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FOREWORD


“LET THE GOOD TIMES ROLL, LET THEM KNOCK YOU AROUND…”


In February 1978, we had just finished recording the first Cars album in London at Air Studios, produced by Roy Thomas Baker. If you had told me then that a book was going to be published about our band some forty-eight years later, I would have thought you were crazy. Well, maybe you are, but Bill Janovitz has now written a book detailing the history of The Cars.


Although I wasn’t thinking about it when we were making that first album, “Good Times Roll” was actually a pretty prophetic song. Ric’s lyrics seem to be describing a band on their way up. The press can say what they want while showing old pictures. And it’s good to have friends with “thunder appeal,” be they critics, record company execs, managers, or disc jockeys. If it was real or illusion, we did go on quite a ride, and we all got knocked around a bit, too. This book tells the story of that ride.


My fondest memories of The Cars were those early days, when we were on our way up, before disinterest and dysfunction set in. I must admit, it was somewhat emotionally painful to read some of the later chapters. As time went on, people would occasionally remark that “it must be exciting to be in a famous band.” My standard reply would be “It’s okay, but it’s not all it’s cracked up to be.”


Being a musician himself, with Buffalo Tom, Bill knows what being in a band, and what touring and recording, entails. He has done an incredible job of researching our history. On at least one occasion—well, maybe two—there would be a person from The Cars’ past who I thought was dead, only to find out that not only was the person not dead but Bill had already had lunch with them and interviewed them for the book. Several times, I said, “Oh, you should talk to so-and-so,” and Bill would reply that he already had. This book is an “unauthorized biography,” and by that I mean that Bill was not hired by The Cars, and although David, Elliot, and I have cooperated fully and each sat for multiple interviews, Bill is not beholden to us and has been free to tell the narrative as he sees fit, based on the research and interviews that he conducted with people who worked for The Cars, worked with The Cars, or just knew us.


I’ve learned things about all The Cars that I never knew before, and I have come to appreciate the talents and perspectives of the other members of the band—Ric, Ben, Elliot, and David—a little better having read this book. If I were to acknowledge one person who helped the most with our rise, it would be Roy Thomas Baker, who produced the first four Cars albums. By combining the multitrack backing vocal technique that he had perfected with Queen with the arrangements that we had developed and had been playing live for a year, he helped us create something quite unique. Roy definitely had “thunder appeal.”


The last time I saw Ric was when The Cars were inducted into the Rock & Roll Hall of Fame in 2018. Somehow, that seems strangely apt. It really was quite a ride, with the last stop being the Hall of Fame. The fact that we were in Cleveland, Ben’s hometown, made it seem all the more appropriate.


And so, “let the stories be told…”


Greg Hawkes















AUTHOR’S NOTE


THREE OF THE BAND MEMBERS CHANGED THEIR NAMES. RICHARD OTCASEK became Ric Ocasek, and Benjamin Orzechowski became Ben Orr. Elliot Steinberg legally changed his name to Elliot Easton. When friends referred to Ric in print in the pre-Cars days, it was usually as “Rick.” To avoid confusion, I use their well-known stage names and spellings starting early in the story and keep them consistent throughout the book. Ric’s second wife, Suzanne, kept her surname Otcasek, but to avoid confusion she is referred to as Suzanne Ocasek.


Katherine Bergholtz is the current name of a girlfriend of David Robinson who was then known as Kim Leo. I stick with her current name for subsequent citations, adding “(Kim Leo)” or “(Kim)” for clarity.


I capitalize “The Cars” instead of “the Cars.” When the lowercase “the” appears, it’s quoted from a print source.


Quotes from interviews I conducted are in the present tense. Some are edited for clarity, and others stem from different conversations about the same topic or story. Quotes from other sources are in the past tense, and the sources are usually specified within the text. All sources are listed in the Notes.















Prologue


ROCK ’N’ ROLL HAIR


1978


I’M TWELVE AND HANGING OUT AT MY BUDDY JEFF’S HOUSE. JEFF’S BROTHER is eight years older than us and the coolest guy I know. He drives an orange Camaro. He brings astonishing records home from college. Now, he presents us with the debut album of a band called The Cars. Jeff and I laugh at the simplicity of the name.


There are no hirsute hippies or crusty southern-rock dudes in hats and denim on the cover of this album.


No, there is something far more appealing: the close-up of a hot model with high cheekbones and glossy ruby-red lips that look like they inspired the Rolling Stones’ logo. Her long fingers with matching red polished fingernails are loosely draped around a translucent steering wheel. She’s illuminated in comic-book colors, blue and red, like from a cop car. She’s got her other forearm up to her forehead, her palm turned outward like a silent-movie starlet in a melodramatic display of duress. But she’s smiling, maybe even laughing, possibly singing; her tongue is visible in her open mouth, the tip up on the roof, as if she is about to sing the word “la” or “love.”


