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  Foreword


John, "The Rock Doctor" Kereiff, has contributed to Canada's music scene for over forty years through his radio shows (Canada and the UK), reviews, and interviews. I got to know him through his passion for blues and rock music and his desire to interview not only artists, songwriters, and musicians across many music genres but also those behind the scenes. He knows it's important to present the backstories in the artist's own words and to understand the bigger picture. 
Over twenty-five years of interviews culminate in this book, Rock Soldiers. John accomplishes every interviewer's ambition—to have the reader go back and dig deeper into the music, appreciating it even more. His suggested playlist at the back helps to provide that direction. It's all driven by his deep love for music and his desire to share it.
Holger Petersen
Co-founder of Stony Plain Records, author, and broadcaster for CBC Music and CKUA.






  
  I dedicate this book to my wife Cherryle, 

the love of my life and the beat of my heart, 

and my very best friend through which all things are possible.

I can’t imagine life without her.  

Also to  my late parents.








  
  Advance Praise for Rock Soldiers


John "The Rock Doctor" airs three radio shows on my community station in Halton Hills, Ontario, and he is a pleasure to work with and a total pro! His interviews are epic, and his programs are some of the best in radio anywhere! If you only read one rock & roll book in your lifetime, make it this one. Rock on, Rock Doctor! 
Russ Horton 
Owner, Halton Hills Online


 




John "The Rock Doctor" Kereiff pulls back the curtain on the music business, drawing on decades of hard-won knowledge and experience to reveal how the industry really works. Packed with behind-the-scenes tales from across the years—spanning the artists, the deals, the personalities, and the turning points that shape careers—he offers an insider’s view of the machinery that powers the world of music. 
Andrew Fairbrass 
CEO, The 365 Sounds Group




John "The Rock Doctor" is one of the most pleasant, knowledgeable music reviewers I have had the privilege and pleasure to work with over the last decade. There's nary a genre of music that "The Rock Doctor" doesn't know or hasn't reviewed. In Rock Soldiers, John goes behind the scenes with some interesting tales of how various aspects of the music industry operate. Long live "The Rock Doctor"! 
Doug Deutsch
Owner, Deutsch Publicity Services




I’ve known John Kereiff since our K97 days in Kamloops. He’s a gifted writer and a true music lifer. Rock Soldiers is packed with sharp stories, standout interview moments, and a behind-the-scenes look at the wild business and unforgettable characters that shape the music we love.
Brant Zwicker
Host, At the Crossroads blues radio (atcblues.ca)










  
  “Artists, to my mind, are the real architects of change, and not the political legislators who implement change after the fact.”
 — William S. Burroughs

“If Burroughs is right about artists, then rock musicians are some of the loudest architects we’ve ever had.”
— John Kereiff
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  Introduction


