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“When I was in high school and university, we would
celebrate [The Tragically Hip] as our local band…at one point we
were sure they’re going to break out, but you know what, I am so
glad they’re all ours…Tragically Hip is inexorably part of who and
what we are as a country.”

--Justin Trudeau, Canadian Prime Minister

 


“The Tragically Hip is certainly one of the greatest
bands we’ve ever produced in this country.”

- Geddy Lee of Rush


 


THIS BOOK IS DEDICATED TO…

 


All the people who keep me sane.

 


Always number one is my wife Nancy. Let me tell you
about Nancy. She’s beautiful. She’s bright, intelligent, and
insightful and has a firmer grasp on reality than I can ever hope
to have. When I’m bouncing off the walls she brings me back down to
earth, with a loving “deal with it” or “the lawn needs mowing.” She
has never discouraged me but, rather, has been quick with
encouragement. We’ve been together forever. We make the wheels turn
in the best possible way. When she needs space, I can sense it. If
I can’t sense, it she tells me. We’ve been together forever and
we’re looking forward to a whole lot more.

 


Love you Nancy with all my heart.

Marc
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Author’s Notes

 Enigma Under the
Radar

 


Canadian rock for dummies. Rush, The Guess Who,
Bachman-Turner Overdrive, Neil Young, Bryan Adams and Joni
Mitchell. And for extra credit there’s Gordon Lightfoot who is not
really rock, but he is most definitely Canadian. If you think you
aced this quiz…well, I’ll give you a generous B. An A would have
required you to dig a bit deeper. It would have required you to be
hip to The Tragically Hip.

“The Tragically who?” That’s what I figured. Just a
band that only a small fraction of the planet even knew existed
despite the fact that the band has the distinction for having
opened for both The Rolling Stones and Led Zeppelin. But as I did
the requisite research and made my attempts at tracking down those
who knew the band, I discovered a salient bottom line. The
Tragically Hip were a decent bunch of guys, good to fans and family
to a fault, made heartfelt and thoughtful music and have ultimately
been loyal to their Canadian roots. They are rock musicians, so
nobody is ever going to mention them in the same breath as boy
scouts and choirboys. But what I discovered as I dug deep into the
life and history of the band was that they were awfully damned
close.

The Tragically Hip (Gord Downie, Rob Baker, Gord
Sinclair, Paul Langlois and Johnny Faye) are an enigma on a grand
scale. Together more than 30 years (without a lineup change unless
you count the sax player who split very early on). Few, if any, had
ever heard of them outside of their native Canada and those who
have only know them by way of Canadian rock stations whose signals
have managed to leak across to the US’s Pacific Northwest or the
occasional live foray across the border. But The Tragically Hip’s
seemingly manic determination to stay close to home has definitely
had an upside.

Their musical output, to date, includes 14 studio
albums, two live albums, one EP, 54 singles, nine of which have
reached #1 on Canadian charts and 14 Juno awards (Canada’s
Grammys). The Tragically Hip are Canada’s equivalent of Bob Dylan
and Led Zeppelin rolled into one. At last count, the band
reportedly has approximately 11 million Internet followers, who, to
a degree buy into a tribal, Grateful Dead vibe, the presence of
which has regularly resulted in sold-out concerts and club dates
since 1983.

Musically the band’s bread and butter has been
described as an often ethereal, introspective mixture of rock,
blues and country. A lot of critics have been quick to describe
what The Tragically Hip do as “alt this” or “alt that.” What is
known for a fact is that the band has always been a bunch of good
old fashioned team players; each member taking a swing during a
song, often so subtle or low key as to inspire questions of what
audiences had actually heard, en route to a group interpretation of
their material.

This is a lot of music cred from a band which has
maintained such a low key personal and professional profile that,
if you’re in Toronto while you’re reading this, the chances are
good that you just passed members of the band on the street without
batting an eye. Consequently, there are endless questions to be
asked and answered.

Such as…

Why has there not been a biography of The Tragically
Hip before and why, all of a sudden, is there this book now? I
don’t know why there has never been another book on The Tragically
Hip. Loyalty to the band’s privacy? A lack of pop culture hipness
on the part of the publishing industry? How can anyone write a book
about a band a large percentage of the world does not even know
exists? The hows and whys surrounding the lack of a Tragically Hip
book until now are endless.