We sit on the shag carpet in Jeff’s wood-paneled bedroom as he opens the shrink-wrap and puts the record on the turntable.


The needle drops.


A muted guitar starts on an upstroke, as if someone forgot to push Record until the guitarist started the song. He opens his palm and lets some notes ring out before muting again. This second time through makes it seem that the first time was missing a beat.


I have just started playing guitar myself and could not articulate this sort of thing, but something is definitely different already—that much I know.


My friend is still staring at the cover in his hands. A weird scooping drum sound enters with single hits, and the singer enters.


“Let the good times roll,” he sings.


But he sounds nothing like the old rock and roll and R&B shouters on my parents’ records and oldies radio. This guy has a strange voice and takes the tone of a James Bond villain or the Joker in Batman, about to roll our hero through a logging saw or down a slow-moving creek to a waterfall in a little rowboat. I mean, it’s not like one of those heavy-metal guys who sound like they’re conversational with Satan, but it sounds like these good times will definitely come at someone else’s expense.


Sure enough, he adds, “Let them knock you around.” He rhymes that with “Let them make you [pause] a clown.” I have already surrendered when the beefy drumbeat enters, a synthesizer revs up and begins to swoosh, and the singer finishes, “Let them lead you up in the air / Let them brush your rock ’n’ roll hair.” Then this awe-inspiring gang of backing vocalists that sound like the same guys from “Bohemian Rhapsody” reiterate, “Let the good times rollllllll.”


Well, shit. What else am I gonna do?


LIKE “GOOD TIMES, BAD TIMES” ON LED ZEPPELIN’S FIRST ALBUM, “GOOD Times Roll” is one of the greatest openers of a flawless debut LP (the titles are a delicious coincidence). The Cars released their self-titled debut album in 1978. It is a perfect album, one that the band later only half jokingly referred to as their “greatest hits” record. It was no accident those vocals were reminiscent of Queen; they had the same producer, Roy Thomas Baker, who had already cemented his legacy with hit Queen records. But whereas Baker famously layered a lot of vocals and guitars on those Queen discs, with The Cars, he recognized a chance to do something new, more “now.” He kept the big, layered vocals, but only essentially on the choruses, and juxtaposed that with sparse and precise production elsewhere. He explained, “I would run into the Sex Pistols, because they were working over at Wessex. They were saying the usual, ‘All you bands are going to be gone because you’re over-produced. . . .’ I thought, ‘Maybe there is a point where I should be a bit more sparse.’”


These were not the same sort of sprawling epic songs as Queen’s, after all. Though their influences included the Velvet Underground and Suicide, The Cars were more like some of the sleek American power-pop bands of the 1970s (Raspberries, Big Star, the Dwight Twilley Band, Cheap Trick) but with a distinctive East Coast slant. Drummer David Robinson had been in the Modern Lovers with Jonathan Richman and future Talking Head Jerry Harrison. When they broke up, he moved on to the garage-punk band DMZ.


Brilliant bassist Ben Orr might have been a heartthrob crooner in any band he landed in. But it was Ric Ocasek who wrote all the songs and whose stylized voice—with a little Buddy Holly hiccup and a bit of nasally Jonathan Richman quiver—and sardonic lyrics planted the band in the newly coined (and, like most such categories, vague) “new wave” camp. Greg Hawkes’s fat synth sounds being so forward in the mix also heralded new wave.


No matter the presentation, it has always been about the songs, the melodies, and the lyrics that stick. The Cars had all that. But, for rockers, what really set them apart from most new-wave acts was their almost-secret weapon, guitarist Elliot Easton. Trained at Berklee College of Music (as was Hawkes), he had technical proficiency and a deep musical vocabulary. He could be flashy when necessary, but there are no moments in the band’s catalog where he overstays his welcome or repeats himself. He is not known for one sort of style, really. He just wrote and played brilliant little haiku-like solos with exquisite tone.


