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FOREWORD



When someone achieves so much of what their insistent internal muse is urging them to do, you can only salute and celebrate it.

I was seventeen when I first met Ric Ocasek. I’d been in a band with my pals Greg Hawkes and Ron Riddle, both of whom I’d met at Berklee College of Music. We worked and played steadfastly outside the lines of academia, hijacking rehearsal rooms and goosing each other’s creativity and playfulness. Writing and playing music that such brilliant figures as Frank Zappa, the Beatles, and Todd Rundgren had inspired in us.

Ric and Benjamin Orr had just finished their short time with the band Milkwood. On the one record Milkwood released, Greg had been called in to add sax parts on a song called “Timetrain Wonderwheel.” He told Ron and me about these two fascinating fellas, whom our pal Nick Koumoutseas had been recording at Aengus Studios in Southborough, Massachusetts. Shortly after, Ric and Ben merged forces with Greg, Ron, and me, and our creative adventures and friendships began as Richard and the Rabbits.

Ric’s antennae were always finely attuned. He caught the best of both mainstream radio and the “offshore pirate ships” of the time. He picked up on a number of bands and artists who ended up being enormous successes way before they were. One of the only songs we ever covered in Richard and the Rabbits was Bruce Springsteen’s “Spirit in the Night,” a good while before the Boss was a household name. I know he soaked up the idea of having specific vivid characters occupy his songs for a good while after that. He also tuned in to the first incarnation of the Buckingham/Nicks iteration of Fleetwood Mac. He had an unusual combination of recognizing pop hits full of hooks in the making, along with digging some really outré stuff, like Suicide and the Velvets.

As focused as his songs were, Ric always encouraged his players to find new dimensions in any given piece. He never once told me what to play on guitar, but he’d raise one eyebrow the moment you hit something worthwhile. And grin at you. That conspiratorial grin was his seal of approval, and it never needed another word.


Though Ric had an outwardly cool facade, burnished in the public mind by his clothes and attitude in the Cars, in real life I found him to be sensitive and receptive. He responded strongly to Philly Soul music, for example, its directness as well as its chordal/melodic sophistication. I played him “You Make Me Feel Brand New” by the Stylistics when we were playing together. Not only did he love it in 1974, but when I saw him last, at the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame induction in 2018, forty-four years later, he mentioned it to me again as perhaps his favorite song ever.

He held many people at arm’s length, but he was really a softie at heart, as well as being one of the most compartmentalized people I’ve ever met. Ric wasn’t a guy necessarily predisposed to apologies.

The one time in our friendship he did piss me off, he had perhaps the greatest excuse of all time. After I’d played on his first solo album, Beatitude, in 1982, he’d told me, “If I’d known it’d work out this great, I’d have had you play on the whole thing.” Living in Miami Beach at the time, I’d made arrangements with Ric to have a follow-up dinner in Boston when I came up to visit my sister, not long after we’d made his record. I couldn’t get a hold of him anywhere and was feeling somewhat dissed.

Just as I was about to fly back to Florida, the phone rang at my sister’s place. It was Ric.

“Hey man,” he said. “I’m so sorry, I know we were supposed to get together.” I was fuming, as this was a friend and bandmate from nine years previous on who’d I’d just worked with again. But next, Ric said, “Dylan just asked me to produce his next album and he wants all new musicians, as he’s changing [musical] course. I proposed you to be the guitarist.”

“Matt Dillon?,” I asked.

He chuckled and said, “No, Bob.”

At that moment, try as I might, I couldn’t summon any animus against a guy who’d do and say that. He apologized again and told me he’d follow up when Bob got back from his sailing in the Caribbean.

As it turned out, Dylan had approached David Bowie, Mark Knopfler, and Frank Zappa, along with Ric, trying to find the right producer for that record, Infidels. He ended up using Mark Knopfler, not an easy collaboration. But Ric had put his friend forward.

As a songwriter, musician, and producer, Ric always went for the heart of the matter, cut to the chase, and filtered out the extraneous. “What’s your point of view?” “What are you saying?” Lose the fat, nail the essence. The best songs of the Cars demonstrate that quality beautifully. All content, no fluff. Sonic ear candy and brilliant eruptions for sure, but all locked for the same purpose: Serve the song.


Ric was a study in opposites, the detached, ironic observer of human behavior and the passionate. More aware than he wanted you to know. Romantic. Because we were friends and bandmates before his major fame, I was privy to the latter guy. Whenever we saw each other later in life, even years apart, his guard came right down, and that sweet grin was there.

