it. They were questioning us like we might know who did it,” she specifies. “I didn’t really know him, he just kind of hung out with us. He was down on Spadina Crescent, by the river. It was late at night, like one in the morning, and he’s walking and somebody pulls up because he was dressed weird, and he was beaten to death. It shook everyone up. It was like, ‘Do we have to stop what we’re doing and being who we are? Is this a threat to us as individuals because of how we look and what we’re doing? Or is it something that the guy did by himself that brought it on? Or was he just in the wrong place at the wrong time?’ For a while after that, people wouldn’t really want to go out alone.”

			When the dangers weren’t coming out of pickup trucks in the middle of the night, they were exploding at the shows themselves.

			“I remember the first two weeks in December 1980. It was brutally cold, I’m talking –40 Celsius,” says Jay Semko, detailing a particularly surreal Idols set. “We had a two-week gig at a hotel. You had to play four sets a night, and it was a big deal to us because we’re an oddball band, and to actually get a full two-week booking was great. But you had to sign this thing where you couldn’t drink while you’re playing. At the very end of the night, I had a five minute window where I could order myself a beer. So I order a beer, go sit down at the table, and this brawl breaks out. And there’s only, like, 30 people in the bar, it was so cold. It was like an Old West barroom brawl, ‘Everybody partner up and fight!’ People breaking beer bottles and trying to cut each other. I’m sitting in the middle of all this, and I felt like I was invisible. I didn’t want to move because I thought somebody would attack me. The soundman was covering the mixing console with his body. I was able to weasel my way out of there and into the lobby. The guys were all watching TV and said, ‘John Lennon got shot.’ And I was like, ‘What?’ And then the fight spilled out into the lobby and this one guy got thrown through a window. He came back the next day to work the bouncer. And his whole back, it looked like he was bitten by a shark.”

			By the early part of the 1980s, things were transitioning in Saskatoon. New bands continued to form, while the first-wave bands were breaking up and reforming in new configurations, the most notable being Potvin, Semko, and the Northern Pikes.

			“There were a lot of bands that just came and went back then,” says Spizziri. “You’d see them open for a touring band once or twice, and they’d disappear. I guess it’s just so hard because we are so isolated out here, especially back then. Most of them felt they had to move away from Saskatoon. The Northern Pikes were the first band that were proud to be from Saskatoon. I’d be visiting Toronto and catch them at the Diamond Club or the Horseshoe, one of the nice venues. And they’d be announcing, ‘We’re from Saskatoon.’ They weren’t hiding it.” It should come as no surprise that Spizziri’s son now plays in a band that tours internationally and proudly calls Saskatchewan home; buzzed-about indie kids Rah Rah, who had a show in Paris, France (not Ontario), on the night Spizziri and I spoke.

			“We had a lot of fun, we really did,” concludes Semko. “We had a blast playing. I guess I enjoyed the abusive times. I really got a kick out of those gigs when we weren’t as well liked as we wished we were. To me, in some ways, we were accomplishing our goals, as odd as that sounds. And once we did our thing with the Idols, there were tons of other groups doing similar things. So I can’t help but think we had an influence in people moving forward a little bit in music.”
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			The Action [courtesy of Ted Axe]

		

		
			December 31, 1979, 11:59 p.m. EST

			In a tiny basement below a shawarma joint, 200 kids are crammed into a room fire coded for about 75. Ritalin, still a new, unknown psychiatric drug, is passed around the bar, while two people are literally fucking against a wall to the right of the stage. The Bureaucrats are performing, ready to ring in the new year, celebrating the first six months of a centralized Ottawa punk scene. It’s all been built around this bar, the only one in the city with a strict no-covers policy. The Rotters Club has become the official headquarters for Ottawa punk, and this evening of late-night revelry is a celebration of all the things that have changed since it planted its foot on Bank Street. The calendar rolls over to 1980, and the party rages until 5 a.m. Despite the arrival of a pair of ambulances to whisk two audience members, felled by alcohol poisoning, to the hospital, the cops never show up. The Rotters Club remains punk’s neutral territory, a clubhouse of sin in an uptight government town.

			For the second time in the four years I’ve spent doing interviews for this book, I find myself in the conference room of a fancy Bay Street office in Toronto. My attempt at dressing professionally (a button-up shirt, balanced by visible holes in my shoes) becomes immediately laughable as I sit down on an exquisite leather couch and wait for Stuart Smith, a high-powered commercial real estate agent with an iPad glued to his side. Smith is, for all intents and purposes, the architect of the Ottawa punk scene. He founded the Rotters Club, the city’s underground punk enclave, and ran a recording studio just inside the Quebec border, where he recorded almost all of the city’s bands, along with the touring groups who passed through the Canadian capitol.

			Today, Smith sells land, and judging from the size of his watch, he’s pretty good at it. But like my other bizzaro Bay Street punk experience (with Mods drummer and big-shot entertainment lawyer David Quinton-Steinberg), there’s an immediate connection, something that transcends the cost of the couch, the watch, or the holes in my sneakers. I don’t really belong in Smith’s office. In fact, I appear ridiculous in it. But as we trade stories about D.O.A., Teenage Head, and great Ottawa bands like the Bureaucrats and the Red Squares, the distance between our worlds shrinks dramatically. He’s in a suit and I’m in Levi’s, but it’s another reminder that punk is a culture that is founded on community. Punk exists to bring people together under a common banner, be it politics in Vancouver or drugs in New York. At the core is a passion for music and a lifelong love of alternative culture, and that doesn’t change, even here on Bay Street. I ask one question about the Rotters Club, and I set Smith off on over an hour and a half of tales of debauchery that I can’t imagine get told often in this office. Here’s hoping his underlings never read this.

			The Rotters Club was founded in summer 1977, located underneath a Lebanese restaurant on Bank Street. The brainchild of British transplant Stuart Smith, his business partner Carl Schultz, and aspiring comedian Michael MacDonald, the club was designed to give all three an opportunity to pursue their respective passions; the first show featured film, music, and comedy. Crucially, the Rotters Club was also started as a reaction to Smith’s negative experiences in the early ’70s as a touring musician fighting against a powerful local musician’s union that had hindered his career more than helped it.

			“One of the guys in our group inherited some money, and he brought the first Mellotron into Ontario,” says Smith. (The Mellotron was an early sampling keyboard, replicating full octaves of a recorded sound using magnetic audio tape.) “The musicians’ union heard about this and said, ‘Sorry, you can’t use that.’” The union wanted Smith’s bandmate to pay union scale for every single finger at every gig he played, reasoning that each note he could play was taking away a job from a working string player. The Musicians’ Association of Ottawa-Gatineau, AFM Local 180, had the same stranglehold in Ottawa that they had in the Maritimes, blacklisting bars that hired non-union talent or refused to pay union scale. The consequence was a closed scene: No punk band could find a bar to hire them at a bloated union rate, even if they could have afforded to pay dues in the first place. (They couldn’t.) So when Smith finally settled himself in the city after half a decade on the road, he was ready to tell the union where to stick it.

			“We simply said to the union, ‘Go fuck yourselves. We don’t care who you are. We don’t care what you do. We’re never going to deal with you ever. Your days are numbered.’ We didn’t even know how outrageous that was at the time.” It wasn’t just outrageous, it was prophetic; punk was part of the slow loosening of the American Federation of Musicians’ grip on the live music circuit in North America. The appearance of a viable alternative culture meant that bars no longer had to concern themselves with the AFM blacklist. Punks were drinking as much beer as anyone else, and that was good for the bottom line. 

			Altruism and rainbows weren’t the only motivating factors that led Smith, Schultz, and MacDonald to the Rotters Club. They had also invested in a studio in Smith’s basement in Larrimac, Quebec, about a half hour from Ottawa. The space was designed to give new bands an option somewhere between a tape deck in the practice space and a bank-breaking professional studio; with an 8-track in a house in a small town, they hoped to lure upstart bands with reasonable prices and quick, high-quality recordings. Of course, thanks in part of the musicians’ union, there were no new bands needing to record. So they created a space designed specifically to foster new talent. And it worked immediately.

			“We would only allow bands that played original music to perform,” says Carl Schultz. “Suddenly, there were lots.”

			“We never treated it like a business proposition,” says Smith. “We saw it as a way of getting original music front and centre and getting away from the cover bands in bars that had blighted our musical careers and our experiences in music. We were all fed up with it.”

			The Rotters Club immediately gained a reputation as an anything-goes den of depravity; the washrooms were co-ed, and more than one person recalls walking in on people having sex in the middle of the room. Pot smoke filled the club, and alcohol was served until three or four in the morning, well after the city’s official last call. Smith is under the impression that the restaurant owners above the club had a “special relationship” with the Ottawa Police Service, a mutual understanding that seemed to be working to everyone’s advantage. 

			One regular character at the club was known as the Puppet, named for his marionette-like dance moves. He would start every night in a long, jet-black rain coat, and by the end of the show, would be marionetting in a skin-tight black leotard. Another couple were well known for their abuse of Quaaludes, which regularly led to them being passed out and intertwined at the foot of the stage, and once saw them fall down a full flight of stairs before stumbling off into the night. I’m told that someone once pogoed so hard that their head got stuck in the low tile ceiling, and that the son of a local psychiatrist would regularly bring crushed-up Ritalin to shows for the bands. There was a New Year’s Eve party with Johnny and the G-Rays from Toronto where two audience members left the show in an ambulance, the result of kidney failure and alcohol poisoning. There are persistent rumours that Margaret Trudeau visited once during the “Mick Jagger years,” and endless speculation for the reason that the cops never visited. 