In 1978, the old school and new school united. New wavers and rockabilly revivalists soon overlapped like a Venn diagram, sometimes within the same band, as with The Cars. The presentation and songs were new, but it rolled and rocked. The Rolling Stones knew it and were spurred on by some of that new energy for their 1978 Some Girls, and some more aging rockers soon followed with their own interpretations of new wave. Guys like Jimmy Page shed their dragon-emblazoned, open-necked jumpsuits and started wearing drainpipe trousers and skinny ties. In his last interview on December 8, 1980, John Lennon talked about The Cars specifically and how they brought an ’80s approach to an older style of pop song, as he did on “Starting Over.” Kids who were into Rush and Van Halen, while they might have balked at Devo, could dig The Cars because they had rocking songs and a new guitar hero. Slash later cited Elliot as a primary influence. Girls loved ’em, and so could boys. “Top-down music in a hard-top world” was the brilliant advertising slogan Elektra used for the debut album. The band became inextricably linked to the rise of MTV. And they sustained this level of adventurous experimentation—slightly subversive pop—and brilliant hitmaking for a decade.


Smashing Pumpkins. The Pixies. The Strokes. Fountains of Wayne. MGMT. LCD Soundsystem. The New Pornographers. All bands influenced by The Cars. Kurt Cobain of Nirvana said that “My Best Friend’s Girl” was one of the first songs he chose to learn on guitar. Weezer, No Doubt, Bikini Kill, and Nada Surf all hired Ric Ocasek to produce their records. In 2018, Brandon Flowers of the Killers inducted his heroes into the Rock & Roll Hall of Fame. He opened his speech by noting, “The Cars were named Best New Artist in the 1978 Rolling Stone Readers’ Poll. Forty years later they still sound like a new band to me.”


The Cars have sold more than twenty million records in the United States alone. The debut album has sold more than six million. They dominated MTV and have stayed on the radio ever since their first demo tape was aired in 1977 by WBCN disc jockey Maxanne Sartori, which got them signed. From cutting edge to an evergreen staple on classic-rock stations, they still sound fresh.


In 1979, a writer for Trouser Press predicted:


The real significance of the Cars probably won’t be understood until their “greatest hits” album comes out sometime in the next decade, because the Cars’ importance, like so many rock bands, will prove mostly subliminal. Regardless of how many polls they top and awards they receive, the Cars will be a crucial band to kids born in the ’60s; today’s teenagers. Anyway, I think the Cars will make their history [on car radios]. And every teenager will associate some personal memory with a Cars song.


I WAS ONE OF THOSE TEENAGERS. AND THAT WRITER WITH THE CRYSTAL ball was Bill Flanagan, who went on to be the editor of Musician magazine, publish books, write screenplays, become an executive vice president at MTV/VH-1, and host shows on SiriusXM Radio.


In the late 1970s, rock and roll resisted premature pronouncements of its demise. The Cars were crucial in that resuscitation. They grew to a towering presence and provided the soundtrack for the 1980s. The ripples from their initial splash informed rock and roll for the following decades. It’s hard to imagine American popular music without them.


WHEN WRITING ABOUT THE CARS, IT’S TOUGH TO AVOID THE BIG, FAT METAPHORS and teed-up puns. So let’s get it out of the way early: On June 6, 1978, The Cars pulled up to the curb of a brick sidewalk in Boston’s Back Bay, sleek and soft high-polished curves, chrome accents gleaming in the summer sun, and released their masterpiece self-titled debut album, one of the most streamlined and ebullient blasts of power pop in the history of rock and roll. An impeccable set of songs perfectly recorded, balancing electric guitars, synths, drums, and vocals, with irony-filled lyrics twisting rock clichés into something wholly new—the musical analog of Andy Warhol’s prints of Marilyn Monroe and cowboy Elvis Presley. Pop art.


Boston already had a couple of rock groups riding high internationally at the time. Narcotic blues rockers Aerosmith had already released five albums that would sell millions of copies to juvenile delinquents nationwide. In 1976, supersonic rockers Boston released one of the most successful debut albums ever, selling seventeen million copies, thus fulfilling the expectations promised by preposterously and unimaginatively naming their band and first album after the entire city. Though all three groups shared rock-and-roll references, none of them would ever be confused with the others. But while the fussy production on Boston sounded astonishingly novel, as if it were beamed down from the flying saucer on the album cover right into Madison Square Garden, it was still a traditional rock album, an arena rock album, full of banner-waving anthems that pumped out of Panasonic Thruster speakers in teenage bedrooms and blasted suburban boulevards from muscle-car eight-track decks—the apotheosis of feathered-hair 1970s excess. Aerosmith was basically the New England version of the Stones—derivative but with undeniably timeless songs. And they outlasted ’em all. The J. Geils Band were also local heroes done good, selling out theaters and ballrooms nationally with their good-time R&B-soul and rock and roll, but they didn’t have their mega-selling hit album until late 1981’s Freeze Frame.


The Cars? This was positively futuristic and familiar at the same time.