I can’t remember a time when there wasn’t music in the house.
Music has always been in my blood. Music often accompanies flashes of memory; miming to Beatles records with my siblings (my being Ringo with a pillow and wooden spoons led to a lifetime of drumming), and hearing songs on the radio like Slim Whitman’s “I Remember You.” Time travel exists when you listen to music.
In the early 1960s, before the Beatles and the Doors started appearing in my brother and sisters’ rooms, I had my little stack of kiddie 45s from my cousin Gil. I’d sprawl on the floor with my sister’s portable record player humming beside me and listen for hours. The song that sticks in my head all these years later is “Percy the Friendly Seal.”
I didn’t have words for it then, but I already knew there was something mysterious about the way a song could wrap itself around your brain and stay there.
Fast forward to 1975. I’m in my last year of high school. A random phone call to the local Canada Manpower Centre turns into a part-time gig as a weekend DJ at the local radio station. It sounds like a one-off, a fun way to make a little money and hang around more records.
Instead, it turned into a forty-plus-year career in small- and medium-market radio in British Columbia and Alberta. For a self-confessed music junkie, it was a dream. I don’t think there was a single day in all that time when I didn’t look forward to going to work.
As a small-time radio guy, I’ve gotten lots of great interviews over the years—some I’ve chased down through record company contacts, while others I’ve sussed out on my own. Sometimes I transcribe interviews for articles for an online publication (www.gonzookanagan.com). Other times I chop them up into clips for one of my internet radio shows. Sometimes I do both.
In 1990, I was at K-97 FM in Kamloops, writing album reviews for a local paper and hosting a weekly half-hour show on new rock. Somewhere in there, I get the bright idea that maybe the show would feel more alive if I could add a few interview clips from the people making the records.
That’s how I ended up flipping over a Bill Ward solo album one afternoon, tracing a finger down the credits, and asking myself, “How hard would it be to get this guy on the phone?”
I tracked down his manager, Mike Slarve, through directory assistance, expecting to be laughed off or ignored. Instead, Slarve told me that no subject was off-limits and that I’d better have lots of tape on hand because Bill Ward loves to talk.
He wasn’t kidding. I filled two 12-inch reels on that call.
That conversation sent me down a path I would follow for over twenty-five years. Some interviews came through record companies; others I chased because I was curious. I talked to drummers, guitar heroes, singers, label founders, producers, engineers: people who wrote the songs, played the solos, or quietly shaped the records from the other side of the glass.
Over the years, I’ve done more than 80 interviews. That’s long enough that I’ve stopped hearing “rock star” and now hear patterns. 
With my career in radio as it was, I moved around quite a bit, and some of them have gone missing. The interviews referenced in Rock Soldiers come from the 60 I still had in various boxes. Transcribing is excruciating work, and I’m a slow typist. In the well over four decades since I wrote my first radio commercial, I’ve only ever used two fingers.
Many people change their musical tastes as they grow, but not me. I still love the old Trini Lopez records my folks had next to their Bob Newhart albums, plus the radio hits of the early sixties, but as time went on, I started finding things on my own. They say you stay fond of the music you grew up on; my collection of old Black Sabbath, KISS, and Led Zeppelin albums can attest to that. Let me put it this way: my favourite singer is Nat King Cole, but my favourite band is Black Sabbath, and I love most everything in between. A friend once called me ‘a musical slut’—a badge I wear proudly. 
Whether for publication or for use on radio shows, these interviews always took me deeper into the music, helping me ultimately understand the artists and enjoy them even more. If this book helps you to get further into a favourite artist or leads you to stuff you may not have considered otherwise, then mission accomplished. I hope these interviews do for you what they did for me. If you’d like to listen along as you read, you’ll find a suggested playlist, “The Soundtrack to Rock Soldiers,” in the back of the book. Enjoy.
John “The Rock Doctor” Kereiff
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Finding the Song