			A regular feature of the club was National Film Board movies, which would be screened before bands every night. One evening, a sweet young couple began to make love behind the screen, their silhouettes visible to the entire audience. When their movements became too powerful, the screen was knocked over; the couple was asked to take it elsewhere.

			But even more importantly than uppers and public sex, there was music.

			Both the Action and the Bureaucrats had been attempting to gig sporadically before the appearance of the Rotters Club. Along with the Red Squares, they formed the foundation of the Rotters Club scene, each occupying a distinct part of the expanding punk universe. The Action was a sleazy, New York Dolls–esque group who practised endlessly, not wanting to sacrifice the quality of their live show for the quality of their depraved image. The Bureaucrats resembled the Nerves, a tightly wound power-pop group with a dark edge. And the Red Squares were the token art weirdos, a mix of the Talking Heads and Captain Beefheart — though their only recording sounds nothing like that.

			The most effective locals at marketing themselves, the Action has survived; they regularly appear on festival bills as “Canada’s first punk band” (often with the caveat of “self-described”). Doubtless that they work as hard today as they did in 1977, and while their approach emanates an undeniably meretricious quality, it’s grounded in a genuine love of first-wave punk and a unimpeachable work ethic. The Action is all about a good story and a pose, and they have the songs to back it up.

			When I get vocalist Ted Axe on the phone, it’s like he never missed a beat between our conversation and 1977. He’s as seasoned as the full-time professional musicians I interview for my day job, and I know he’s not doing 15 other interviews today. But Ted Axe has an image to sell and a story to tell, and he is remarkably, admirably, effective at both. He spent 1976 squatting in London, England, attending the notorious 100 Club Punk Special, the two-day coming out party for English punk where bands like the Clash, Sex Pistols, and the Buzzcocks rocketed to national prominence. Returning to Ottawa with a fire inside him, Axe looked to kick-start the same kind of scene in his hometown.

			“Coming back to Ottawa was ludicrous because nobody had even heard of punk,” he says. In search of a creative outlet, Axe auditioned for a Stones-y blues rock band called the Action and didn’t make the cut. He went away and practised for three weeks. When he returned, he was invited to join the band. Under his guidance, the Action began to skew their sound toward Axe’s new set of influences, drawn from his time abroad and voracious appetite for whatever was being spit out of the Bowery on a monthly basis. The band didn’t try to entirely shed their original blues flavour, creating a sonic mix similar to the Dolls or the Stooges. They wrote a handful of sloppy originals and set out to destroy the world.

			Their first booking came from the Chaudiere Club in Aylmer, Quebec, ostensibly providing the soundtrack for the comings and goings of bikers and prostitutes. For Axe, it seemed a perfect fit, but in order to get through their three 45-minute sets each evening, they began writing at a furious pace. Plus, there were always new era classics by the Ramones and the Damned to pad things out. It didn’t take long to develop a dedicated audience, with stints opening for Toronto bands like the Ugly and the Mods helping to put the band centre stage in front of equally disenchanted new music fans looking for a local band to call their own.

			Soon, the band was making moves outside of Ottawa. Travelling to a high school in rural Ontario in the fall, Axe smashed a series of student-carved jack-o’-lanterns, pretended to go down on his bandmates, and vomited on the stage. On the drive back home, he had the bright idea to call the Ottawa Citizen and suggest that they had been banned from the musician’s union for their gimmicky antics. Axe claimed that their ousting from the American Federation of Musicians, a kiss of death for any band hoping to make it in the Ottawa bar circuit at that time, made the Action the city’s first punk band. The ensuing press was exactly what the band hoped for, a rich series of adjectives essentially calling them no-talent perverts.

			The band’s notoriety began to spread beyond the beltway, and on a trip out to Montreal, the band met Tony Roman. A Quebecois pop singer who was looking to invest in punk with his new record label, Montreco, Roman viewed the spectacle of the Action as the ideal investment — an image-conscious group to live out the label’s punk fantasies. In the end, Montreco only signed two bands — the Action and the Viletones.

			“We managed to sign probably the worst record contract in the history of rock,” says Axe. The band only recorded four songs with the label, who released it with a cover that simply read “Punk.” Evidently, Montreco’s business plan involved getting records into department stores for curious non-musical folks to discover. The result just looked silly. Still, the Action continued to command significant crowds in Ottawa, taking up the mantle of the city’s best-known punk act, popular enough to share a label with punk’s Torontonian public enemies. Their shows at the Rotters Club became floor-to-ceiling spectacles. 

			“We had groupies come in, and I was doing some blow that they had provided,” Axe says. “I heard our set start, and I ran to the stage. When I jumped, I landed on the mic stand, and it whacked into my chest and I broke a rib. I was lying on the ground while they were clapping. They thought it was all part of the show. I couldn’t move. I had to be taken out in an ambulance.”

			But the band was falling apart, not the least because of the massive amount of cocaine being consumed by all parties and Montreco’s failed marketing plan. They did manage a string of Canadian dates opening up for the Stranglers, but a scheduled 1978 American tour with the Ramones fell through when the band tried to cross the border without the proper paperwork. According to Axe, they were turned away from Sarnia’s Blue Water Bridge as they tried to get to a show in Flint. After getting rejected again at the Windsor-Detroit crossing, they resorted to — his words — going down to the Detroit River, where the band claims that “some guy took us across in a boat to the other side.” If you ask the Action, they rowed their way into America and successfully played 20 dates in the U.S. with the Ramones, including a show at CBGB in New York City. Problematically, the Ramones only played Flint once in 1978, and two weeks later, they were on a plane to Helsinki. They also didn’t play CBGB once that year. Here’s the thing — even if the whole story is a lie, it’s an awesome one to continue to perpetrate over 30 years later.

			Everyone in the Action was broke, and everyone in the Action was high. They fell apart as soon as they got back to Ottawa. 

			The Bureaucrats were like the Action’s geeky kid brother, less prone to grandiose tales of debauchery and talking shit with Dee Dee Ramone, and more likely to be in the basement on a Friday night learning how to play every song on The Nerves note for note. There was no coke and no groupies. There were no shady record deals, and no talk of tours with the Stranglers. But for what it’s worth, the discovery of the Bureaucrats remains my favourite of this entire project.

			They were never a major touring band, and their material is hard to track down. “Feel the Pain,” one of their best songs, is led by a hook every bit as good as “Hanging on the Telephone,” and I have no trouble believing that Blondie probably would have covered their songs, too, if they just lived a few hours south. They represent the kind of aggressive minimalism that made early records by the Clash and Wire so compelling, and possess the same coiled-snake attitude that doesn’t age over time. Their style sounds as fresh today as it did 30 years ago, which is rare. When you consider the sheer number of new songs I heard compiling this book, I hope you’ll understand why me saying that “Feel the Pain” is the best song I uncovered isn’t an unnecessary personal detail I offer lightly. It’s an unnecessary personal detail that, I hope, will encourage anyone reading this to track down the band’s complete discography and turn them into belated Grey Cup halftime show performers, like a come-from-behind Blue Rodeo or BTO. But a power-pop band. 

			The band played their first show at the School of Architecture at Carlton University, a gig booked by their manager (read: friend who couldn’t play an instrument), Carlton student David Whales. The energy was strange; it was a Friday the 13th, the day after Nancy Spungen’s apparent murder at the hands of her boyfriend, punk’s most famous junkie, Sid Vicious. Engineering students provided the security and everyone acted as self-consciously “punk” as possible. 

			“I think it ended in a riot, if I’m not mistaken,” says vocalist and guitarist Joe Frey. “I think I remember things being thrown. It was pretty funny, in retrospect.”

			“I feel like a lot of people’s first shows ended in riots at that time,” I tell him.

			“Yeah, there was a weird energy. I think a lot of the audience thought that it was about jumping up and down in front of a band and throwing things at them and spitting on them.”

			“I was a social leper at school the next day because I’d brought punk to the School of Architecture,” concludes David Whales.

			Things improved from their first pseudo-riot, and by the time they had rehearsed enough to feel ready for a second show, the Rotters Club had opened. Frey remembers the club as “dark and stinky” and the band’s first few shows as “very shaky,” but admits that, after a few duds, they finally began to improve. By the end of ’79, the Bureaucrats were ready to make the trip to Larrimac and record at the Rotters offshoot studio, Double Helix. Since none of the bands ever had enough money to pay for recording, a deal was worked out where they would receive a lower cut of the door at their shows in exchange for time at the studio. It was a relationship that worked for everyone, since the door money wasn’t about to make anyone rich, and it left the Ottawa scene with a remarkably strong catalogue of original recordings. Double Helix wasn’t just a cheap basement operation; it was a cheap basement operation that cared, and many of the recordings produced there sound leagues better than anything that came out of bigger cities like Toronto. And the Bureaucrats’ first single is among the best.

			With an increasingly proficient live show and a freshly pressed 45, the band decided to hit the road, touring regularly to Montreal and Toronto, filling dates with lunchtime high school gigs in between.

			“We played one of those strange daytime shows, and all I remember is all the girls screaming like it was the Beatles,” says Whales. “They all ran up to the front and all the teachers were trying to stop them. To see that it was like, ‘God, are they insane? It’s just the Bureaucrats, not the Beatles.’ But it was fun to watch. And the teachers were suitably flustered and unhappy.”

			The band’s van required constant work, with members frequently banging pieces back into place on the side of the highway to avoid a catastrophic accident. They played regularly at the Edge in Toronto and the Hotel Nelson in Montreal, but things started to fall apart when half the band began insisting they move to the Big Smoke and try to give the band a serious go.