As to the why now?

The band recently announced that their lead singer,
Gord Downie, has brain cancer and, as of this book, his and the
band’s future are clouded by uncertainty. So, in the all business
lexicon of the world of the pop culture/celebrity publishing
industry, what better time to cash in?

Let’s get the obvious out of the way before you start
throwing the brickbats and Internet invective. I’m not overly fond
of doing books that have even the perception of a ‘death watch’
attached to them. But I have done them.

My book on George Harrison, Behind Sad Eyes: The
Life and Career of George Harrison, was actually written
well in advance of The Beatles’ guitarist’s passing but with the
knowledge that he was not in the best of health. It was only due to
the proclivities of book publishing that the book came out shortly
after Harrison’s actual death and I took some heat for that. Less
than eight hours after the plane carrying singer Jenni Rivera
crashed into a Mexican mountain range, I had a deal in place to
write the story of her life and subsequent passing. Also took some
heat for that one. Not so much heat for that one but guilty as
charged. And finally there was that marathon of my Annette
Funicello book that was commissioned, at least initially, to
coincide with her death. The book sat with the original publisher
for eight years before everybody’s favorite Mousketeer passed.

But before you get out the tar and feathers, there
was one thing that drove me to do all three of those books. Each
person I chronicled had an amazing life worth writing about. That I
was writing the book either at or near the end of their respective
lives was admittedly part calculating and part homage.

Which leads me to the reason de jour why I wanted to
write What Is Hip? The Life and Times of the Tragically
Hip. Quite simply I wanted the whole story of a group that is
considered a ghost to many but that ultimately has had a living,
breathing story to tell.

As always, research was an overriding challenge.
Canadian media was quick to pick up on the Hip, literally covering
them from their inception on to the present. US and most
international press? Not so much. Getting people to talk on the
record about the band was a crapshoot. Some talked. One or two
danced around it. Some ignored my interview requests and one said
he would send me some pertinent information on the condition that
his name not appear anywhere in the book. Needless to say, the
information was good and his name is nowhere to be found. Others
bluntly refused to be involved. In a matter of hours, another went
from enthusiastically saying they were all in to “I don’t feel
comfortable doing this.”

Let’s get one thing straight. The Tragically Hip is
not the kind of band that lends itself to scandal. I was not
looking for it. But if it was there and it could be verified…Well
you get the picture. At the end of the day, a few things were
hinted at but could not be verified and so, in the name of real
journalism, I did not use it. Which is part and parcel of the way
this book came together. Solid research and nothing more. Which is
usually the way most good stories go.

As you are reading this, the story of The Tragically
Hip may finally have come to an end. I’m a big believer in karma
and I’ve never shunned away from the idea of miracles. I do know
that, as this book goes to press, The Tragically Hip were making
tentative plans. But one thing was certain.

The Tragically Hip had just finished a tour and now
they were going fishing.

 


Marc Shapiro 2016

 



Introduction

 Just Tell Me the
Truth

 


The Tragically Hip lead singer Gord Downie was,
reportedly, walking on a cloud as he meandered down the street in
his hometown of Kingston, Ontario in November 2015. And with good
reason.

The band had recently concluded the sessions for
their latest album, entitled Man, Machine, Poem and
word of mouth was that The Tragically Hip, 30 plus years on, had
taken a giant step forward creatively. Those privy to the sessions,
and the final results, were effusive in their praise of how the
album straddled a perfect line between familiar, esoteric and
challenging, and had taken a daring approach to tackling subject
matter both subtle and in-your-face. There was even talk that
Man, Machine, Poem might well be the album to finally kick
open the door to major US acceptance.

Consequently Downie’s thoughts were in a good place
as he walked down the familiar streets of his youth. The first
single would be out in April and the band would kick off a month
long tour of Canada shortly after that. Christmas was coming early
to Downie and he couldn’t be happier. Suddenly, as reported by
CBC News and countless other media outlets, Downie collapsed
onto the street…

…in the throes of a massive seizure.