How the Work, the Accident, and the Truth Come Together


People ask writers and musicians the same question over and over: “Where do you get your ideas?” They usually expect something mystical—lightning bolts and late-night napkins. That happens. But when you sit across from enough people who’ve been doing this for decades, a more grounded picture emerges.
That’s what this chapter is about: how songs really start, what keeps them going, and what the people who last in this business keep circling back to when they talk about the work.
Where Songs Actually Start
If you hang around musicians long enough and ask how songs begin, you’ll hear every version of the myth.
Sometimes it is a lightning strike.
Bill Henderson of Chilliwack told me that “California Girl” arrived almost fully formed, out of nowhere:
"That’s one that just completely popped out—all the words, all the music, just BAM! I picked up my guitar. I could feel something coming, so I hit the button on my little tape deck and started playing. And out it came."
The only things that weren’t there in that first pass were the intro and the middle section. Those got tacked on later. The core of the song—the bit everyone remembers—showed up all at once.
Kim Mitchell described it as surfing. Ideas come in waves. Some roll past:
"Little ideas come, and you go, ‘no, I’ll let that one go’; another one comes and ‘no, I’ll let that one go’. Then all of a sudden it’s ‘Oh, here’s one I can latch onto’ and you get on it and ride it, and try to develop it into a song."
He’ll be driving through a car wash with a melody in his head, fumbling for a mini-cassette recorder so he can hum the idea before it disappears. Later, he goes into what he cheerfully calls his “mud room” writing space at home, with a keyboard, a guitar, and a drum machine, and tries to ride that wave as far as it will go.
For some, the starting point is almost always the lyrics.
Bruce Cockburn, who has written some of the most literate songs to come out of this country, told me bluntly:
"It’s pretty much always lyrics. If it’s a melody, it’s liable to end up being an instrumental piece. It’s usually collecting lyric ideas and/or waiting around for a good idea. And once that’s there, then I get an idea of where it’s going to go. Once it’s going to a certain point, I start looking for music to complement the lyrics."
He talks about “eyewitness stuff”—places he’s been, people he’s met, political and spiritual situations he’s experienced firsthand. He used his authentic experiences and emotions as the foundation for his songs, even if they were slightly fictionalized.
Ra McGuire, lead singer of Trooper, often starts with life so specific you can almost taste the air.
“Santa Maria” isn’t an abstract sea song—it’s about a real trip on a fishing boat out of Prince Rupert with a local character named Paddy Green.
"We took some fresh salmon we caught, a whole bunch of alcohol and we went out to this little island, spent the day there having this excellent time. Most of the lyrics from ‘Santa Maria’ are things that Paddy Green actually said. As we pulled away from the dock in Rupert, he said, ‘Well, there’s only fear and good judgment holding us back so we might as well get going.’ I wrote it down!"
“Most of the Country,” a song written by Ra and guitarist Brian Smith, grew up almost by accident out of a piano between takes, with the producer smart enough to roll tape when Ra and Frank Ludwig started chasing a feeling. 
“We were both so into it. It was just coming to us as we did it.”
Sometimes, the “start” is an idea that was never meant to be a career at all.
Joe Satriani told me that his entire instrumental career came from a personal experiment.
"Right around ’84 on a break from rehearsals for some gigs I decided, as an exercise in personal growth, to start my own publishing company, start my own record company, record something and release it to see how difficult it was to do. I recorded this really weird record—it was this really avant-garde guitar record with no bass or drums or keyboards or anything."
He expected it to be a curiosity. Then, people started taking it seriously. Reviews appeared. Suddenly, someone else’s belief reframed the whole thing: maybe this odd little record wasn’t a side project—it was his direction.
Bill Ward, sitting at his piano at home, followed the same 'let’s see what happens' instinct. Talking about “It’s Alright,” the song he wrote and sang on Black Sabbath’s Technical Ecstasy, he said it was just something he experimented with when he got home from a Sabbath tour. No primary plan. No radio calculus.
"I started very simply by looking at if I could complete a piece of music, to see what I was capable of. ‘Let’s see if I can finish a song. Let’s see if I can play with other musicians.’"
That same spirit carried into his solo work on Ward One, where another song, “Music for a Raw Nerve Ending,” arrived late in the process and was the last song to be finished after three years of collecting ideas.
And then the people who don’t write or perform the songs become involved in “finding” them differently.
Holger Petersen, co-founder of Stony Plain Records and long-time blues broadcaster, traces his beginning not to a guitar or a piano, but to a stack of jukebox leftovers in an Edmonton shop:
"I guess collecting records is where I really started and developed a passion for music. That started when I was in grade school. You could go to these places and buy singles: five for a dollar, six for a dollar."
Collecting led to radio, radio led to studio work, and the studio led to producing records for heroes like Big Walter Horton. The very first song Holger produced, “Joe Chicago,” still opens his CBC show Saturday Night Blues after all these years. It’s his version of a songwriter’s first riff that never stops echoing.
Bernie Finkelstein, who founded True North Records and manages Bruce Cockburn, describes a similar arc. He grew up in a house where his parents played 78s of Broadway shows like Oklahoma, then moved to England just in time for Elvis and late-night Radio Luxembourg.
"I probably knew every record that came out from 1955 to about 1975!"
Eventually, working with bands like The Paupers and Kensington Market, he hit the same wall a lot of artists hit with labels: “something was missing.” So, in 1969 he did the record-company version of writing your own song—he started True North so he could shape the music the way he believed it needed to be shaped.
In these stories—whether it’s a riff, a kid on a fishing boat, a stack of 45s, or a strange little instrumental record with no rhythm section—the pattern is the same:
	Something catches.

	Somebody says, “Let’s see if I can do this.”

	And they follow it far enough to see what it might become.