Boston—not the band but the city and its surrounds—is a riddle. Is it parochial or progressive? Traditional or modern? Cynical or optimistic? Cold or welcoming? I have lived in the area since 1982 and can tell you that the answer remains yes to all those seemingly contradictory questions. The political environment has long been liberal, but the Commonwealth of Massachusetts has repeatedly elected Republican governors, and there has always been a socially conservative resistance to cultural change. “Banned in Boston” became a badge of pride for edgier artists and writers.


Culturally, Boston had the symphony, the ballet, the Museum of Fine Arts, and other staid institutions. But it also had the Institute of Contemporary Art, which began as the Boston Museum of Modern Art in 1937. With young people filling the many colleges, there had been a steady stream of youthful energy to Boston and Cambridge (two different cities but a single metropolis), along with the attendant popular culture, including progressive jazz and rhythm and blues. By the 1950s, that also meant rock and roll. Berklee College of Music was founded in 1945, the first college with jazz as the basis of the curriculum. That school brought young musicians to the city, including Elliot Easton and Greg Hawkes.


All but one of The Cars were transplants. Only drummer David Robinson was a local, and he had been a founding member of the sparse proto-punk Modern Lovers, acolytes of the Velvet Underground but refreshingly lighter in approach, with a collegiate sense of humor—“Pablo Picasso was never called an asshole,” testified Lovers leader Jonathan Richman. Before joining The Cars, Robinson had also pounded beats for the primitive garage rockers DMZ. While the headier Modern Lovers launching from Harvard Square made sense, DMZ might as well have crawled out of a basement in Detroit or Cleveland.


And Cleveland is where Ric Ocasek first saw Ben Orr.















Chapter 1


SHOW ME WHAT’S ABOUT TO HAPPEN


IN THE SUMMER OF 1980, GERALD CASALE OF DEVO ENDED A TOUR IN LONDON and changed his flight back to America to stop in Boston so he could meet The Cars. Here was a member of one of the preeminent new-wave bands meeting with another, two groups that ushered rock and roll into the 1980s. Casale had been connected with The Cars by their mutual manager, Elliot Roberts, who had been known for guiding the careers of such artists as Neil Young and Joni Mitchell—icons, but two singer-songwriters associated with the prior decade when the ’60s flipped into the ’70s. Roberts felt he had to stay in tune with what was next in rock and roll and had just added The Cars to his roster.


The reason for the meeting was for Casale to direct two videos for The Cars. This was more than a year before MTV would even launch, and most promo clips of bands were simple lip-synch miming of live performances on soundstages. Casale’s imaginative, scripted, and conceptualized videos for Devo were visionary, and at least Ric Ocasek and Greg Hawkes of The Cars were fans.


Casale had a great time hanging out with the guys while he was in town. “Of course, we were in slightly different realities, and it was that skew, but there was enough compatible overlap, not least of which was the beginning of my cocaine ride. Those guys were already fully on that,” though he couldn’t recall exactly which guys were “fully on.” But “Ben was a dude,” Casale laughs.


I mean that guy, what I was seeing there in my two weeks in Boston with those guys, hanging out with them in their own backyard, he just had an entourage of women constantly around him. It was insane. And while I was there, they actually played live, and I watched the whole scene backstage. I watched him being suave after the show. Girls are around, and he’s focusing on this one. And then there’s this other girl who’s acting kind of jealous, and she wants in on his attention. Pretty soon, he’s got them both talking to each other, and he leaves with them both, with an arm around each one, right? And I’m still this guy who’s pretty midwestern and pretty repressed. And how in the hell did he do that? My god!


And so the next time we got together trying to plan the video, I go, “Wait, what happened the other night? There were the girls, and the one was kind of pissed off, and then pretty soon you got ’em talking, and you leave with both of ’em, and you’re holding onto ’em.” He goes, “Oh, yeah. I just told them if you want to come with me, you two show me a little bit of what’s about to happen.” It ended up inspiring me to write two lines in the Devo song “Peek-a-Boo”: “So please pay attention while I show you some of what’s about to happen.”