The singer was rushed to a nearby hospital emergency
room and was immediately given a battery of tests. The results were
surprising and not good.

Dr. James Perry, an Oncologist who heads up the
Neurology Department of Canada’s Sunnybrook Health Sciences Center
and who is an admitted, lifelong Tragically Hip fan, was used to
receiving referral emails from other surgeons. These emails usually
were, in a medical sense, a cry for help or instruction on what to
do and how to proceed. It was rarely good news but as Dr. Perry
would recall in a CBC Music article, this referral struck
particularly hard. The name on the referral was Gord Downie and the
email on the referral was for a particularly aggressive form of
brain cancer called glioblastoma.

“I emailed back,” recalled Perry. ‘Is this a
coincidence or do you really mean ‘that’ Gord Downie?’ The
referring surgeon wrote back ‘No I really mean…”

Perry’s shock and sadness were based on his knowledge
of the disease. Glioblastoma is a particularly virulent cancer
strain, treatable to a degree but ultimately inoperable and finally
fatal. And it is a disease that has taken the lives of the famous.
Among the noted personalities who were succumbed to glioblastoma
were US Senator Ted Kennedy, professional baseball player Gary
Carter, legendary singer and actress Ethel Merman, composer George
Gershwin, the inventor of the modern synthesizer Robert Moog and,
most recently, Beau Biden, son of the US Vice President Joe
Biden.

Downie’s reaction to the news, not surprisingly, came
in waves of shock, surprise, no small amount of depression but,
ultimately, a dogged determination to keep a positive attitude and
to do whatever had to be done. This was not the first time the
Downie family had fought cancer. His wife, Laura Leigh Usher, had
fought cancer and won the battle a few years previously and, in a
2012 interview with CBC’s George Stroumboulopoulos, Downie
revealed the turmoil in his wife’s situation that, doubtless, was
in him now as well.

“There were a lot of emotions,” he related. “You
know, anger, fear, impatience. Impatience is the big one. Love.
You’re just clamoring for help.”

Dr. Douglas James Cook, a neurosurgeon at Kingston
General Hospital where Downie’s treatment would take place, had a
front row seat to how Downie, emotionally, was handling what was
truly a life and death situation. He reported to The Kingston
Whig Standard that “He’s been nothing but courageous through
the whole thing. He’s got a very strong family. They’re a very
strong group, very supportive. He’s very loved.”

But true to his very private nature, Downie was
cautious. His family and bandmates were the first to know and that
was it for a time. But there was the upcoming record release to
consider and, perhaps more taxing, the tour that was already sold
out in most venues. However, Downie was a first things first kind
of guy. Which meant treating the cancer.

The first step was a late November preliminary
surgery to gather tissue samples for the purpose of diagnosis and a
plan of treatment. Shortly thereafter, Cook had the singer on the
operating table once again for a marathon surgery to remove the
tumor. The neurosurgeon described the details of the surgery with
The Kingston Whig Standard.

“He went through a five-hour, awake brain surgery
where we mapped out his speech areas and removed a portion of his
temporal lobe which was where the tumor was.”

The result was a successful and promising procedure
but, as Cook explained, the result was also mixed. “Gord’s singing
and speech were not affected by the surgery. But the cells causing
the cancer are still active and can’t be cured.”

While Downie continued to recover from the surgery,
there was a lot of soul searching within his family and within the
band. Downie and the rest of the band remained cautiously
optimistic about the new album and, even more cautiously, about the
proposed tour. In their hearts, the band knew that word of Downie’s
illness would inevitably leak out and that their legions of fans
would be devastated. But there would be time to deal with those
issues later. Right now, the most important thing was that Downie
get the best possible treatment available.

By mid-March, Downie was on a comprehensive, five day
a week treatment program that involved a combination of radiation
treatment coupled with oral chemotherapy drugs. The end of April
indicated that there was some positive news. Dr. Cook told The
Globe and Mail that the type of cancer Downie had was known to
respond well to treatment and that the prognosis was good for a
longer period of survival. However Cook cautioned that
“Glioblastoma is amongst the deadliest tumors that we get. It is
one that we don’t have a cure for.”