The lightning isn’t fake. But the lightning is useless if no one is standing there, guitar plugged in, tape rolling, heart open.
Work, Pressure, and the Myth of Waiting Around
The second story musicians tell about songwriting sounds less glamorous, but it’s the one that comes up most often when you get past the headlines.
It’s a story about work.
Bill Ward had already played on some of the most influential heavy rock records ever made by the time he decided, in his early forties, to go back and learn what he was doing. It was the late 80s, and he started taking drum lessons.
"Until that point, I’d just literally played whatever I felt. Now I’m back where a 9-year-old would learn, real basic rudiments, and that’s okay. I feel good about that."
He wasn’t doing it to impress anyone. He was doing it because he kept finding himself in sessions where he had ideas he couldn’t communicate.
"I spend a lot more time these days in songwriting and production, and I needed to learn the language. I didn’t know how to translate. I’m learning for myself and as a courtesy to my fellow musicians."
Along the way, he had to stare down his own frustration and jealousy watching other drummers perform things he couldn’t. The turning point was when he stopped fixating on what he couldn’t play and started focusing on what he could.
On the surface, that’s a drumming story. Underneath, it’s a story about craft and acceptance and staying at the instrument long enough to grow.
Ra McGuire’s version of the same truth looks a little different. Trooper, in their prime, built writing into their job, rather than waiting for inspiration.
"All our albums were almost exactly nine months apart; it was like having babies. We’d write the record, record it, tour it, and by the time we’d finished touring, we’d have to start writing the next one. That was essentially the nature of our contract with the record company. It worked well for us."
There’s no way to keep that schedule if you only write on “good days.” You write because it’s time to write. The accidental songs—the ones that grow out of a piano jam between takes—still happen, but they happen within a disciplined cycle.
Skip Prokop of Lighthouse tells a more pointed version. After delivering an album, he went to New York expecting a well-earned vacation, only to have producer Jimmy Ienner look over the songs and say, essentially, 'No hits. Go home and write.' Skip related; he cancelled a family vacation for the music. Telling his kids, "I gotta stay home and write." Out of that pressure cooker came “Sunny Days,” written while he sat in a kiddie pool in the middle of a Mississauga heat wave, sweating, drinking a beer, and pushing through ideas until one stuck. On the demo tape, full of carefully crafted songs, that was the one Jimmy heard and immediately called “a smash hit record.”
Ian Gillan from Deep Purple talked about work in an almost office-like way. For writing periods, the band would literally go into 'the office.'
"We go to the office every day at noon, and we put in a 6-hour day to start with. We come in, drink some coffee, and start playing. Everything was recorded."
Later in the day, he and Roger Glover would go through the tapes, condense 'the day’s gems' into a few minutes of promising ideas, and build songs from there. If they fell behind on lyrics, they’d tell the band to stay away for a few days so they could catch up.
Some of the most famous songs in their catalog came together at high speed because they were already in motion. Gillan remembers “Highway Star” being born on a bus ride when a journalist asked how they wrote songs. Richie Blackmore picked up a guitar, started a riff, Ian scat-sang a melody and some words, and they had enough of a skeleton to play it on stage that night.
Michael Sweet of Stryper told me that two of their most acclaimed later-career albums, No More Hell to Pay and Fallen, were both written in what sounds like impossible timeframes:
"No More Hell to Pay was written in two weeks and Fallen was written in almost ten days. It’s all about being in the zone and enjoying what we’re doing, and that’s gonna translate over to the tracks."
Those timeframes didn’t come out of nowhere. They sat on top of decades of playing, writing, and knowing each other well enough to hurry when the window opened.
And then there’s the other work: the inner work.
Meat Loaf, talking about Hell in a Handbasket, described himself as being “on a creative tear” not just in the studio, but as a student.
"I am on a creative tear as far as studying on the acting side, and studying on the music side, and reading as much as I can about stage directors. I’ve just gotten on this whole reading about actors and how they do it, finding the truth in everything."
He talked about his daily mantra: trying to learn something and be a better person than he was yesterday. The work is technical, emotional, and ethical all at once.
So yes, there are ten-minute songs and jam-born riffs. But behind them, repeatedly, I heard:
	People who show up when it’s time to write.