—Fuzzbee Morse, 2024


PROLOGUE



I never joined a band. I was never in anyone else’s band. I was always the first member. And they always had to do my songs. I wasn’t going to do anyone else’s songs.—Ric Ocasek, to Rolling Stone, 2011

September 4, 1982. Glen Helen Regional Park in San Bernardino, California. It’s mid-afternoon on day two of the inaugural US Festival, a landmark concert event featuring some of the biggest rock acts of the day: Fleetwood Mac, the Police, Talking Heads, the Grateful Dead, Tom Petty and the Heartbreakers, Santana, Pat Benatar, the B-52s, and the Kinks are among the headliners. It’s the brainchild of Apple cofounder Steve Wozniak, who’s pitched the three-day happening as a technology-driven, community-minded cultural antidote to the post-Woodstock crash of the preceding Me Decade. The technology is here, most visibly in the form of the towering prototype video projection screens that splash a live camera feed of the performers to nearly every vantage point of the 1,340-acre, open-air park. The community is certainly here as well: A final attendance tally will put the audience count for the weekend at a Woodstock-level 400,000, making it one of the biggest musical gatherings of the 1980s. The scene is hot, literally—a hellish 115 degrees in the merciless West Coast sun. And in an altogether different way, it’s about to get even hotter.

Following a brief introduction by promoter Bill Graham, the five members of the Cars—bassist and singer Benjamin Orr, guitarist Elliot Easton, keyboardist Greg Hawkes, drummer David Robinson, and the group’s gangly leader and main songwriter, singer and guitarist Ric Ocasek—come strolling onto the stage, looking unaffected by the heat and icy cool in their trademark tricolor couture of black, red, and white. After they plug in and do a quick line check of their instruments, Ocasek kicks into the crunching opening chords of “Good Times Roll,” the first song from the band’s multiplatinum 1978 debut album, The Cars. A roar erupts and cascades through the teeming, horizon-filling crowd. It’s on, 
and the remainder of the program is packed with smash hits and deep cuts, most of them sung by—and all of them composed by—Ocasek.

To the festival’s enraptured masses, “Good Times Roll’s” perceived lyrics of carefree rock ’n’ roll celebration point toward the good times that lie just up the road, in the rest of the band’s set and in the perfect personal futures that so many of the pampered Reagan-era suburban teens in attendance envision ahead of them. In videos of the crowd shot during this performance of the song, the camera lingers on vignette after vignette of tanned, bubbly, bikini-topped girls bopping atop the shoulders of their athletic boyfriends, ice-cold Budweisers hoisted above their heads while they blissfully mouth along to Ocasek’s lyrics. To them, the tune is simply the soundtrack to their day in the California sun, an affirmative anthem of their right to party. But, as with so much having to do with the Cars’ complicated chief, behind the song’s curtain, things are different. Contrary to its perceived message of nonstop revelry, according to its composer, “Good Times Roll” is about something else. Something dark. “That was my song about what the good times in rock ’n’ roll really mean, instead of what they’re supposed to be,” he said in a viral audio interview. “It was kind of a parody of good times, really. It was kinda like not about good times at all.” Not for nothing did the critics sometimes call him “Ric Sarcastic.”

At the time of the festival, the Cars were closing in on the absolute top of their game, riding high on the success of 1981’s Shake It Up, their double-platinum fourth album. The Boston-based quintet was on a stratospheric trajectory that would take them even higher just three years later with the millions-selling Heartbeat City—and, three years after that, would see them crash and burn and cease working as a band. That is, until a brief reunion, without their fallen bassist, in the 2000s. But throughout all the ups and downs and twists and turns and stops and starts, Ric Ocasek always remained exactly who he was: a complex personality and a highly creative artist who was utterly consumed with music, not just with that of the Cars and his solo projects, but as a producer and champion of the music of others—sometimes to the detriment of those who were closest to him.

Maybe it all started with a hiccup. A glottal tic in a song from 1957 by Buddy Holly and the Crickets named “That’ll Be the Day.”


Well you give me all your lovin’ / and your tuh-ur-tle dovin’



Right there, in the second line, in the middle of the word “turtle.” One lone, phantom syllable. A syllable that doesn’t actually exist when the word, which in this case makes up half of the compound word “turtle dove,” is properly spelled or spoken. But there it is. Sneakily inserted, with pinpoint accuracy, right exactly 
smack dab in between two others: tuh-ur-tle. Two extra letters. About as minimal a motif as you can get. A blip.