			“I wanted to move things along, and in my mind, Toronto was the next step,” says Frey. “I wanted to get to Toronto and break into the Toronto scene. A few of the other guys were just not into it. They didn’t want to leave Ottawa.” The friction led to the untimely dissolution of the Bureaucrats in 1980. Like many bands of that era, you have to wonder what would have happened if the band had taken the leap and moved to Toronto. Maybe nothing, maybe the halftime of the Grey Cup.

			The Red Squares were the strangest act at the centre of the Rotters Club scene. Everyone I meet describes them in a different, often completely contrary way. Their lone single only hints at their utter live weirdness, and I am told numerous times that it is barely representative of the band’s true sound. What is clear is that Ottawa’s scene was an incredibly diverse one, and the Red Squares provide the perfect proof.

			“The Red Squares were never really punk,” says Stuart Smith, who played bass in the band when they recorded their first single. “They had a punk attitude, but you had an M.A. in art history in that band. Extremely highly educated, literate people.” That single, “Ottawa Today,” hints at a bizarre mix of classic R&B, psychedelia, and the Talking Heads, but it’s clear that the final product is not what Smith ever intended. The original mix, which had such standard effects applied to it as reverb and compression, was rejected by the band’s singer, who saw fit to remix both songs himself. He had never mixed anything before, and the final product shows it. Even today, Smith is still burned by the way things went down and is insistent that he intends to re-release the songs as he originally mixed them; he’s gone so far as to track down the necessary reel-to-reel equipment and have it delivered to his home. As it stands, the two Red Squares songs in existence are a very weird mix of dry, hardcore-style production and weirdo psychedelic guitars. And not much else is known about the band. Consider this paragraph a warning shot, and an invitation to get the original mixes out, so that the band’s legend can transcend hushed oral tradition and rip through some speakers in the new millennium.

			It didn’t take long for the Ottawa scene to outgrow the Rotters Club. With the increasing popularity of local bands, and the steady presence of major Canadian touring acts like D.O.A. and the Viletones, that “dark, stinky” basement was no longer adequate, and Smith moved his punk clubhouse to a proper venue just up the street, the Eighties Club. Suddenly, running the venue was a serious full-time gig that was losing more money than it was making, despite some high-profile bookings. Two key factors led to the demise of the club; primarily, the higher overhead, which made any potential losses, such as a John Cale show booked during a snowstorm, near catastrophic. A minor irritation involved a former Rotters Club employee opening up the old venue under the RC moniker, a hurtful act of insubordination that still irks Smith to this day. Feeling unsupported by the scene he helped to build, Smith cut his losses and moved to Toronto. He bummed around the city for a year before stumbling into real estate, then commercial real estate. And it looks like things have gone pretty well since.

			There is a long out-of-print compilation of Rotters Club artists, recorded at Double Helix, called Rot ’n’ Roll. Given the calibre of what I’ve heard from first-wave Ottawa bands, this record has been built up in my mind as Ontario’s mythic answer to the legendary Vancouver Complication album. When we finish our conversation, Smith tells me I should come over to his place some time and listen to it. I just hope I’m not the only one who gets to experience it in this decade. Consider this my plea to someone to get behind the reissuing of as much Ottawa punk as possible. It might be some of the best music covered in this book.

		


	


	

		
			INCORRECT THOUGHTS
THE SUBHUMANS
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			The Subhumans [© bev davies]

		

		
			January 20, 1983, 9:00 a.m. PST

			The cop has his knee pressed deep into Gerry Hannah’s back, pinning him against the asphalt. There’s a gun against his temple, and the thick taste of iron on his lips. Hannah runs his tongue through his mouth while a voice barks at him to get the fuck up. He’s missing a goddamn tooth, knocked out when the cop pulled him out of the truck during what he thought was a routine traffic stop. Only a few kilometres south of Squamish, Hannah had been heading north from Vancouver on the beautiful Sea-to-Sky highway, travelling with the Direct Action group he had fallen in with following his departure from the Subhumans in ’81. DA was wanted for the bombing of the Litton Industries plant in Toronto, the Cheekye-Dunsmuir B.C. Hydro substation, and three adult video stores in Vancouver. All five members were captured that day in a large-scale sting operation that had been in the planning stages for months, ending with a fake construction crew stopping the group en route to their daily training session and target practice in the B.C. forest. Before getting into an unmarked police car at the side of Highway 99, Hannah asks the cop if he can go find his tooth. The cop tells him that the tooth is the least of his worries.

			The arrest and prosecution of Gerry “Useless” Hannah happened over two years after the release of the Subhuman’s seminal album Incorrect Thoughts and Hannah’s subsequent split from the group. While the rest of the band soldiered on, recruiting Ron Allen, hitting the road, and recording No Wishes, No Prayers for SST, they split before its release in 1983, only a few months after Hannah’s arrest. All of which is to say that Hannah’s involvement in domestic terrorism shouldn’t cast a violent pall over the Subhumans. But it does.

			Hannah’s arrest galvanized the Vancouver punk scene in a way that still makes discussions about it uncomfortable. Concerned that the explosion of media interest in the story would make a fair trial impossible, bands like D.O.A. and the Subhumans staged benefits for the Squamish Five’s legal defence, referred to in activist circles as the Vancouver Five. In essence, they came out in support of a series of bombings that horrifically injured 10 innocent people in the name of Direct Action’s “propaganda of the deed,” a plan to incite a popular revolt against the evils of the state, weapons manufacturers, and pornographers.

			The Litton Industries bombing — which Hannah did not directly participate in, but supported — split open the back of security guard Terry Chikowski by 14 inches, embedding half of a brick and several inches of sheet metal in him “like a shark’s fin.” It snapped four ribs off his spine and blew his diaphragm apart, sending four pounds of muscle flying off his back. It disintegrated his spleen and embedded fragments of glass in his heart, further fragments collapsing his left lung and kidney.

			This was the action defended by the Subhumans’ former manager, David Spaner, in the pages of Maximumrocknroll. He wrote that “the Five recognize that social change — like rebel music — is not made by professionals or experts; it’s made by ordinary people taking control of their lives and acting against racism, sexism, nuclear weapons, authority, and the other terrors of everyday life.” It was the action tacitly supported by “Free the Five” concerts featuring bands like the Dead Kennedys. It was the action continually supported by Gerry Hannah, who wrote to Maximumrocknroll from prison that “It’s good to know that there are many people out there that genuinely care about our current situation and support us as political people engaged in resistance against the state.”

			Hannah, who was planning to rob a Brink’s truck with stolen automatic weapons when he was arrested, was sentenced to 10 years in prison and served five. In the documentary about his release from prison, Useless, he is shown burning his parole card, along with the card for his parole officer, Bob Reading. “So long, Bob,” he says, while the crowd around him shouts, “Burn, Bob!” The viewer is not left with the impression that prison had much of an effect on Hannah. 

			“We pretty much came out totally supporting Gerry and the Vancouver Five,” says Brian Goble, the Subhumans’ vocalist. “I don’t think we gave it much thought, but there wasn’t anywhere else we could really throw our support.” In 2005, the Subhumans, with Gerry, reunited. And no one really likes to talk about the bombing, Direct Action, or prison.

			“I made a decision when I got involved with punk rock,” says Hannah, who’s seated on the back patio of a Toronto bar with his bandmates. “I would not be playing punk rock when I was 26. I decided part of the idea was to usurp the dinosaurs that were still trying to play rock music. And by the time I was 26, I guess I wasn’t playing because the band had broken up. But somewhere along the line, my thinking changed.”

			In 1977, the Skulls, Vancouver transplants trying to break into what they perceived to be a more promising punk scene in Toronto, were without an opening band. Their friend and makeshift roadie, Gerry “Useless” Hannah, had been trying his hand at writing punk songs, having only recently warmed to the genre. He used to sing in a very early, very jam-y version of the Skulls, alternatively billed as the Resurrection and the Icon, when the band lived in the British Columbia woods without electricity and were basically nothing but a bunch of dirty, long-haired hippies. The band had initially resisted the first warning shot from the worldwide punk cannon, tentatively working Ramones covers into a set that leaned heavily on ’70s arena rock.

			“I wasn’t sure whether I liked that first Ramones record all that much at first ’cause it was so different from anything else I’d heard up to that point,” recalls Goble. “The Idiot by Iggy Pop was floating around, and a few Bowie numbers were kind of on the punk edge. It was a transition period for me.” The Skulls may have debuted with a Beatles cover at a logger’s wake in Cherryville, B.C., but they soon found themselves immersed in the new sounds of New York and London, a long way from home and with substantially shorter haircuts. And in need of an opening act.

			The Skulls switched up their instruments and handed Hannah a bass, dubbing themselves Wimpy and the Bloated Cows. Fronted by Skulls’ bassist Brian “Wimpy Roy” Goble and featuring Ken “Dimwit” Montgomery on guitar and Joe Keithley behind the kit, the band was a joke, a fuck band in the classic Vancouver model, born of necessity and taken seriously by absolutely no one. It was an oddly prophetic joke project. According to Goble, they only ever played the one show in Toronto, and soon after, the Skulls split and splintered. 

			“Toronto?” he asks. “My perception was it was kind of arty. It had more roots, and it already had some established bands that were pretty big draws. The crowds didn’t feel all that welcoming to a bunch of west coasters. I mean, there were some nice people, but I don’t think we ever felt like we were that welcome there.” After the band’s failed Ontario experiment, Keithley and Goble spent some time in London, while the rest of the band headed home to Vancouver.