	People who go back to basics long after they’re famous.

	People who keep studying—drums, acting, Indian ragas, whatever it takes—because they know the song will demand it, eventually.



Writing Alone, Writing Together, and Who the Song Belongs To
Another pattern that emerges is how people talk about collaboration—and ego.
Bill Ward could easily have insisted on playing drums on every song he wrote. Instead, as he got deeper into writing and producing, he realized that sometimes the best thing he could do for the song was to get out of his own way.
"What I’ve found now is that when I’m writing a song, sometimes I don’t want to participate as a player. I’m the arranger, writer, and producer or co-producer of it. I enjoy having another drummer come in and play a particular part. If I can’t play a part, I’ll ask somebody else to come in and play. My goal in a song is the song, and I want to make it as good as possible to how I’m hearing it."
On “Shooting Gallery,” he heard a fast double bass drum part in his head and knew Eric Singer was the right person to execute it. So, he brought him in, watched him “lay the track,” and served the song instead of his résumé.
Ward One was a deeply personal album. Bill saw it as theatre—a play about a man starting a new life, with friends coming in to sing their parts.
"I saw myself as this person who had gone through all this stuff and was just beginning a new life, and he had some friends who would come in and sing songs to him and share their stuff too."
It was the first time he really felt “valid as a songwriter,” not just a co-writer.
Geezer Butler’s relationship to collaboration has its own arc. The early Sabbath material was born from the band finding their identity together. He talked about the moment they wrote the song “Black Sabbath.”
"When we did that song, we realized we had a good direction to go in. I just thought, ‘Yeah, this is it, yeah definitely this is our direction, this is us.’ It’s just one of those things that you see your destiny in it."
Years later, working with G/Z/R, he describes a very practical, modern kind of collaboration: home studios, trading riffs with Pedro Howse, coming up with working titles that suggest themes for lyrics. For the album Ohmwork, singer Clark Brown wrote most of the lyrics, drawing on his own life and politics.
But when Geezer went back into a writing situation with Sabbath and felt his ideas being ignored, his relationship to that collaboration shifted.
"We actually went into the studio for about six weeks to write an album. I came up with tons of ideas, and everybody just ignored them. I can’t work like that anymore. I’ve grown out of that. 
That’s the flip side of collaboration: knowing when being “just the bass player” in the room is no longer honest for you.
Meat Loaf pushes the question of authorship in another direction altogether. He’s made a career out of singing other people’s songs and then tearing into them as if they were his own diary. He’s heard the argument that you can’t really feel a song unless you write it, and he has no patience for it.
"Because people go, ‘If you write the song you can feel it and you can actually believe it’ and my saying to them is ‘Go tell Brando that because if he didn’t write Streetcar Named Desire, he couldn’t play Stanley?’"
He points to Pacino, to Shakespeare, to every actor who has ever found the truth in someone else’s words. The job, in his view, is to find that truth, not to worry about whose name is on the publisher’s cheque.
"I’ve never in my entire life gotten a song from somebody and recorded it the way it was. So, I take writers and I tell them, ‘This is where we’re going with the song, this is what we want to do with it.’ And when it’s all said and done, I’ll go, ‘Look, you guys wrote it. I don’t care whether my name’s on it as a writer, I’ll take 5% of the publishing.’ You know, it’s what it is—that’s how I work."
Kim Mitchell related a story about long-time collaborator, Canadian poet and lyricist Pye Dubois, and how the song "Go for Soda" came about. They were at a party, and Pye decided it was time to go.
Pye jams with the English language, so he comes up with these expressions all the time, and half the time he doesn’t even know he’s saying them. He wanted to blow this pop stand, and he says, “Hey man, let’s go for a soda—nobody drowns, nobody dies,” you know. I started laughing and went, “God, you've gotta write that down!” and he said, “Oh, I could get a million of these.” So he started writing out pagefuls of “nobody hurts, nobody cries, might as well go for a soda, it’s better than slander, it’s better than lies”, so it was neat. Then the verses came later.
Paul Stanley, from KISS, describes a more nuts-and-bolts version of co-writing. In the early days, he and Gene Simmons would literally sit in a loft in New York in the afternoons, writing the songs the band would rehearse that night.
"Gene and I would get together in the afternoon and write songs. And then when the guys would come in, we’d usually have a new song."
They didn’t have fifty songs on deck. They had a dozen strong ones, and most of them made the first album. Decades later, Paul still pressures himself, for instance, by booking studio time before writing a song, driving him to finish a song, like he did with “Tonight You Belong to Me.”
On the band side, groups like Accept have built entire identities on tight internal writing partnerships. Guitarist Wolf Hoffmann describes the core engine of Accept as him and bassist Peter Baltes shaping riffs and song structures, then bringing singers into that framework:
"Peter and I sit down, play riffs, start working on vocal ideas and melody lines, and really the frame of the song is all written and done by us. Then we sort of give it into other people’s hands."
On Blood of the Nations, new singer Mark Tornillo came in early, influencing melodies and writing all the lyrics. The core of the songs remained Wolf and Peter’s.
Meanwhile, people like Holger Petersen, Bernie Finkelstein, Bruce Iglauer, and Geoff Kulawick collaborate at the level of curation and context—choosing which songs an artist should record, which catalog to re-release, which narrative to present.
Bruce Iglauer, founder of Alligator Records, said, 
"The thing I’m proudest of is, as a producer, when an artist doesn’t write a lot, that I can find songs that fit their musical personalities and human personalities."
Whether he’s programming a 40th anniversary compilation or helping a guitarist choose from 30 to 40 demos, he’s thinking about flow, story, and emotional impact—trying to “make records that feel like gigs,” not just studio artifacts.
Taken together, these stories complicate the usual picture of songwriting as a lone genius at a piano. Sometimes it is one person in a room, or it’s two people in a loft. Sometimes it’s a whole band jamming until something catches, a singer digging the truth out of someone else’s words, or a producer quietly choosing the one cover song that will unlock a whole new side of a player.
But underneath, the test keeps coming back to the same questions:
	Does this feel true?

