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			Foreword

		

		
			I grew up a very lucky kid. My dad was a TV producer with a nationally syndicated show called Upbeat. From the beginning of the show, I had the job of writing and holding the cue cards for the host, and I also got to hang out with rock stars, from Otis Redding to Simon and Garfunkel.

			My journey in music really started on Upbeat, moving from cue card kid to associate-producer of the show at age fifteen. I started in radio at eighteen with WNCR, moving over to help launch what became one of the biggest FM stations in the country, WMMS. I moved on to artist management, working with Joe Walsh, Yusuf (Cat Stevens), Dickey Betts from The Allman Brothers, Kenny Loggins, The Michael Stanley Band, and others.

			But Upbeat also had a house band that would back up these artists as they lip-synced their records. Leslie Gore, Marvin Gaye, Stevie Wonder, and dozens more stood in front of this local band called The Grasshoppers. This band also had a couple of regional hits, like “Who Wears Mod Socks,” a takeoff on the old hit “Who Wears Short Shorts,” and “Pink Champagne and Red Roses,” a ballad sung by a guy named Benny Eleven Letters, so named because no one could pronounce his real name. Benny was the “McCartney” of the Grasshoppers, who had gained enough fame from the TV show to open for The Dave Clark Five. I got to know Benny quite well over the years; I even chose his band to play my bar mitzvah. My friends and I spent most weekends going from club to club to see The Grasshoppers perform. Benny always had me on the guest list, which was a big deal for my pals. I’d always hang out with him between sets because, well . . . yes, he was a good friend, but he also attracted all the girls!

			I grew up and became a local disc jockey; we stayed in touch. Benny called me one day to tell me that he had a new band called The Cars and he was now calling himself Ben Orr. Because of our friendship, I played their record. What I didn’t realize was that this was a Hall-of-Fame-caliber band that would change the world. Whenever he came to town, he would come in for an interview on my radio show and we always found time to share a meal or two. I always got to eat. Benny basically just signed autographs and had his picture taken. 
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					Ben visits David Spero at the M105 Studios in Cleveland.

					Photo by Bob Ferrell, courtesy of David Spero

				

			

			In many ways, he never left Cleveland, returning to sing on local records to raise money for different causes, always giving a shout-out to his hometown and never forgetting where he came from.

			I ran into Ben at the grand opening of the Rock & Roll Hall of Fame in 1995, and we shared a table for dinner. We caught up on the years that had passed. The event took place under a giant tent on the Cleveland lakefront. Many of the rock royalty were there; Dylan, Springsteen, Aretha, Lou Reed, The Kinks, Jerry Lee Lewis, and many more. Yet all night long the Clevelanders, among many others, stopped to say hi to Benny. It’s funny because I don’t remember him even once mentioning that he thought that someday The Cars would be inducted.

			The next call I got from him was to tell me that he had pancreatic cancer. I realized this was a call to say good-bye. Benny sounded very weak, but his sense of humor was still intact. We talked about pride in our city, the mark he had made in music, and his love for my father, Herman Spero, and for Joe Mayer. I could hardly breathe when I got off the phone. Though it took a lot out of me emotionally, it meant the world to me that he had called. A few days later he was gone. He was one of my oldest friends, and to die so young and at the top of his game was truly a devastating loss.

			I helped put together a celebration of Ben’s life at the Rock Hall theater and gave a eulogy that I’m not sure how I got through. Our “Benny Eleven Letters” was gone, but will never be forgotten. And as his life story is told here by music journalist and author Joe Milliken, Ben and The Cars have finally been inducted into the 2018 class of The Rock & Roll Hall of Fame—a fitting tribute to the man that helped make Cleveland “The Rock and Roll City.”

			David Spero, 2018

		

	
		
			Timeline of Bands

		

		
			
				
					
					
				
				
					
							
							1960–1963:

						
							
							The Cyclones (Ben on drums; Lou Fazio, Phil Oswald, Bob Paris, Frank Perry, Bruce Solomon, Jerry Zadar)

						
					

					
							
							1962:

						
							
							The Del-Fi’s (Ben on drums, vocals; Jeff Dickson, Harry Harwat)

						
					

					
							
							1964–1965:

						
							
							The Grasshoppers (Ben on vocals, rhythm guitar, drums; Louis Pratile, Sid Turner, Jerry Zadar; managed by Joe Mayer)

						
					

					
							
							
							The Grasshoppers #2 (Ben on vocals and rhythm guitar; Rick Caon, John Matuska, Wayne Weston; managed by Joe Mayer)

						
					

					
							
							1965–1967:

						
							
							The Proof Sets/Mixed Emotions (Ben on lead guitar, vocals; Johnny Joe Gardina, Chris Kamburoff, Joey Kurilec, Jimmy Vince; managed by Joe Mayer)

						
					