			Back on the west coast, two bands formed, then fused like a filthy punk Voltron — the Stiffs, which featured Hannah and a promising guitarist named Mike Graham (plus two friends named Sid Sick and Zippy Pinhead), and the Subhumans, with Goble, Montgomery, and former Skulls guitarist Brad Kent, an influential force in the band’s social circle who had opted to stay in Vancouver during the group’s great eastern migration. It’s worth noting that Pinhead’s father was the head of the Royal Canadian Mounted Police Christian Association. “So you can imagine how disappointed he was in his boy,” laughs D.O.A.’s Joe Keithley. “But that’s the way it goes, right?”

			“We just said, ‘You should get rid of Zippy and Sid and come play with us,’” laughs Goble. Soon, Kent decamped to D.O.A. with Joe Keithley, and the first classic Subhumans lineup was born. It wasn’t long before the group had already fashioned a lean set of acerbic punk tunes, hitting the studio to record their first two songs, “Death to the Sickoids” and “Oh Canaduh.” The single remains a classic of the era, with the latter song regularly covered by acts ranging from Nomeansno to Andrew W.K., and the former an untouchable piece of early punk perfection. The band managed to combine the coming onslaught of the first wave of hardcore with the melodic sensibility of new wave; their time in the arena rock trenches of Cherryville had given them a naturally epic tendency, balanced by a blackly humorous side that continued to shine through even their darkest political songs. Unlike many of their American hardcore peers, an ability to wink at the firing squad defined the Vancouver scene, and the Subhumans in particular.

			“Even thought it’s hardcore music, it’s still funny,” says the Pointed Sticks’ Nick Jones. “I think that was something that we valued a lot in Vancouver. We weren’t doing this for the money, and we certainly weren’t doing it for the recognition. We were doing it because we wanted to have a good time. If you’re taking it that seriously, then it wasn’t really going to be worthwhile to us.”

			Almost immediately, the Subhumans were at the top of Vancouver’s growing punk heap, forming a dangerous hardcore one-two punch with D.O.A. Soon, it was them, and the Pointed Sticks, who became the ambassadors of the west coast’s dedicated, aggressive, and varied new sound. The Subhumans’ first single was the ideal first strike, portending the invasion of west coast hardcore throughout North America with its streamlined sound and pseudo-political musing. There was also the undeniable appeal of drummer Ken Montgomery, whose massive size behind the kit translated to massive sounds on tape. But that doesn’t mean the band thought they were any good.

			“It was a pretty unsatisfactory recording session,” says Goble. “We were totally green at that point, didn’t know anything about studio stuff at all. I remember wasting a lot of time on stupid details. I had a terrible vocal performance and, I don’t know, the whole thing sounds like it was played under a blanket.” It’s the second time I’ve talked to Goble. This time, he’s on the phone in his car, pulled over on Main Street in Vancouver while trying to avoid rush hour traffic. I chalk up his general dismissal of numerous Subhumans classics to context.

			“The Subhumans had a whole different sound and style,” says the Modernettes’ John Armstrong. “I think it was because they were left alone. There was no music industry here. It was really only about Trooper and Prism, bands that came out of the club circuit and were aiming at top 40 success. Satin pants, poofy hair. That was the only music industry there was.”

			Which is not to say that Vancouver musicians were without ambition. Despite a dedicated fanbase inside the city’s growing punk community, Montgomery quit soon after the band’s first recording to join the Pointed Sticks. Goble maintains that Montgomery may have been the most career-minded of the group, and he saw the poppier sound of the Sticks as a more likely route to a future as a professional drummer. All in spite of the slightly odd coupling of the hulking Montgomery with the teen idol Sticks.

			“I don’t think he really fit in well with the Pointed Sticks,” says Goble. “They’re kind of like an English, gentlemanly pop band, and then you’ve got this big gorilla-like figure in the back that plays thundering drums.” The band didn’t want for long, however, when Koichi Imagawa, better known locally as Jim, stepped in to fill the gorilla’s big shoes. Looking to produce a new recording to show off their still-developing sound, the band hooked up with Quintessence Records and Bob Rock at Little Mountain Sound, a pairing that had started with the Modernettes and Young Canadians.

			With each member of the band developing a distinct voice as a songwriter, the band’s eponymous 1979 12" benefitted from equal input from Hannah, Goble, and Graham. It boasts one of the band’s defining anthems, “Fuck You,” alongside the tongue-in-cheek skewering of macho sexism with “Slave to My Dick,” and the dark, raging finger-pointing of “Death Was Too Kind.” Even more so than with their first single, the Subhumans now embodied the emerging sound of west coast hardcore, ahead of their time and cited as a major influence throughout the ’80s accordingly. No Canadian punk mix tape is complete without “Fuck You,” its distilled anger and agro-as-fuck minor chord changes still stirring up adolescent angst decades after its release. It was broad-based teenage finger-raising of the kind later popularized by bands like Rage Against the Machine and rappers like Eminem, but grimmer, and, in some ways, even more potent. 

			Even years removed from its production, Goble admits that he’s still happy with how the recording sounds. With a satisfactory batch of songs and the support of the city’s lone punk label, the Subhumans followed their peers D.O.A. out into the North American touring void, becoming one of the first Canadian punk bands to travel across the country and down into the United States. Like many Vancouver bands, the Subhumans felt an immediate kinship with the city of San Francisco, exemplified by their continued relationship with Jello Biafra’s Alternative Tentacles label, which has released all the band’s post-reunion material.

			“It was obviously a lot of fun, y’know?” says Goble of the band’s experience in California. “I liked the environment. San Francisco seemed like a really cool place, a little more mature than Vancouver. Better pinball machines. And you could walk into any store and get beer.”

			At some point in their cross-continental adventures, the band found themselves re-recording the fan favourite “Fuck You,” a song with, unsurprisingly, several crucial, emphatic swears in its chorus. Problematically, the band was working in a Christian recording studio.

			“When they were recording the vocals, someone else in the band would just yell something every time they said fuck,” laughs John Armstrong, who spent a few weeks on the road with the band during the Modernettes’ heyday. “By the time mixing happened, it was pretty chaotic.”

			Before long, the band had amassed enough songs and fans to justify a full-length, still a rare high water mark for many first-wave punk bands. On the strength of their first two releases, the Subhumans had already cemented a place in the annals of hardcore history. But it was in 1980 with the release of Incorrect Thoughts that they became true punk legends, a band with an album capable of going toe to toe with any other record of the era. It was one of the strongest debuts of the decade, from a punk band or otherwise. Incorrect Thoughts, from the anthemic call to arms of opener “The Scheme” through to the sludgy sarcasm of the last song, “Let’s Go Down to Hollywood (And Shoot People),” put all the Subhumans’ power into nearly 45 minutes of music. 

			Mixing a handful of previously released songs with a brand new selection of high-octane anthems-in-waiting, the band continued to hone in on a blend of hardcore’s newfound thrash and the stark melodies of peers like the Pointed Sticks. Unlike D.O.A., whom the band was often compared to, the Subhumans crafted wide-open songs, leaving room for Graham’s distinct riffs and Imagawa’s inventive style of drumming. The band fit in with the burgeoning west coast hardcore movement, but still possessed the ability to craft slower, more nuanced songs like “Firing Squad,” a tune with more Replacements than Flipper in its DNA. If Keithley and co. were a hammer to the head, the Subhumans and Incorrect Thoughts were the the sonic equivalent of Trotsky’s icepick.

			The album’s influence, despite legal complications that have kept it out of print for decades, is measurable, even if the band themselves don’t seem to feel strongly about it.

			“All I remember is being satisfied with it,” says Goble. “It was just something we could use for promotions. I don’t think anybody thought there was magic to it or that we’d created a masterpiece.”

			At the time of the album’s release, Hannah said in a radio interview, “I wouldn’t buy it.”

			The band’s disaffection was real. It was what gave their songs bite, but also what began to hold them back. A live review in the Edmonton Journal praised their “short, loud, and frenetic” songs, focusing on their tight performance and overall musicality. At the same time, the reviewer calls Goble “dispirited” and, with retrospective irony, seems to doubt the Subhumans’ punk bona fides. Journal critic Alan Kellogg continues,“The supposed anger came off as silly, and you get the impression that the Subhumans’ mums sew the rips into the t-shirts in cozy little bungalows in Burnaby or North Van. I wonder if this rather comfortable nation will ever produce a convincing punk band. The form just seems, well, un-Canadian.”

			A few months later, Goble himself would refer to the band as “lazy as shit” in an interview with the University of British Columbia student paper, Ubyssey. They toured, but as much out of necessity and practice as anything else.

			“We did this one really long tour, six weeks, before Gerry quit for the first time,” says Goble. “There were a couple of stops, like New York, that were pretty interesting. Other than that, it’s just the fatigue and the grueling nature of travel, and that never appealed to certain members of the Subhumans. After more than two months on the road I’d get kind of weird. I don’t know how people do it for six months or a year.” So in 1981, both Hannah and Imagawa left the Subhumans. Incorrect Thoughts, despite its great legacy, wasn’t putting gas in the tank, and the Subhumans remained on the tip of hardcore’s iceberg, unable to grasp the huge, dedicated audience headed toward the genre in the mid-’80s.

			While the Subhumans would go on to record No Wishes, No Prayers for SST Records in 1983, the fire in Goble’s belly was gone. Despite joining the ranks of bands like Black Flag, Minutemen, and Meat Puppets with No Wishes, the band was already broken up by the time of the album’s proper release. In essence, the Subhumans without Hannah were never really destined to be the Subhumans.