	Does it sound like us?

	And is everyone in the room serving the song, or just their own reflection?



What I Heard About Songwriting
If you lay these conversations side by side—Bill Ward and Geezer Butler, Ra McGuire and Bill Henderson, Joe Satriani and Kim Mitchell, Meat Loaf, Paul Stanley, and the label and studio people behind them—a few themes repeat.
Not as rules. As echoes.
	Songs start everywhere, but not from nowhere.
A fishing trip off Prince Rupert. A Mississauga heatwave and a kiddie pool. A riff that’s lived for years in sound checks. A jumbled impression of America from the back of a tour bus. A line by Pye Dubois tosses off in conversation. The spark can look random, but it only lands because someone’s antenna is already up.

	Work isn’t the enemy of inspiration; it’s the container.
Nine-month album cycles. Six-hour “office days” with the tape rolling. Albums written in two weeks because everyone has been preparing for decades. Vacations cancelled, so the songwriter can stay home and write. None of that kills the magic—if anything, it gives the magic somewhere to go.

	Craft and humility show up where you least expect them.
A legendary drummer taking beginner lessons at 42. A guitarist known for speed says he only learns hard techniques after the song demands them. A singer who studies acting, preachers, and stage direction to learn how to tell the truth more honestly on stage.

	Truth beats polish, but polish isn’t the enemy.
Bruce Cockburn’s “eyewitness stuff.” Meat Loaf’s insistence that you’re wasting everyone’s time if you’re not “finding the truth and the heart in the thing.” Producers like Bruce Iglauer choose songs that fit a musician’s actual life, not just their brand. The work on tone, phrasing, and arrangement is there to carry something real, not to cover up the lack of it.

	Collaboration only works when everyone remembers who owns the song.
Sometimes that means stepping aside and letting someone else play your part. Or, you might walk away from a writing situation where nobody hears your ideas. Sometimes it means tearing a song apart and rebuilding it with the band—or with a writer across the world—and not caring whose name ends up on the line if the truth is there.