The effect, though, just from the unexpected introduction of that single, fleeting syllable, which stretches the tur in “turtle” to tuh-ur before releasing it to snap back into itself, is devastatingly dramatic. It’s a device that catches your ear, stops you dead in your tracks. Gives you giddy goosebumps that you want to return to again and again. It makes the song, really. It’s an alien moment that stops time.

Literally makes your heart skip a beat.

February 3, 1959. On that date, Buddy Holly, his fellow rock ’n’ roll pioneers Richie Valens and J. P. “the Big Bopper” Richardson, and pilot Roger Peterson perished in a plane crash, a tragedy that came to be known as the Day the Music Died. But maybe Holly’s magical, infectious hiccup did not die along with them.

Perhaps, like an invisible smoke ring, it wafted out of the scattered wreckage and broken corn stalks in that sad, lonesome, early morning Iowa field. And maybe the quivering, quavering aural apparition caught the current of the cold winter wind and began to drift slowly eastward.

The silent stutter might have slowly and purposefully floated, undetected, across hundreds of miles of empty Iowa farmland and into Illinois. Then it might have wafted over Indiana, then over Ohio, West Virginia, and Pennsylvania, and into the great Mid-Atlantic state of Maryland. Next, perhaps sensing that only the ocean remained beyond, it may have begun its descent. Then, finally, just north of Baltimore, Holly’s ghostly vocal twitch might have come to nestle in the lean neck of a lanky, socially awkward teenage boy. And there, in the throat of its new host, it might have felt safe. And prepared to be reborn.

“I’d like to thank my wheelchaired grandmother for forcing me to sing in the parlor in front of her friends when I was five years old,” Ric would recall almost sixty years later in his 2018 award acceptance speech in Cleveland on the night of the Cars’ induction into the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame. “She also had the nerve to buy me a guitar, a Sears and Roebuck, when I was about fourteen. And I heard this song on the radio called ‘That’ll Be the Day’ by Buddy Holly. And I thought, ‘You know, I have to start playing guitar.’”

At least that’s how the story happens in this rocker-turned-writer’s fantastical imagination. It’s a passing of the torch, a divine transfer of supernatural gifts. For me, Ric Ocasek has been a puzzling and fascinating figure since 1978, when I first heard “My Best Friend’s Girl” and “Just What I Needed” on WPLJ, saw a photo of the Cars in Creem, and bought their first album. Despite being a major musical artist, the instantly recognizable leader of one of the biggest-selling bands ever recorded, and a paparazzi magnet at red-carpet events, Ric 
somehow remained an unreadable puzzle to many throughout his life in the blinding public light. A furtive mystery hiding in plain sight, staring back from behind impenetrable black sunglasses on record covers, magazine photos, and MTV-tuned television screens. A great artist, as his work undeniably bears out. But one who so often seemed like more of an observer than an entertainer. The shadow in shades, taking it all in.

Yet when those dark lenses came off, there were kind, clear, loving eyes. In the interviews that I’ve watched and read, Ric is thoughtful and accommodating—but also measured in his replies, betraying little.

Doubles and dualities. Twin tangents. They seem to define the dynamic within and around Ric Ocasek. And often, but not always, they oppose each other. There’s Ric Ocasek, the maker of radio-friendly Top Forty hits, versus Ric Ocasek, the avowed avant-garde auteur. Ric, the internationally touring, stadium-level performer, and showbiz celebrity versus Ric, the sun-shunning, solitude-seeking, basement-dwelling studio recluse. Ric the driven rocker versus Ric the soft-spoken outsider. The musician versus the poet, or the painter. The absorbed artist versus the family man. There are parallels present in the brotherhood and musical partnership he shared with Orr as the core of the Cars, and in how he split the flashy spotlights with his third wife, the supermodel Paulina Porizkova. Then there’s the tense coexistence of coolness and warmth, in both his music and his persona. It was a battle for balance: Ric was someone who, as David Fricke notes in his obituary for the December 2019 issue of Mojo magazine, “juggled intimacy with distance.” His was a restless life—and, to borrow one of his song titles, a double life. A life that was, in several senses of the word, a moving one. In stereo.

Music—the discovery of it, the writing of it, the playing of it, the production of it—was, as far as I can tell, what Ric Ocasek was made of. It represented the only realm where he truly felt at peace, and it utterly consumed him. “How much do we get to know you through your songwriting?” he was asked in a 2016 interview for Sirius XM. “A lot,” he replied. “It depends on how you decipher the songs, but the lyrics are very autobiographical. And they are pretty much who I am, in a way. Or at least the way I see things.” Indeed, the songs Ric wrote are his real life story. This book is meant to complement those songs. And, hopefully, fill in some of the space around them.