			“I think he was kind of dissatisfied that punk was never more than entertainment,” says Goble. “It was when he discovered that there was no real radicalism taking place, then he had no interest. He wanted to be involved with people who were more serious.”

			Clearly, Hannah found those people, becoming the only person in this book who has a CBC made-for-TV movie about himself. The Squamish Five, produced following the arrest and conviction of the members of Direct Action, features actor David McLeod as TV Hannah, a Billy Idol lookalike with a deeply cleft chin and a penchant for drinking and whining. The film’s portrayal of punk is simplistic and cartoonish, a vibrant and evolving culture distilled for a TV audience unfamiliar with the inner workings of punk, hardcore, and the radical left. While the Pointed Sticks’ moment in the on-camera sun came through the curious and compassionate eye of Dennis Hopper and his 1980 film, Out of the Blue, the Subhumans and Gerry Hannah were reduced to caricatures by director Paul Donovan, the guy who created Lexx.

			There’s a lot of yelling phrases like “Get out of here, Pig!” in The Squamish Five. Chainsaws are used to destroy microphone stands. Throughout, Hannah is portrayed unfairly as something of a dummy, never without a bottle of beer in his band or an excuse for opting out of the group’s more extreme actions, the most infamous of which was the bombing of the Litton Industries plant in Toronto. 

			On October 14, 1982, members of Direct Action detonated 550 kilograms worth of dynamite outside of the Litton building. They were protesting the construction of cruise missile guidance systems, an admittedly ethically deplorable line of “first strike” nuclear weaponry. A stolen GMC van was parked near the plant’s security building with the following warning:

			Danger Explosives

			Inside this van are 550 lbs. of commercial dynamite which will explode anytime from within 15 minutes to 25 minutes after the van was parked here. The dynamite will be set off by two completely separate detonating systems. Do not enter or move the van — it will explode. Phone the police immediately and have them block off Highway 27, Cityview Drive, Dixon Road and other roads surrounding the Litton plants and have the workers inside the plants moved to protected areas. Nearby hotels and factories should also be notified so that no one will be hurt by the blast. On top of this box is an authentic sample stick of the dynamite contained inside the van. This is to confirm that this is a real bomb.

			The bomb went off earlier than planned, injuring police, security personal, and civilians on Highway 27.

			Hannah never participated in any of Direct Action’s bombings. His involvement and arrest stemmed from the planned robbery of a Brink’s truck, along with his involvement in the procurement (thievery) of illegal explosives and automatic weapons while living with the group in Vancouver. According to the secret tapes used to bring down the group, Hannah was prepared to kill the guard of the Brink’s truck.

			And here is where I apologize that Hannah’s voice isn’t here to defend himself. Our only interview for this book was brief, framed by the re-release of Incorrect Thoughts and my work at Exclaim!. Our conversation lasted no longer than 10 minutes. When I began piecing together this chapter in earnest, I started to reach out to the band again, who, outside of an active publicity cycle, were all less than eager to talk. Hannah in particular was impossible to track down without a publicist to direct us to each other. And then one day he called me.

			“Hey, this is Gerry Hannah. Is Sam there?”

			“Uh, yeah, this is Sam. How’s it going, Gerry?”

			At this point, I am frantically signalling to my girlfriend that someone I’ve been trying to track down for over a year just called my cell phone.

			Hannah is charming, which is no surprise. He knows I’ve been trying to get in touch, and he’s willing to talk. He just wants to get an idea of my project, and what I want to talk about. He says he is somewhat careful about who he speaks to, for obvious reasons. I tell him what I want to talk about — the Resurrection, Wimpy and the Bloated Cows, Incorrect Thoughts, his arrest. He agrees to an interview and asks me to call him back the following Monday to chat.

			I never hear from Gerry Hannah again.

			The Subhumans reunited in 2005, releasing their first album of new material since the ’80s, New Dark Age Parade. In 2006, Alternative Tentacles compiled the band’s out-of-print singles and EPs as Death Was Too Kind. And when legal trouble with their former label prevented the proper reissuing of Incorrect Thoughts, the band re-recorded the album as Same Thoughts, Different Day in 2010. When I sit down with Graham, Goble, and Hannah in the summer of 2010, they’re excited about the future.

			“We’re always working on new things,” says Goble. “We take it one day a time.”

			When I talk to Hannah in early 2011, the only thing he tells me is that he’s quit the band, again.

			“As time goes on, you can’t constantly be saying, ‘Fuck everything,’ because you’re just not going to live very long. You can’t function in society. Unless you actually want to get into guerilla warfare or something like that. Or else go to jail.” — Gerry Hannah, March 28, 1980

		


	


	

		
			TEENAGE BEER DRINKIN’ PARTY
TEENAGE HEAD
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			Frankie Venom [© Don Pyle]

		

		
			May 19, 1978, 10:30 p.m. MST

			Paul Kobak is halfway to Vancouver. Crammed into the backseat of his car are hundreds of copies of the first Teenage Head single, “Picture My Face.” Starting in his hometown of Hamilton, Kobak, the band’s manager, has taken it upon himself to hand-deliver records to every radio station west of Steeltown. The end goal is CFOX in Vancouver, where the music director is owed a few hundred dollars by Jack Morrow, another member of the band’s management team. Morrow gave Kobak a handful of cash before the manager lit out for the west coast, and when he returns from his solo promotional voyage, CFOX will, as planned, become the first station in Canada to chart Teenage Head. The other stations visited on Kobak’s cross-country delivery spree will quickly follow suit. Teenage Head has started their slow, hard-won crawl toward national ubiquity. 

			Teenage Head is the greatest Canadian rock and roll band. That they crawled out of the muddy waters of punk and ultimately never achieved the kind of international recognition that anyone who heard them at their peak knew they were capable of doesn’t diminish the fact that Frankie Venom was a brilliant frontman. Gord Lewis’ guitar style is as inspirational to a generation of Canadian rippers as Johnny Ramone’s. Steve Mahon is one of the most underrated bassists of the last three decades, and Nick Stipanitz held down the band’s rhythm section with as much flair and speed as any ex-Ramones drummer ever did. Teenage Head was the hardest working Canadian band of the era, and somewhere in the ether, there is a parallel universe where songs like “Picture My Face” and “Let’s Shake” play during the NBA Finals, and your uncle can’t remember if he lost his virginity to “Takin’ Care of Business” or “Teenage Beer Drinkin’ Party.”

			The members of Teenage Head are real-life rock soldiers. They formed in Hamilton, Ontario, in 1975. They drew from the same set of proto-punk influences as the Ramones. They started to play short, atavistic rock and roll in 1976, before they ever heard the word “punk” or a note played by the Sex Pistols. And when punk sound and fashion hit big a year later, they didn’t turn their backs on their own musical legacy by cutting their hair and donning leather jackets. They maintained long, flowing locks and blue jeans long after punk tastemakers had declared both to be crimes against the scene, never compromising their individuality in the interest of chasing passing fads and trends. Like the Ramones, Teenage Head created their own world and invited listeners inside of it, and in doing so, became the high water mark that the next generation of Canadian punks sought to emulate. That they released an album with Marky Ramone in 2008 is only appropriate, cementing the spiritual partnership that existed between the two bands. The passing of Frankie Venom, only 51 years old, in October of that same year was one of the most gutting losses to occur during the completion of this book. Frankie was an icon, and his memory looms large over not just this chapter, but any discussion of the legacy of Canadian punk, coast to coast.

			There are multiple reasons why Teenage Head never achieved the kind of gargantuan success many expected. There was bad management, crooked record labels, a car crash, and an untimely death. There was a riot — and in a book full of riots, it’s safe to say that Teenage Head’s was the most spectacular and genuinely riotous. There was a powerful first single followed by a sonically limp debut record. There was the sometimes-stifling city of Hamilton and the often-impotent Canadian music industry, the excesses of youth and success, and the expectations of the first rush of local fame. It wasn’t just one thing that went wrong somewhere between the wrestling mat at Westdale Secondary School, where Lewis and Venom (nee Kerr) first met in the ninth grade, and the stage at Ontario Place, where fans leapt into Lake Ontario to try to get closer to the band and later rioted all down Lake Shore Boulevard. It was a hundred things.

			Beyond the cautionary tales is something much more powerful — simple, timeless songs, and the unstoppably energetic live performances that propelled Teenage Head to national headlining status by the end of the ’70s. They’re sometimes called the “Canadian Ramones,” a description that fits well enough, but seems to imply that the Ramones influenced Teenage Head. In fact, it was the other way around.

			“Peter Case from the Nerves told me when they were opening up for the Ramones on the Rocket to Russia tour, all they listened to was the first Teenage Head album after every gig,” says Chris Houston, former bassist for fellow Hamiltonians the Forgotten Rebels. “Johnny left it somewhere in the bar, and he freaked out and kept yelling, ‘I want some decent music to listen to when I’ve got a long drive! Where’s that Teenage Head?’”

			Gord Lewis and Frankie Kerr met in gym class at Westdale Secondary School in grade nine. Paired up for wrestling due to their small size (Lewis: “My first thought was that I would much rather be doing these moves with a girl”), it was a suitably violent introduction to a friendship that would be marked by battles of one kind or another. 

			“Phys ed was horrible. You had to do the stupidest things,” says Lewis, recounting his first meeting with Frankie from the stage of a memorial show in Hamilton, three years after his friend’s passing. “One of the stupidest things you had to do was wrestling. I didn’t know Frank, he didn’t know me, but we were paired up. We were taught all these horrible, horrible moves, grabbing guys’ crotches and putting your head between guys’ legs. It was Frank’s idea to just make sure we faked the routine. We planned it out, choreographed the whole thing so we could do the least-gross moves and end in a tie and pass. It was the first time he had it all planned out. That was my first taste of the genius of Frank. Getting through wrestling.”