For The Tragically Hip, the dire prediction was more
than balanced out by the doctor’s insistence that, under certain
monitored treatments and monitoring, there was no reason why Downie
could not sing and perform live.

That was all Downie and the rest of the band needed
to hear.

The band immediately went into secretive rehearsals
in an attempt to determine if Downie, post treatment, would be up
to the rigors of live performing. On hand for several of those
rehearsals was Dr. Perry to monitor Downie during the rehearsals.
Dr. Perry would later concede that being a life-long Tragically Hip
fan meant more than a doctor/patient exercise. “He’s doing very
well,” he would state. “They’ve started rehearsing and I was lucky
enough to see a few of those rehearsals. They were very good.”

By May, Downie had been given the official okay to
tour. That moment also signaled the time when The Tragically Hip
would finally have to go public with the news of Downie’s cancer.
Despite their best efforts, there had been rumbles along the
Internet and fan pages that something might not be right in The
Tragically Hip universe. On May 19, the band members were honored
at Queens University (the college they attended but never graduated
from) with honorary degrees. But all the inspiring words from the
band to graduating students could not dissuade the media from the
most compelling story. And that was that Downie was not there.

A May 24 press conference was scheduled to lay it all
out to the band’s legion of fans. But, ever loyal to the fans, the
band decided that it would be more appropriate to break the news in
a more personal way. And so, hours before the planned press
conference, the band posted a story on The Tragically Hip website.
It read in part, “Hello friends. We have some very tough news to
share with you today and we wish it wasn’t so.” The website message
went on to disclose the nature of Downie’s cancer and explained
that the band’s singer had had surgery and post- surgery treatment
and had been cleared to go on a planned tour in support of their
new album.

The press conference took place at the Sunnybrook
Health Sciences Center amid a cloud of rumor and speculation. There
had been a sense that something was wrong all along amongst The
Tragically Hip fan community and, with the band’s website
announcement, there was a sense of sadness, disbelief and
heartbreak that quickly spread across Canada. The only thing that
the press conference, which was attended by many Canadian and US
media outlets including Billboard, could do was set the
record straight.

The band, having made it official earlier in the day,
did not attend. Which left the role of messenger bearing bad
tidings to Dr. Perry. “It is my difficult duty to tell you that
Gord Downie’s tumor is incurable,” he told the assembled press.
“But [post treatment] MRI’s shows substantially less brain swelling
and only a residual amount of tumor was visible.” Perry further
acknowledged that, given those results, he felt secure in okaying
the band to go on tour.”

The press conference continued in a celebratory vibe
with the band’s co-manager Patrick Shamrock stoking the expectation
of The Tragically Hip’s new music and the tour of Canada to begin
July 22. “This [music] is what the guy’s do, so when this started
to happen the tour was certainly a goal. The band had a new record
that they were really proud of and knowing Gord, he was like ‘I
want to play these songs for people.’”

In the wake of the press conference, the media was
alive with speculation, much of it medical in nature, on the now
most famous cancer patient on the planet. Questions about how long
a person with this kind of brain tumor could expect to live were
asked and answered by Dr.’s Perry and Cook who had suddenly become
the most sought-after interviewees in music journalism. People
wanted to know what symptoms to look for if, heaven forbid,
Downie’s condition took a turn for the worse. Glioblastoma was very
much a trending topic on the Internet. In a way it was all kind of
morbid.

Buy ultimately it was the band’s quiet confidence and
immense loyalty to the people who had gotten them to this point in
their career and life that many, through their most fervent hopes
and dreams for the band, could not help but slip into melancholy
with the idea that this might, truly, be the last hurrah.

“We’re going to dig deep,” they related in their
website message. “We’re going to try and make this our best tour
ever.”


Chapter One

 Growing Up in Prison Town

 


Kingston is one of those towns that has always seemed
to have everything going for it. Nestled in Eastern Ontario, at the
eastern end of Lake Ontario, the town, whose population hovers
regularly around the 120,000 range, is known for a lot of
things.