					
							
							1967:

						
							
							The Rush (Ben on vocals, rhythm guitar; John Aleksic, Rick Caon, Dan Klawon)

						
					

					
							
							1967:

						
							
							Colours (Ben on vocals, rhythm guitar; John Matuska, Wayne Weston; managed by Bob Bobchuck, Walt Masky, Carl Reese)

						
					

					
							
							1969: 

						
							
							ID Nirvana (Ben on vocals; Stephen Dodge, Dan Donovan, Joe Donovan, Richard Otcasek, John Wiley)

						
					

					
							
							1970: 

						
							
							Leatherwood (Ben on vocals; Richard Otcasek, Mike Patterson, John Wiley; managed by Al Schwartz)

						
					

					
							
							1972–1973:

						
							
							Milkwood (Ben on vocals, percussion, bass; Jas Goodkind, Richard Otcasek; managed by Al Schwartz)

						
					

					
							
							1974:

						
							
							Richard and The Rabbits (Ben on vocals, bass; Greg Hawkes, Fuzzbee Morse, Richard Otcasek, Ron Riddle; managed by Allan Kaufman)

						
					

					
							
							1974–1976:

						
							
							Ocasek and Orr (Ben on vocals, bass; Allan Kaufman, Richard Ocasek; managed by Allan Kaufman)

						
					

					
							
							1975–1976:

						
							
							Cap’n Swing (Ben on vocals; Glenn Evans, Ric Ocasek, Todd Roberto, Danny Schliftman, Elliot Steinberg; managed by Allan Kaufman)

						
					

					
							
							1976:

						
							
							The Cars (Ben on vocals, bass; Elliot [Steinberg] Easton, Danny [Schliftman] Louis, Ric Ocasek, David Robinson; managed by Allan Kaufman) 

						
					

					
							
							1977–1987:

						
							
							The Cars #2 (Ben on vocals, bass; Elliot Easton, Greg Hawkes, Ric Ocasek, David Robinson; managed by Fred Lewis, Steve Berkowitz, Elliot Roberts, Lookout Management)

						
					

					
							
							1994:

						
							
							ORR Band (Ben on vocals, rhythm guitar; John Kalishes, Igor Khoroshev, John Muzzy, Charlie O’Neal, Rick O’Neal; tour manager David Tedeschi)

						
					

					
							
							1995:

						
							
							ORR Band #2 (Ben on vocals, rhythm guitar; Joe Holaday, John Kalishes, John Muzzy, Bob Squires, Tommy West; tour manager David Tedeschi)

						
					

					
							
							1996–1999:

						
							
							ORR Band #3 (Ben on vocals, rhythm guitar; Rich Bartlett, Brad Hallen, Tom Hambridge, John Kalishes, Chris Lannon, Ross Ramsay; tour manager David Tedeschi)

						
					

					
							
							1998–1999:

						
							
							Voices of Classic Rock (Ben on vocals, rhythm guitar; John Cafferty, Bobby Kimball, Mike Reno, Mickey Thomas, Joe Lynn Turner, among others)

						
					

					
							
							1999–2000:

						
							
							Big People (Ben on vocals, bass; Jeff Carlisi, Liberty DeVitto, Derek St. Holmes, Pat Travers; managed by Bill Johnson and Crossover Entertainment) 

						
					

					
							
							GUEST APPEARANCES IN BANDS

						
					

					
							
							1963:

						
							
							C-Notes

						
					

					
							
							1968:

						
							
							The Dante’s/Outsiders

						
					

					
							
							1995:

						
							
							The Beacon Hillbillies (Ben on vocals, guitar; Kevin McCarty, John Kalishes)

						
					

				
			

		

	
		
			About the Book

		

		
			I was a junior high school kid in 1979 when I first discovered The Cars, hearing songs from their iconic first two albums all over the radio. I’d buy the rock magazines Circus, Hit Parader, and Rock Scene just to learn more about The Cars and all the other cool rock bands of the day.

			Originally from Boston, I somehow felt a connection with this new, hip band emerging from Beantown. I bought a “Cars” poster at the record store and started dropping quarters into the jukebox at the local pizza joint, selecting “Let’s Go,” “Good Times Roll,” and “Just What I Needed,” over and over again. How ironic that some forty years later “Let’s Go” would become the title and rallying cry for my first book.

			I actually remember the summer day when I first heard The Cars, while catching a ride to a baseball game with my coach. He inserted an eight-track tape of The Cars’ debut album into the deck and that very first listen was all it took. Hearing those distinctive “car-horn” synthesizer notes and the techno-sleek drum patterns of “Good Times Roll” had me hooked from the first song! I was instantly drawn to their classic rock sensibilities mixed with this quirky (or dare I say, “new wave”) rock-pop sound that left quite an impression on this young rocker. The Cars were just so damn cool.