			Both had a growing interest in the new sounds out of Michigan and New York, although Frankie leaned more toward the classic sounds of Eddie Cochran and the glammed-out spectacle of Alice Cooper, while photos of the Stooges, cut from the pages of Creem, were tacked up inside Lewis’ locker. The magazine had done more for the boys than provide academic wallpaper — for a period of time, subscribers to the magazine received a free copy of the Flamin’ Groovies’ 1971 album, Teenage Head. Even as a 14-year-old kid, Gord Lewis knew it was, obviously, the coolest band name ever.

			Lewis made his first feeble steps toward becoming a Canuck guitar legend as a bassist, jamming with another friend from school, Nick Stipanitz, on drums. Lewis smartly switched to guitar following their first session, looping in another burgeoning high school hesher, Steve Mahon, to play bass. Left-handed, Mahon spent his early attempts playing the instrument upside down.

			Stipanitz left the new band for reasons lost to underage drinking and time, and Lewis looked to his wrestling partner to take over behind the kit. Even though the lineup only lasted long enough to learn a few Hawkwind and Mott the Hoople covers, they still managed to play a single show at the Hillview Street Dance, a Scottish festival on Kerr’s street. But it wasn’t long before Kerr had broken his wrist in some poorly executed teenage percussion disaster, and Stipanitz rejoined. Without a singer, the band forced Kerr to the front, where he stayed.

			Teenage Head with Frankie Venom on vocals debuted in 1975 at a Westdale Secondary School coffeehouse held in the school’s lunchroom, covering, naturally, the Stooges and Alice Cooper. Lewis then started to write original songs, including “Tearin’ Me Apart” and “Picture My Face,” and the band immediately abandoned their covers in favour of developing their own material. 

			“Frank was a real pain in the ass to write with,” says Lewis. “He was very belligerent. But he had this amazing way with words. He had a way of working words into songs that you would never expect. I could tell right away that this guy was a poet.” On the strength of the band’s new compositions, it didn’t take long for the Head to find themselves a proper rock and roll manager in Paul Kobak, a record store owner known to local musicians as “Cash Kobak” for his generously philanthropic style.

			Paul Kobak kind of gave everything he had to rock and roll. And rock and roll wasn’t really nice to him in return. I meet him on a frigid Sunday in March, making the drive out to Hamilton in an old, heat-less van with holes in the undercarriage. Kobak and I spend most of the evening standing in the driveway of his basement apartment since he isn’t allowed to smoke inside, checking out the thousands of records currently sitting in storage in his garage, and absolutely freezing to death. Kobak ran the best record store in Hamilton until the ’80s, spending the ’90s and early ’00s running a similar operation in St. Catherines. He managed Teenage Head until they were stolen from under him. He worked hard his entire life in the service of the music he believed in. And now I’m here talking about the Head, a band we both agree should have made it to rock and roll superstardom. There are a lot of events that have led us to here, but standing around, freezing cold in this garage leaves me feeling like someone — Teenage Head, Kobak, the whole Hamilton crew — had the carpet pulled out from under them sometime in the ’80s and got absolutely ripped off.

			“I got out of jail in ’73 and started working at my friend’s record store in Oshawa,” he says. “Two years later, I decided to open up a store in Hamilton, here at King and James. That’s where I met people. That’s where I met Teenage Head.” Star Records was the epicentre of Hamilton’s new music scene. Its walls were lined with proto-punk posters, its shelves filled with the latest singles from London, New York, and Detroit. Behind the counter, Kobak held court, ushering in a new Steeltown musical era.

			“Anybody who came from Hamilton during that time would have to tell you that Star Records was just immensely, immensely important,” says Greg Dick, frontman for the Dream Dates, current vocalist for the Ugly, and owner of one of the largest record collections I’ve ever seen in my life. Dominating a full room in his Toronto home, Dick’s exhaustive archive of albums and singles, alongside his definitive interviews with bands like Teenage Head and the Viletones for the CIUT program Equalizing Distort (reprinted by Maximumrocknroll), give his statements an authoritative edge. Which is to say Star Records was the beginning of everything cool that followed in Hamilton — seriously.

			“When you run a record store, you learn about everything. You can listen to anything you want,” says Kobak. “The store was doing well. I felt like it was a window into doing all kinds of things, to be a record company, open a recording studio, be a promoter.” Teenage Head seemed like the key — they were becoming fast friends with Kobak through their daily trips to Star, they had their own developing sound, and they were committed to their distinct visual aesthetic.

			“I mean, the first Dolls record? That’s what Teenage Head looked like in the hallways of Westdale,” laughs Chris Houston.

			“I’d finally talked my parents into getting my hair just a little bit past my ears and shoulders,” says Greg Dick. “As soon as punk came out, you had to cut your hair short. I thought, ‘Man, I just fucking got to grow my hair long.’ I always admired Teenage Head for keeping that look. They just didn’t care.” With their flowing locks intact, the band settled into a management relationship with Kobak, and throughout 1976, they played around their hometown, primarily in halls, high schools, and youth detention centres — although they did land a spot opening for Max Webster. It helped that the band’s sound seemed to fall somewhere between punk and ’50s rock, an unfiltered and genuinely youthful interpretation of the music its members had first fallen in love with mixed with their trend-setting original sound. It was the same kind of energy that was leading the Ramones, nine hours southeast, down the same path of loud, perfectly atavistic pop. And like Queens, Hamilton possessed its own history and culture, distinct from the big city just down the road. A working-class town dominated by the steel mills and the appropriately heavy music that follows after a long day spent punching the clock, Hamilton is the birthplace of pioneering Canadian bluesman King Biscuit Boy and the adoptive hometown of Ronnie Hawkins.

			“I think it gave us a leg up on the Toronto bands, coming from that Hamilton rock tradition,” says Chris Houston. “Talking to Gord, everyone was aware of those guys. They hated our music, but they were legends, so you wanted to be as good as those people.”

			Having spent the year honing their songs, their show, and their hair, Teenage Head knew it was time to get into the studio and put some of their original material to tape. So they tracked a five-song demo, managed to get themselves into rotation on Toronto’s CFNY, and took their show down the highway to Toronto, where punk was beginning to take hold in a major way. From their first note onstage at the Colonial Tavern on Yonge Street, it was clear that they were going to give Toronto’s biggest names (and egos) some serious competition. The fifth issue of Toronto’s first fanzine, the seminal Pig Paper, begins an article about the band with the simple statement that they “continue to outrun the competition on the Toronto scene,” going on to discuss how their sets were being filmed by CFTO one night and CTV the next.

			“Teenage Head raised the bar incredibly high for all their Toronto contemporaries,” says Gary Pig Gold, founder of the Pig Paper. “Either your own band started practising every day, like they used to, or eventually you just gave up all together.” Almost immediately, the Head were at the forefront of the Toronto scene, creating a powerful southern Ontario trinity of forceful and original punk with the Diodes and Viletones. Far from the only kids on the block, they were the ones with the best songs, the best live show, and the most unimpeachable work ethic.

			Ralph Alfonso, manager of the Diodes and their DIY punk clubhouse, the Crash ’n’ Burn, sums up the scene succinctly: “The Diodes were the brains, the Viletones were the heart, and Teenage Head was the physicality of it.” 

			Leading into the summer of ’77, there were major changes afoot in the Head camp. Kobak’s role as the band’s manager, which had primarily consisted of providing funding from the Star Records cash register and driving the band to and from Toronto, was threatened by the arrival of Jack Morrow and John Brower, promoters who had helped bring acts like the Doors and John Lennon to Toronto and were now looking to hop on the “next big thing” in music — punk, and, specifically, Teenage Head. A handshake deal with Kobak turned into a lengthy legal document between all three, and soon the band’s managerial hydra was working to secure them a proper major label record deal. 

			While Morrow and Brower were initially confident that they could land the band a spot on the Capitol Records roster, their overtures were eventually turned down and the band’s first single, “Picture My Face,” was cut for Morrow’s own Inter Global Music — in retrospect, this might have been the first sign that Morrow and Brower were not capable of delivering on their lofty promises. Kobak was dispatched across Canada to drop the single off at every radio station between Hamilton and Vancouver, and when he returned home, the song was charting on the west coast’s CFOX. Soon, others across the country followed suit.

			“Picture My Face” remains one of the strongest Teenage Head songs, despite popping up so early in their oeuvre. From the remarkably understated simplicity of its structure to the over-the-top braggadocio of Frankie’s delivery, the song is a perfect punk kiss-off, a three-minute time capsule of what made Teenage Head such an effective songwriting unit.

			“Nick wrote the lyrics, I wrote the music,” recalls Lewis. “It was the first time we realized that we could really write songs. We could play. We had a great singer. And that was the first time we hit the money. Frank sang it perfectly. Frank was so good at taking other people’s lyrics and coming up with the melody and making it his own. I’ve heard him do it countless times. It’s a gift that people didn’t realize that he had, that he could interpret other people’s songs and make them beautiful. It’s a rare gift.”

			The song’s cross-country success helped to light a collective fire under the band’s skinny jeans, and they decided to drive out to New York City, unannounced, and ask Hilly Kristal for a show at CBGB. Kristal agreed, giving the band a Friday and Saturday night slot opening up for the Cramps. The shows, which would be piled on by other Toronto area bands and become a proper Canadian takeover of the Bowery institution, weren’t scheduled to happen for a few weeks, so the band went to Max’s, watched Suicide play, and drove straight home.