Kingston’s sense of history and respect for
architecture resulted in it regularly being referred to as “the
Limestone City.” It annually shows up as one of the best places to
live and work in Canada. The town has an active culture and arts
community that has been a constant tourist draw. And with tongue
firmly planted in cheek, Kingston, in informal conversation, is
often referred to as Prison Town because of the seven correctional
institutions (down from nine because of recent closures) that are
located in Kingston.

But as The Tragically Hip once proclaimed in a
Queen’s University Journal story, the magic of the town is
ultimately in its people. “Kingston is an odd town. It’s made up of
quasi-disparate groups. You’ve got the townies and the university
kids, the college kids and the people from the east end and the
people from the west end who all live together under this spectrum
of amalgamation and a sense of community.”

Kingston was definitely the kind of town people
flocked to, especially in the late 50’s and early 60’s when the
town had remained largely undiscovered and the real estate prices
were comparatively reasonable. Especially to the likes of Edgar and
Lorna Downie.

Originally from Belfast, Northern Ireland, the
Downies and their three children saw greener pastures across the
Atlantic and made their way to Oakville, Ontario. Edgar could,
reportedly, sell ice to Eskimos and almost immediately found work
as a travelling salesman; selling everything from cutlery and
flatware to women’s underwear on a route through Ontario and
Quebec. Edgar was on the road a lot and so it fell to Lorna to
raise the couple’s brood of three children. On the occasion of
Lorna announcing that she was now pregnant with the couple’s fourth
child, Edgar made the decision that it was time to come off the
road and settle into a sales job that would require less travel

The couple moved to Amherstview, a small town on the
northern end of Lake Ontario and a stone’s throw from Kingston.
Amherstview was another town in the midst of a growth spurt and
Edgar took the opportunity to get his real estate license and made
a solid living selling houses to fellow newcomers. Not long after
Edgar sold his first property, Lorna went into labor.

Gordon Edgar “Gord” Downie was born February 6, 1964.
A good birthday for rock stars, as Bob Marley, Axl Rose (Guns and
Roses) and Rick Astley also shared Downie’s birthdate.

Downie grew up in a loving, family-oriented and
outdoors-inclined environment where, not surprisingly, sports and,
particularly, hockey were pivotal elements of his childhood world.
He was instantly drawn to the rural nature of Amherstview but, in
later years, and with the inherent tag of nearby Kingston so
attached to his name, would concede that not actually being born in
Kingston had always stayed with him. “I came from a rural area,” he
remarked in the book Have Not Been the Same: The CanRock
Renaissance. “I wouldn’t say that it has given me a stigma but
it’s something that’s on my mind.”

Although the family was much more settled and Edgar
rarely traveled, Downie recalled in a Toro Magazine
interview that family trips were times he relished. “Our family
road trips still loom as epochal events in my life. There must be
something about seeing new things with the people you love.”

Downie was quick to take his cues from his older
siblings at a very early age and, almost from the time he could
walk, he would be following his, at the time, two older brothers
and a sister, on playtime along the rocky shoreline of Lake
Ontario.

“I fished all the time as a kid in Lake Ontario,” he
reminisced in a conversation with Maclean’s. “But I never
caught a big fish, ever. As a kid we spent every waking moment up
and down the rocky shore. We used to tie a shipping rope to a
pitchfork and try to spear big carp. But we never got one.”

Not surprisingly, professional hockey was very much
at the center of Downie’s psychological profile growing up in
Amherstview. The family would, almost daily, live and die by the
games of their beloved Bruins. And it was the quite athletic Downie
who gravitated toward the youth hockey leagues by the time he was
six. The Emestown Raceway Auto Parts Bantams, with Downie in goal
much of the time, were the reigning local sports story during the
decade of the 70’s and would go to the Provincial Championship
Round in 1979.

Never one to take anything at face value, Downie, in
conversation with TSN, acknowledged a near existential
approach to playing in the net. “I liked the independence of
playing goalie. It was almost like I was playing a different
game.”

Downie, in conversation with Maclean’s, saw
much more in the sport than just a good time for kids. “The crowds
at those games were huge. The stakes were brutal and crushing. It
teaches you things.”