Let’s go.

—Peter Aaron, 2023



1
That’ll Be the Day



I’ve rather felt like an outcast for most of my life, and I became comfortable with it at a young age. But it’s not easy telling yourself there’s hope for your future, there’s a reason to go on.—Ric Ocasek to Mikal Gilmore, Rolling Stone, October 1980



[image: A residential street lined with row houses, parked cars, and leafy trees under a partly cloudy sky.]

Hardwick Road, Towson, Maryland, 2022. Photo by Peter Aaron.

Today, Baltimore, Maryland, balances the success stories of its revitalized neighborhoods like Canton, Hampden, and Brewers Hill with its reputation for high homicide rates and police and racial tensions. But in the 1950s, the town, 
with its blocks of iconic redbrick and Formstone rowhouses, had a drastically different feel. Then America’s sixth-largest city, with the country’s twelfth-largest metro area, the Charm City—a nickname concocted in 1975 by regional advertisers—had a population of roughly 1.5 million people, significantly fewer than the nearly six million estimated in 2021. According to a 1959 promotional film produced by the local WJZ-TV, the post–Second World War prosperity that was then smiling on so much of the nation was seeing the Mid-Atlantic metropolis’s rate of growth primed to overtake those of New York, Chicago, Philadelphia, and Cleveland. Its bustling 46-mile-long seaport sector was the site of the Bethlehem Steel Company’s Sparrows Point plant, then one of the largest steel rolling facilities in the United States, and home to the factories and main offices of iconic brands like Coca-Cola, Black & Decker, Chevrolet, and Westinghouse, and nearly two thousand other thriving companies. The newly completed Baltimore Harbor Tunnel had knocked forty minutes off the average commute to and from downtown, the Orioles baseball and the Colts football teams held forth to capacity crowds at Memorial Stadium, and on weekend nights, teenagers flocked to Ameche’s Drive-In, a popular restaurant chain owned by Colts fullback Alan Ameche that had five outlets in and around the city.

One of those Ameche’s locations was in Towson, a suburb about twenty minutes north of the city via Interstate 83. Originally inhabited by the Susquehannock people and settled in 1752 by two expatriate Pennsylvania farmers, brothers William and Thomas Towson, Towson began to bloom as a town when William’s son Ezekiel built an inn at the intersection of York Road and present-day Shealy Avenue. Although it became a popular respite for summering, well-to-do Baltimoreans, was designated the Baltimore County seat in 1854, and occasionally hosted visiting celebrities—F. Scott Fitzgerald wrote Tender Is the Night at the rented La Paix estate—Towson long retained its status as a slow, unsophisticated agricultural zone. An 1860s yarn about local farmer E. F. Church’s prized pig getting drunk off the brandied cherries that a saloon owner had thrown out kept Towsonites in stitches for generations. Today the main arteries of Loch Raven Boulevard, East Joppa Road, and Putty Hill Avenue are taken up by the typical commercial sprawl and bisected with quaint, tree-lined streets.

Among these sleepy secondary thoroughfares is Hardwick Road, a gently curving little lane of uniform, two-story brick townhouses modeled on the nineteenth-century English terrace style. On an unseasonably warm and sunny November afternoon in 2022, the scene here is charming. The development, built in the early fifties, is home to dozens of single professionals, retirees, and young, working families. Kids walk home from nearby Pleasant Plains Elementary School, cars coast by intermittently, and squirrels scurry across lawns looking for acorns amid the oaks and hedges. An unassuming address on this peaceful 
block, 1605 Hardwick, was once the household of Theodore “Ted” Otcasek and his wife Mary Pauline Otcasek (née Williams)—everyone just called her Polly—who had moved with their two small children to the new neighborhood from a previous home on Annellen Road in Baltimore proper.

Ted, born in 1921 to Czechoslovakian immigrants August and Frances Otcasek (nee Kloucek) in Cleveland, Ohio, was a computer systems analyst who’d served as a US Army Air Force staff sergeant during the war. Polly was a year older, the Baltimore child of two native Pennsylvanians of Irish descent, John and Claire Williams. Both John and Claire had died in the early 1930s, victims of the era’s tuberculosis epidemic, leaving Polly to be raised by Claire’s cousin Cora Brown—the Otcasek children’s de facto maternal grandmother.