			For the next year, Teenage Head prowled the highways of Southern Ontario, always followed by a gang of hard-drinking Hammer locals wherever they went. The band became infamous for the tough crowd travelling behind them that looked like a cartoon barroom brawl, a mess of long hair and hockey jackets that always stood in contrast to the close-cropped all-leather look of a town like Toronto. 

			“Everybody from Hamilton, we would all come into Toronto, and we all thought Teenage Head was the best,” says Greg Dick. “I think we scared a lot of the Toronto people. I think they didn’t really feel that we were part of the arts thing they had going. I used to get flack from people in Hamilton for liking the Diodes. I loved the Dishes. I loved the Government. But down in Hamilton it was the MC5, Dictators, Flamin’ Groovies, Teenage Head.”

			It wasn’t just Stelco employees keeping tabs on the band, as media attention swelled, drawn to the recognizable elements of classic rock and roll buried under the layers of fuzz and Venom’s spastic performance style. In one particularly brilliant of-the-time clip, future CBC bigshot Hana Gartner interviews the band for Take 30, taking offense to just about every aspect of the band’s sound, style, and fanbase.

			“I’ve been listening to you this evening, and if I may be honest, the only thing I got out if it was a headache,” says Gartner.

			“Oh yeah?” asks Venom.

			“Yes.”

			“That’s sad.”

			“It is.”

			“Tough,” says Venom, before the camera cuts away.

			Back in Hamilton, it was time to capitalize on the interest in the band’s first single, and a self-titled record was produced, once again for Inter Global. While their demo and first single had been rough, live-off-the-floor recordings with few frills, the band faced their first serious studio challenge in trying to capture their well-rehearsed live energy in a 10-song package. Venom in particular had grown immensely as a performer, his frantic behaviour finding him in all corners of a venue, hanging from any available surface and, inevitably, wreaking havoc in the process.

			“He was the kind of totally natural, happily unschooled performer that would’ve been — should’ve been — a much, much bigger figure out on the world stage,” says Gary Pig Gold. But with a piddly budget and no studio experience, natural havoc-wreaking in the studio can be a tough and intangible variable to nail down. Even now, the jury is still out as to whether or not the band succeeded in bottling their live energy.

			“When that album came out, it broke my heart. I knew they blew it,” says Don Pyle, vocalist for Crash Kills Five and the Toronto scene’s most prodigious photographer. 

			“You’d have to be deaf to be pleased with the album,” said Venom to the Hamilton Spectator in 1979. But Teenage Head was far from the grand sonic failure it’s been painted as over time. It’s imperfect, but it’s still full of the band’s charming songwriting and speed. And its influence was measurable, especially in Hamilton, where new groups were taking their cues from a band of comparative veterans.

			“I would listen to songs like ‘Picture My Face’ over and over and over,” says Forgotten Rebels founder Mickey DeSadist. “I would try to redo those songs and make them better. I wrote ‘I Think of Her’ trying to rewrite that song, just backwards.” Despite the inclusion of guaranteed hits like “Picture” and “Kissin’ the Carpet,” the band acknowledges disappointment in the finished product, although Lewis claims that today he wouldn’t change a thing on it. At the very least, the record gave the band more reasons to play, and play, and play.

			If the secrets of the studio eluded them, the road and the stage did not. The band dominated the new Toronto venue Larry’s Hideaway, located on Carlton Street between Jarvis and Sherbourne. Sometimes referred to as “Head Space,” the room was run from 1979 to 1980 by Kobak, who started his new booking enterprise, Teen Agency, at the dive at 121 Carleton. As the city’s other punk-friendly clubs shut down or changed their programming, Larry’s Hideaway became one of most interesting rooms in Southern Ontario. Along with the Edge, the post-Horseshoe venue of the Garys, it became a destination for touring acts, hosting everyone from Slayer to R.E.M. in their earliest incarnations. It was bought by the City of Toronto in the ’90s, levelled, and converted it into a delightful public park that anyone not looking for a prostitute or crack cocaine avoids after dusk.

			As Teenage Head rose to greater popularity in Southern Ontario and beyond, rivalries naturally began to develop. Despite having been a band since ’75, it had taken them four years to release an album to little media fanfare, while peers like the Diodes had managed to sign a deal with CBS, the same label as the Clash, in the comparative blink of an eye.

			“We couldn’t believe the Diodes got in there first,” says Kobak. “They weren’t that great. But they were great in an office. The Diodes talked like politicians. Teenage Head... talked like teenagers.” Others recognized the problem as being a little bigger and a little tougher to work around.

			“Toronto has always lacked managerial expertise,” says Peter Goddard, the former entertainment writer for the Toronto Star and the man who helped bring mainstream legitimacy to the early punk movement through his writing. “We’ve had some good managers, but no one with vision. And that’s what happened to Teenage Head.” Those managerial decisions would not involve Paul Kobak much longer. Soon after the release of Teenage Head, he found that his contract with the band’s management had expired, and Morrow and Brower had no intention of keeping him on.

			“I never really got any money from them at all,” says Kobak. “By the end of ’79 I had lost my record store because I spent all my money on Teenage Head.” His last contribution to the world of the Head was booking a show at Ontario Place in 1980. The band had just finished their second full-length, managing to overcome all the shortcomings that plagued their debut. Frantic City, released in early 1980 on Attic Records, benefitted not only from vastly improved production, but the promotional budget of a label that would release albums by artists ranging from Triumph to Anvil, Maestro Fresh Wes to Creed, before folding in 2001. Finally, the band had caught the break they were looking for. In many ways, they didn’t even know how far they had come.

			On July 2, 1980, Teenage Head was scheduled to headline a free show at Ontario Place’s amphitheatre, part of a provincially owned waterfront amusement park and the setting for the most notorious episode in the band’s history. By the time opener Bob Segarini had hit the stage, police had already closed off the venue. It’s estimated that over 13,000 people showed up, storming the park, swimming across the body of water that separated the venue from Lake Shore Boulevard, and attacking the cops that were attempting to quell what very quickly turned into a full-blown riot. Neighbouring suburbs were called on for police back-up; a cruiser was destroyed; Lake Shore, an arterial roadway, was closed for three hours in both directions; and over 58 arrests were made. Ten cops were injured. And anything even resembling a rock concert at Ontario Place, including upcoming summer shows by Devo and Blondie, was immediately cancelled. Teenage Head had arrived.

			Frantic City went gold in Canada. The band continued to tour aggressively, becoming the first Canadian punk band to make serious inroads in the States while expanding its reach across Canada. Like occasional tourmates the Mods, Teenage Head knew that success wouldn’t find them waiting in a basement in Hamilton, and they spent an entire year pounding the pavement between both coasts, playing every small town in between. Generating stateside buzz and hoping to finally land an American record deal, the band geared up to travel to New York City for a set of showcases in September. Expectations were high, but with the way things had been going in Canada, why shouldn’t they have been?

			Mahon and Lewis were driving just outside Kitchener when the vehicle they were in spun out of control. The car wreck should have killed one or both of them, but it mercifully only broke Lewis’ spine. The accident completely derailed the band — the showcases were cancelled, and Lewis was trapped, laid up in traction for the entire winter.

			Jack Morrow brought in David Bendeth as a temporary replacement. The future producer of pop rock groups like Platinum Blonde and All Time Low, Bendeth did his best to fill Lewis’ shoes, continuing his relationship with the band as a producer through the ’80s. Lewis himself would return in early ’81, but his unending back problems made him a vastly different performer, altering the DNA of a band that had been firing on all cylinders since they met in the halls of their Hamilton high school.

			The band soldiered on, but the dream of breaking out in the U.S. was quickly lost as they worked to regain lost ground in Canada. Teenage Head remained an unparalleled punk success story, but the potential to become something so much greater was lost somewhere along the way. The somewhat lacklustre Some Kinda Fun, released in 1982, still contains a few snarky gems, most notably the amorally anthemic “Teenage Beer Drinkin’ Party.” But by ’83, the band was attempting to acquiesce to major label interests, changing their name to Teenage Heads for the MCA released Tornado EP. At some point, Stipanitz was fired, and at some point, Venom quit. Venom, at least, came back.

			While it’s easy to look at the tumultuous period of the early ’80s as the band’s swan song, their influence, stamped throughout the country, has far outlasted Lewis’ stint in the hospital (or the guy who produced the soundtrack to Halo 2 guitar slinging in his place). Teenage Head were the first touring punk band to be seen by countless keeners across Canada, pounding it out night after unforgiving night in bars and detention centres before D.O.A. helped to build the country’s first real DIY touring circuit. 

			“I remember going to see Teenage Head, playing at this place called the Riverview Arms, which was this outrageous tavern underneath Princess Margaret in Fredericton,” recalls Peter Rowan, former manager for Sloan and an east coast indie institution. “We were working at Sam the Record Man in the fucking K-Mart plaza in Fredericton, and we were the punk rockers. When Teenage Head played, it was Monday through Saturday, two shows on Saturday, including a Saturday matinee. We went there every night. Every night there was a group of, like, 15 or 20 of us sitting right up front, getting our faces blown off, and a hundred people behind us booing, and going, ‘Fuck off, you suck.’ But there was little pockets of us all over the place.”

			A few weeks later, I hear the same story recounted in an entirely different context, one that, I think, illustrates the importance of Teenage Head’s ethic and dedication to playing in every corner of this country, whether the locals were going to have it or not.