One of the things it taught him was that he was quite
good at the sport. So much so that, in his pre-teen years, Downie
was approached by the Kingston AA Rep Team to join them. In
Kingston circles, the AA Rep Team was considered an important first
step on the road to professional stardom in the sport and Downie
had to admit that he was considering the offer. That is until his
father stepped in and said no. Joining the team would have meant
regular, long distance travel and parental duty as chaperones.
Edgar indicated, in TSN, that he was too busy selling houses
locally and making a living to go on the road for kids’ youth
hockey.

Downie’s character was being molded on many different
levels. He was quite capable of turning from a fun-loving extrovert
to a quiet introvert at a moment’s notice. For those privy to the
young boy’s turns, it was always an entertaining prospect. One
person who had a front row seat on Downie’s chameleon-like
personality was childhood friend Martina Fitzgerald who recalled to
CBC News that Downie “was funny, athletic and kind without
trying to be the center of attention.”

As Downie entered his pre-teen years, it was
discovered that he could also be quite spontaneous. So much so
that, as he explained in Toro, sometimes what he did would
even surprise him. Witness the day he danced in public for the
first time. “The first time I danced, it was the Grade 7 dance at
the school gym. I remember the song being fast. I went for it and
loved it. A dancer has no peers. Only partners.”

Not long after he tried his dancing skills out in
public for the first time, he matriculated to Emestown Secondary
School for his first two years of middle school. His years at
Emestown would see change. While he still maintained an undying
fervor for the Bruins hockey team, his overall interest in sports
was fading away in deference to two other normal teenage
pursuits…

…Girls and music.

Phil Baker had the makings of a top-flight legal
professional in 1947. He was whip smart, a real student of the law
and, according to anybody who met him, he had a substantial sense
of humor. That same year, Baker would find his soulmate in a
like-minded quasi ex-patriot named Mary. The woman who would become
Mary Baker had established quite the athletic reputation while
growing up just this side of the Ontario/United States border. The
year they met, Mary had just captured the prestigious United States
Figure Skating Dance Championship. She was attractive, intelligent
and mentally quick on her feet, easy going in just about any
situation. Paul and Mary met at a Toronto Skating Club and,
immediately, became a love match. Their relationship blossomed in a
casual, steady pace before they finally married in 1952.

The Bakers moved to the Churchill Crescent district
of Kingston. Long considered upper class and a hotbed of liberal
social and political values, the Baker family expanded along with
Baker’s career that eventually saw him rising to the level of
district court judge in Kingston. Rob, the couple’s third child
(following Mathew and Vicki) was born April 12, 1962.

The Baker children were brought up amid fairly
traditional values but, perhaps guided by Mary’s more theatrical
and creative background, were fairly liberal when it came to the
creative arts and all three children were encouraged to indulge in
creative especially when it came to music. And in the case of Rob,
music was love at first sight.

Initially, it was monkey see-monkey do. Mathew had
taken to the guitar at a fairly young age and the even younger Rob
decided he wanted to follow suit. Baker started out his musical
career by playing air guitar as he related in a Kickass
Canadians.com interview. “I’d get so into the music. I’d
pretend that I was playing all the instruments with all my body
parts. I’d just become a giant, quivering spastic mess on the
floor.”

Baker would soon graduate to a different level of
make believe as he revealed in a Reverend Guitars.com
interview that his axe of choice had evolved from invisible to a
tennis racket. “I was leaping off the furniture pretending to play
along to songs by David Bowie and Led Zeppelin with a tennis
racket. I’d get so into the music.”

Baker’s infatuation had actually transformed into
downright obsession by the time he turned 12 and had begun picking
out simple chords on his brother’s guitar. “I was always really
impressed by people who could whip out a guitar and having a group
of people silently hanging on every word or note. I secretly
harbored a desire to be able to do that,” he told Reverend
Guitars.com.

Baker’s father was quick to notice his son’s interest
in music and the guitar and, on the occasion of his 13th birthday,
presented Baker with an early 70’s model Stratocaster. That proved
to be the final push into the great unknown of guitars and rock.
Baker soon began networking with other novice rock stars in the
neighborhood and would spend all his free time practicing and
jamming in any spare room he could find.
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