My favourite fiction writer, Stephen King, says the question authors get asked most is, “Where do you get your inspiration?” His one-word answer is “everywhere.”
Listening to these musicians, producers, and label people over the years, I’ve heard the same thing. The ideas come from childhood records, odd jobs, family arguments, political headlines, religious questions, bad breaks, lucky breaks, and the quiet habits of people who keep showing up to see what might happen next.
If you are in a band right now and working on your own material, consider this not to be a formula. Think of it as a room full of voices, all saying some version of:
	Show up. Even when you don’t feel like it.

	Let the song start where it wants to. A riff, a line, a mood, a memory.

	Learn whatever you need to learn. New chords, new software, new ways of listening.

	Tell the truth. Even if it’s uncomfortable or inconvenient for your image.

	And remember: the song isn’t there to make you look good. You’re there to make it as real as you can.



In the pages that follow, we’ll go deeper into other parts of the journey—performance, survival, meaning, and everything that “being in a band” really involves. But it all starts here, at the same place it started for me on the living room floor with “Percy the Friendly Seal”: that moment when a song reaches out from the speakers and taps you on the shoulder and you think,
"I want to know where that came from—and how to make one of my own."
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Life on the Road

Touring, Gigs, and the Stage


In the early 90s, free concert tickets and backstage passes were still de rigueur for radio DJs and music journalists, and I was lucky enough to be both. When KISS played the Pacific Coliseum in Vancouver on December 11th, 1992, my wife and I were backstage with contest winners to meet the band before the show. I got to speak briefly with Paul Stanley and mentioned the phone interview we had a few months earlier. He did not know who I was—fair enough. 
A small camera crew followed Paul around to record material for a possible home video. Gene Simmons appeared and strode right past the small group of fans waiting for a group of strippers who would appear onstage for the song “Take It Off” from their then-current album Revenge. Typical.
The only members of the band to try for actual contact were guitarist Bruce Kulick and drummer Eric Singer. They chatted amiably with the fans and, when noticing me holding a Revenge album flat, came over to exchange a few words and offered to sign it. I know Kiss were psyching themselves up to hit the stage in front of thousands of fans, but we appreciated Bruce and Eric making us feel seen.
The show kicked ass, and Paul mentioned on stage that they had recorded shows the week previous for Alive III. As we watched, singing along to the songs we knew with fists in the air, it occurred to me that for them it was just another day at the office. From the outside, it looked like chicks, parties, and good times, but night after night, it was obvious it was hard work. No doubt they headed back to the hotel after the show for a few hours’ sleep, up early the next day for a round of phone interviews, then on to the bus or plane to the next gig. 
A lot of work goes into supporting those two hours on stage. The road is a harsh mistress, and not everyone makes it through. KISS fired Peter Criss from their original lineup in 1980, and Ace Frehley left a year later. The grind wore them both down. Every band, from club-level acts to arena and stadium fillers, has a million stories to tell. What follows is a small selection of those stories.
From the outside, touring looks simple.
The band rolls into town, the lights go down, and for ninety minutes, everything is larger than life. Pyro, sing-alongs, and the “one more song” chant. Then the house lights come up. We go to work the next morning, and it’s easy to assume the band just disappears.
Talking to musicians, managers, label founders, and producers, I learned that those ninety minutes are the tip of a very long, very bumpy iceberg.
Life on the road is vans and buses, airports and border crossings, hotel corridors at 3:00 a.m., sound checks that blur together, bad food, and math problems: how many shows, how many days, how many
Ra McGuire—From BC Bars to Nashville Speedway
Bill Ward—“You’d Better Like What You’re Playing.”
Skip Prokop—149 Dates and a Sponsored Marathon
Joe Satriani—Illness, First Tours, and Feeling Fourteen Again
Geezer Butler—When the Road Becomes a Rhythm
KISS—Spectacle, Souvenirs, and Survival
CCR, Foghat, and the Classic 70s Grind
Bill Henderson, John Mayall, Lee Aaron & Barney Bentall—Making It Sustainable
Harry Manx—From Roadie to Street Player to Quartet Leader
Behind the Band: Managers, Label Guys, Engineers, and Blues Lifers
Starting Young, Scaling Up, and Re-Drawing the Map
What I Keep Hearing About Life on the Road
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