			“I lived in a little village called Lincoln,” says Grant Forsythe, who would form the influential east coast hardcore outfit Neighbourhood Watch in the mid-’80s. “It was between Fredericton and a little military town. Teenage Head played a club called the Riverview Arms, and I was far too young to get in. So I had to stand off in the distance, in behind, in the bushes, to listen. If I got too close, they’d chase me away. I then knew that I wanted to do that.”

			A final note here: In the midst of wrapping up this chapter, I ended up in Austin, Texas, interviewing former Guns N’ Roses bassist Duff McKagen. The subject of this book came up, and my only transcription of our exchange reads, “Canadian punk — Teenage Head were fucking genius.”

			On October 16, 2008, Frankie Venom slipped into a coma and passed away, a complication from the throat cancer he had been battling for years. He was 51. In May, Teenage Head had released an album of their classic songs re-recorded with drummer Marky Ramone. When I spoke to Gord Lewis a few weeks before its release, we talked about whether the band, which hadn’t released any new material since 1996’s Head Disorder, was planning to start writing again, now that everyone seemed to be enjoying themselves and getting along. He called the idea “very likely.”

			It’s the ass end of winter, and I’ve driven to Hamilton, once again, in my unforgivingly cold van. Tonight is Teenage Head’s first show since Venom’s death and the debut of new vocalist Pete MacAulay. The bar, its name lovingly and appropriately cribbed from a Forgotten Rebels record, is slammed front to back, the average audience age around that of my own parents, but drunk and playing grab-ass while classic Motor City tunes grind out of the PA. By the time Lewis takes to the stage to shower the room in waves of feedback and the band joins in to crank out some thunderously simple four-on-the-floor rock and roll, I’m already won over. MacAulay does his best to sidestep Venom’s long shadow, and he makes the songs his own. As hard as it is to imagine a band like Teenage Head without its defining personality, I’m grateful that Lewis and Mahon, joined these last few years by drummer Jack Pedler, are still kicking out “Let’s Shake” and “Bonerack.”

			After the show, I’m talking to the owner of the bar when a guy comes up to tell us that he’s seen Teenage Head over 200 times, and that this was far and away the best show yet. As a child of ’80s who clearly fetishizes ’70s punk to the point of writing this entire book about it, I’m struck by his innocently enthusiastic reaction. It suggests every time he’s seen the band was the best time. And then I realize that’s the point. Punk shouldn’t just be about looking back and talking salad days and rare vinyl. It should be about today, and making the art you want to make, playing the shows you want to play, drinking the drinks you want to drink and playing grab-ass at the bar before you have to drive the babysitter home at the end of the night. It’s about being guys like Gord Lewis and Steve Mahon and not letting other people tell you what kind of band you’re supposed to be, whether it’s 1975 or 2011.

			I realize that I’m so fucking glad Teenage Head still exists for a million reasons that are only articulated correctly when the bar is full, the music is loud, and everyone is singing along, together.

		


	


	
	
			
			POSTSCRIPT


			Hardcore either killed punk rock, or saved it. It depends on your age, your tastes, and how much you like young, bald dudes hurting each other. The epitaph to nearly every chapter here is that a younger generation, angrier and leaner, moved in, and the one that initially found punk so promising and so interesting, moved on. For many, hardcore represented the macho knuckle-dragging that punk had so vocally rejected; the involvement of anyone not straight, white, or male, was greatly diminished. Where all fringe culture had been welcome under the umbrella of punk, hardcore felt like a closing-off of that community. One look at the pages of Steven Blush’s genre history, American Hardcore, reveals this to be true. The music and image were more extreme, and the violence was much more real. In the over 100 interviews I conducted for this book, the invasion of hardcore into the scene was cited nine times out ten as the reason that the interviewee dropped out and moved on.

			But consider where punk had taken itself by the early ’80s: The Ramones were producing wall-of-sound pop records with Phil Spector. The Clash was a comedic parody of its former self, the bloated, untouchable stadium rock outfit it used to rage against. The Sex Pistols recruited a cartoon character as a bass player and dissolved embarrassingly onstage in San Francisco. Punk, in the end, hadn’t delivered on the promise of breaking down the walls of goofy rock stardom. It was consumed whole by the very machine it formed in opposition to. Punk was no different than T. Rex or Creedence or Zeppelin.

			Hardcore could never have filled Shea Stadium. It was built to be an insular culture with no possible hope of mainstream acceptance. It was punker than punk. So while the invasion of those bald, angry white kids may have spelled the end of many people’s interest in the punk scene, it’s likely that, without them, punk would have been a flash in the pan, an amusing rock and roll footnote that produced a few great records before consuming itself. Hardcore kept punk viable and underground when it was moving out into the sunlight. 

			All of this is simply to say that, while hardcore doubtless altered the punk landscape when it arrived on the scene in the ’80s, it didn’t mark the end of all that made punk great. It was just another mutation, another link in the chain that continues to this day. It alienated many early participants, but it kept the genre relevant and alternative at a time when it would have been easy to remain anything but. Without a new generation of young, disenfranchised kids moving in, punk risked losing its relevance and its edge. 

			It’s unfortunate that so many people felt as if the ideals of hardcore and the ideals of first-wave punk were incompatible. There are exceptions: in Vancouver, where punk was late to bloom, hardcore bands like D.O.A. and the Subhumans existed alongside ’77-style punk bands like the Pointed Sticks and the Modernettes, and the scene they created was inclusive and sonically diverse. In Calgary, first wave originators the Sturgeons morphed into the more aggressive Riot .303 and, later, Color Me Psycho, and its members felt as at home in the new hardcore scene as the one they founded a few years prior. In both Victoria and Winnipeg, an assortment of bands happily coexisted in a weird amalgam of ’77 punk and hardcore. But these are the exceptions that prove the rule.

			The hardcore scenes in many of the cities featured in this book were as transformative as their punk predecessors. Even more so than in the ’70s, punk and hardcore in the ’80s actively rejected dominant culture. Bands didn’t play in community halls because the local bar wouldn’t have them — they played in community halls because they had no interest in the local bar. The subculture produced by punk thrived in the ’80s thanks to hardcore, a community dedicated to existing outside of the mainstream.

			Bands could now tear across the entire continent without ever setting foot inside a traditional music venue, a trend that started in the prairies of Canada and became the standard for punk and hardcore shows across North America. Hardcore stripped away the contradictions and frivolity of the initial wave and distilled its ideology to an ecclesiastical level of purity. That meant losing the goofy bullshit that makes watching some old punk interviews — the kind where blank-faced middle-class kids proclaim that society is dumb and they cut themselves to feel — uncomfortably adolescent. The nervous teenage rumbling in our guts was replaced with a dogmatic severity that cleanly brought the core values of the genre into the ’80s.

			The tricky thing about dogmatic severity is how alienating it can be to the “fuck art, let’s dance” crowd. So while hardcore likely saved punk from the untimely death forecasted by so many short-sighted and small-minded rock critics, it also sped up the generational turnover between eras. Very few of the over 100 people interviewed for this book feel anything positive about hardcore, because for them, it signalled the end of the party. Which is fair, because, while punk could be very, very funny, hardcore was usually anything but. Even bands like the Dead Kennedys, who deftly utilized satire to make political points, were only being funny as a way of dealing with Big Issues. Hardcore brought new ideas into punk — third-wave feminism in the form of riot grrrl, abstinence from drugs and alcohol in the form of straight edge, and pushups in the form of Henry Rollins. 

			A book about Canadian hardcore is another long overdue addition to this country’s storied musical literary canon. With the quiet cavalcade of belated coverage creeping out into the world, hopefully this history isn’t far behind.

			I’m sitting here with a pile of academic papers prepped for integration into a high-minded closing argument. “Homophily, Cultural Drift, and the Co-Evolution of Cultural Groups” was going to illustrate how the splintering of punk into different camps after the initial wave was a natural subcultural development. I planned to use big-money ideas like the co-evolutionary model of cultural dynamics. My defence of some of the loftier — and potentially untrue — claims made within these pages rested on a exploration of post-industrial folklore and “The Kentucky Fried Rat: Legends and Modern Society.” The clunkily named “An/Other Canada. Another Canada? Other Canadas” was to bring it all back home by cleverly negotiating the presentation of the power dynamic betwixt us and the Americans.

			Assembling this nuanced, intellectual argument bypassed the whole purpose of this project. These are living, breathing stories about bands that played in basements and the shittiest bars in town, that slept in their vans somewhere along the Trans-Canada Highway between Winnipeg and Calgary, and whose explosive creativity deserves more than a tossed-off epilogue about social structure and communication.

			It is my hope that this is a fragment of the book they deserve. The bigger ideas are written between the lines, in the tales of lonely drives and violent nights. Punk is crushed into every kilometre of highway in this country, from Victoria to St. John’s. It is the deviance from niceties that brought about a meaningful shift at a staid cultural time. It’s being young and willing to open your mind to something strange and new. And it’s growing old and never forgetting that the parts of the world they told you were immutable are anything but.

			This is a book about people whose stories and music are fading in a country that they helped to change. So rather than hear about homophilous social clusters, go buy a record. Tell a friend about a band. Walk a little slower the next time you pass the place where the Crash ’n’ Burn, Punk Manor, the Calgarian, the Spud Club used to be. Our cities have secret histories lurking just below their new facades, and they tell some of the wildest stories you’ve ever heard. Because here’s the simple truth — Canadian punk was there, and it was transformative. Not just for kids with green hair and safety pins stuck through their ears, but for anyone hoping to experience something new in a country that never rushed to adopt much.

			Canadian punk was there.
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