			The next day, I went up the street to my buddy Mike’s house to tell him about this great new band I had discovered and sure enough, he had already gotten the album! So we cranked it up, shook the walls, and within a couple days I convinced him to let me borrow The Cars . . . and that very album still sits in my collection, because I never gave it back. Sorry, Mike.

			I never had the pleasure of seeing the band perform live but to this day, The Cars have remained one of my sentimental favorite bands; catchy, yet often transparent lyrics built around unique melodies and hooks that were often uncommon, yet somehow perfect for both rock and pop radio. The music featured solid rhythms, precise guitar solos, and innovative keys and synthesizers, all balanced off by the lead-vocal tandem of the mysterious, songwriting Ric Ocasek and the smooth-cool bassist, Benjamin Orr.

			The Cars worked hard to create a specific image and really took care of it, as they melded rock, pop, and that sort of (dare I say it, again) “new wave” label into their own unique music brand. The Cars also sounded great through the car speakers (go figure) while cruising around town, and in fact, Ocasek himself once told Trouser Press in 1979; “It’s fun . . . it is car music. One of the best places to listen to music is in a car. You’re in your own world when you’re driving around, listening to the radio.”

			Boston-based author and music journalist Brett Milano, who is interviewed within these pages, put it so well in his own book, The Sound of Our Town: A History of Boston Rock & Roll, when he wrote, “For anyone who was around at the time, it’s nearly impossible to hear ‘Drive’ or ‘My Best Friend’s Girl’ without thinking of the clubs you went to, which classes you cut, or whom you were in love with circa 1980. The Cars also looked the part, with a Bowie-esque sense of fashion and sharp outfits. The sound crossed chic European influences (Bowie, Kraftwerk, Roxy Music) with a sense of cheap thrills rock-and-roll.”

			The Cars, along with other bands of that time, like Talking Heads, The Police, and Blondie, bridged gaps between rock-and-roll attitudes, the so-called “new wave” sound, and the Billboard charts!

			Although I wouldn’t have foreseen Mr. Orr as the subject of my first book, once I did some research and started learning about Ben’s lifelong journey in music, which began behind the drums at age eleven, it was “all systems go” and the project became a labor of love and a great learning experience. I truly feel privileged and lucky to tell Ben’s story and confirm once and for all that he really was even cooler than we thought!

			While the band that made Ben famous is (obviously) very prominently featured throughout, this is not meant to be a Cars book. Rather, it’s the life story of a musician who grew up as a teen star out of the suburbs of Cleveland, long before his partnership with Ric Ocasek and the formation of the band that would ultimately make him world famous.

			The book also offers up various tidbits regarding the city of Cleveland’s rich music history as it relates to Ben, and in fact, the Cleveland aspect throughout is a tip of the cap to him, for Ben was very loyal to the city and the people and musicians he grew up with. I believe Ben would appreciate that I have slightly expanded upon his story to shed some light on just a few of the many talented Cleveland-area musicians who, perhaps, never got that big break or the attention they deserved. As you will read, throughout his life Ben was all about encouraging others around him to make music and perform.

			There is also a lot of “Cars history” in the book, as many who are interviewed talk not only about their fond memories of Ben, but also about some of their memories and interactions with the band. In that context, the book also sheds a bit of light on the eclectic Boston music scene during The Cars’ era as well.

			Furthermore, this book is not a “tell-all” tale of rock-and-roll excess, but rather a respectful account of an often-private man who also had a lot of fun. A serious, hardworking entertainer who, like all of us, certainly had his ups and downs along the way but never gave up his dream of being in a successful national band.

			This book has been an eleven-year journey of writing, researching, investigating, interviewing, photo gathering, and following a very long trail of leads. One really has no idea (I know I didn’t) how many people a rock star can know and associate with, and truth be told, I could have gone on with interviews seemingly forever. However, I did interview well over one hundred friends, family members, and music associates spanning Ben’s entire life and, hopefully, have crafted a unique perspective on a ridiculously talented and mysterious figure who is described in these pages by a childhood friend as the “Elvis of Cleveland.”

			One final aspect of the book that requires mentioning involves all the different monikers people use in referring to Orr throughout the book (as well as Ric). In his younger Cleveland days, many friends and family affectionately called him “Benny” or “Benny Eleven Letters,” while Cars fans and the music press over the years have referred to him as both “Benjamin” and simply “Ben.” Within the interview quotes throughout the book, whatever name someone referred to the man as is what you get. However, let it also be known that Ben once told a fellow musician (as quoted in these pages) that “It’s just Ben.”

			So, without further ado, our story begins with the aforementioned music journalist and author, Brett Milano, who had the privilege of interviewing the band in 2000 during their last public appearance together as The Cars. The press conference and interview took place just weeks before Orr’s untimely passing.
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