“Being kids, we didn’t call her Cora then, we called her Nana,” says Maureen Otcasek-Rohrs. “She’d moved to Baltimore from Altoona, which was where my mom’s mom was from. She was really sweet and smart and well read, always had a lot of books in her house. She was always teaching us stuff and helping us with our diction, baked us lots of lemon meringue and custard pies. She loved to watch the fights and wrestling and baseball on TV. Cora lived a few minutes away and always had a boarder living on the floor above her; she had to be on the ground floor because she was in a wheelchair. It wasn’t a wheelchair like you see today, though. It was this kind of old-fashioned, wooden one. I never actually found out what disease or condition she’d had [that led to the disability]. Her husband, Bill, died when I was around four or five. They never had any kids of their own, so I guess that’s why she was so close to us. Especially to Ric, since he was the first born. She just totally loved him and doted on him all the time. She would do anything for him, really.”

Richard Theodore Otcasek was born in a Baltimore hospital on March 23, 1944. Maureen, four years his junior, has an early recollection of her big brother that perhaps foretells his high school obsession with hot rods and the automotive themes of the band that would make him famous—although the mode of transport involved in the reminiscence was considerably slower than the high-performance vehicles depicted with the models on the Cars’ album covers. “The earliest memory I have of Ric is of us visiting my grandmother’s,” Maureen says. “I






















OEBPS/images/inline1.1.jpg





OEBPS/xhtml/toc.xhtml



		Cover


		Half-Title


		Dedication


		Title


		Contents


		Acknowledgments


		Foreword


		Prologue


		1 That’ll Be the Day


		2 The Times They Are A-Changin’


		3 I’m Waiting for the Man


		4 You Came into My Life


		5 Carry On


		6 Roadrunner


		7 Along the Way


		8 With You with Me


		9 We’ve All Been Through


		10 Remake/Remodel


		11 Beantown, Don’t You Let Me Down


		12 Start It All Again


		13 You’re Always Brighter


		14 At the Rat


		15 Crazy Rock and Roll


		16 Better Be Good


		17 City Lights


		18 Just What I Needed


		19 I’m on Fire


		20 Radioactivity


		21 Beginning to See the Light


		22 Rocket USA


		23 I Want to Be a Machine


		24 Don’t Cha Stop


		25 Cool as Ice


		26 Getting Through


		27 Modern World


		28 Something to Grab For


		29 Hello Again


		30 You Are the Girl


		31 Breakaway


		32 Touch Down Easy


		33 Only in Dreams


		34 The Next Right Moment


		35 Slipaway


		36 Take Another Look


		37 Come Back


		38 Since You’re Gone


		Notes


		Index


		Plates


		Copyright








Landmarks



		Cover


		Half-Title


		Dedication


		Title


		Contents


		Acknowledgements


		Foreword


		Prologue


		Start of Content


		Index


		Plates


		Copyright









		i


		ii


		v


		vi


		iii


		vii


		viii


		ix


		x


		xi


		xii


		xiii


		xiv


		xv


		xvi



		1


		2


		3


		4


		5


		6


		7


		8


		9


		10


		11


		12


		13


		14


		15


		16


		17


		18


		19


		20


		21


		22


		23


		24


		25


		26


		27


		28


		29


		30


		31


		32


		33


		34


		35


		36


		37


		38


		39


		40


		41


		42


		43


		44


		45


		46


		47


		48


		49


		50


		51


		52


		53


		54


		55


		56


		57


		58


		59


		60


		61


		62


		63


		64


		65


		66


		67


		68


		69


		70


		71


		72


		73


		74


		75


		76


		77


		78


		79


		80


		81


		82


		83


		84


		85


		86


		87


		88


		89


		90


		91


		92


		93


		94


		95


		96


		97


		98


		99


		100


		101


		102


		103


		104


		105


		106


		107


		108


		109


		110


		111


		112


		113


		114


		115


		116


		117


		118


		119


		120


		121


		122


		123


		124


		125


		126


		127


		128


		129


		130


		131


		132


		133


		134


		135


		136


		137


		138


		139


		140


		141


		142


		143


		144


		145


		146


		147


		148


		149


		150


		151


		152


		153


		154


		155


		156


		157


		158


		159


		160


		161


		162


		163


		164


		165


		166


		167


		168


		169


		170


		171


		172


		173


		174


		175


		176


		177


		178


		179


		180


		181


		182


		183


		184


		185


		186


		187


		188


		189


		190


		191


		192


		193


		194


		195


		196


		197


		198


		199


		200


		201


		202


		203


		204


		205


		206


		207


		208


		209


		210


		211


		212


		213


		214


		215


		216


		217


		218


		219


		220


		221


		222


		223


		224


		225


		226


		227


		228


		229


		230


		231


		232


		233


		234


		235


		236


		iv








OEBPS/images/logo.jpg





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
NOYYY 4311