BY THE TIME RIC OCASEK FIRST SAW BENJAMIN ORZECHOWSKI—NICKNAMED “Benny Eleven Letters”—Ben was already a teenage heartthrob, “the Elvis of Cleveland” in the estimation of some, appearing with his Beatles-influenced band, the Grasshoppers, on a local Cleveland TV program, The Big 5 Show. Born in 1947, Ben was raised as the overprotected only child of Russian Orthodox parents who had immigrated separately and met in Cleveland. His father was from present-day Ukraine, while his mother was from present-day Slovakia. However, though he was raised as such, Ben was not an only child. Each of his parents had been married and divorced before, and each had other children, Ben’s half-siblings. This was apparently kept a secret from Ben until later in life. His father, Charles, worked as a security guard at the White Sewing Machine factory, and Betty was a stay-at-home mom. His parents were very private and doted on Ben, who started on drums at age eleven and was already on his third band by the time he was on TV. Ben had joined the Grasshoppers after the biggest deejay in Cleveland, Joe “the Emperor” Mayer, who was managing the band, called Ben in to audition to replace a departing member. But they already had a drummer and were looking for a guitarist and singer. So Ben quickly learned how to play guitar, auditioned, and, just like that, got the gig. Mayer, who remained close to Ben his whole life, was like a second father to the musician. In a handwritten biography for David Bieber, who was helping assemble the first press kit for The Cars, Ben cited Mayer as a “major influence in remaining in [the music] business & growing to withstand the rough times ahead.”


An article about the Grasshoppers in the Cleveland Plain Dealer from January 30, 1965, says that “Blonde Benny Orzechowski, 18, plays guitar, but could double on drums” and notes that he goes to Parma High School. Growing up in the suburb of Parma Heights (where Chrissie Hynde of the Pretenders also lived part of her childhood), Ben, like many kids his age, was enthralled with Elvis Presley. But unlike most kids, Benny had the bona fides—heavy-lidded eyes, a curl to his upper lip, and a slight overbite that gave him a bemused-looking smirk. An early elementary school picture shows a sweet-faced boy in a bow tie who looks like he’s got the world on a string. Right from the get-go, Ben was an easygoing, soft-spoken charmer whom everyone wanted to be around—not just girls; boys wanted to be his pal or be in his bands. “Their pet peeve?” asks the Plain Dealer in the January 1965 article about the Grasshoppers. “Girls who want to be seen with them just because they are musicians.”


Ben was not only handsome, kind, and charismatic but also one of the most talented of his cohort of musicians in Cleveland, and no one who knew him back in those days was surprised when he finally hit the big time in 1978. He was an effortlessly cool rock star before he ever left Parma Heights. “I always knew I had something special,” Ben admitted to Rolling Stone in an early-career moment of unguarded and uncharacteristic bragging. In another interview, he explained, “I think I was born a musician, actually. I didn’t really have that much choice, had no interest in anything. I didn’t really like school that much, but I grew up on the early radio stuff with Buddy Holly and Big Bopper and Carl Perkins and Elvis, and even a little Johnny Cash thrown in there. A whole lot of rockabilly. I started out playing, actually, rockabilly.”


Richard “Rick” Otcasek (before he dropped the t from his name and changed “Rick” to “Ric”), in contrast, was a gangly, nerdy kid, nicknamed Noodle. He was born to Czechoslovakian Catholic parents in Baltimore in 1944. He was introverted, yet he was also briefly a TV performer. He recalled, “My grandmother had thrown me on a local TV show in Baltimore, where I used to have to sing every weekend, songs that my aunt would teach me, like ‘The Very Thought of You.’ Songs from the forties. And on that show, which was called The Collegians, that had a band that had electric guitars . . . Fenders, and I think that’s what made me want to play guitar.” He loved Buddy Holly’s “That’ll Be the Day” and was transfixed explicitly by the descending riff of the song. Observing his budding love of Holly, Ric’s grandmother bought him a guitar from the Montgomery Ward department store. He had a friend from a musical family who played the drums, and they would play together. In his own handwritten bio for preparing the first Cars press kit, Ric wrote, “When I was eight I wrote my first song about a zoo on Venus.”


Ric was sent to Catholic elementary school but said he was kicked out in fifth grade for reasons he forgot. As an altar boy, he was turned off by the rigid rules and skeptical of the superstitions of Catholicism. As a salve, Ric started hanging out instead with a youth gang as a way to seem tough. But these gangs were just kids wearing matching jackets, naming their groups after fraternities, and, at their most delinquent, shooting pigeons with BB guns. For the most part, though, he hung out with studious kids who were into electronics. Ric said he developed an outsider’s perspective during his early adolescence in Baltimore, giving him empathy for, as he said, “people who were pretty much not accepted socially or because they were Black or because they were gay or because they were artists or because they were this or that.”


Located where the North meets the South, Baltimore in the 1960s played a significant role in the civil rights movement. The blue-collar city was also grappling with white flight and urban renewal and was down on its heels economically as it transitioned out of steel production and shipping. A foundational hero of Ric’s, Bob Dylan, wrote about such tensions in the city in the 1963 song “The Lonesome Death of Hattie Carroll,” a blistering indictment of William Zantzinger, a scion of a wealthy plantation family who killed Carroll, a server at “a Baltimore hotel society gathering.”


Ric recalled to David Fricke in Rolling Stone, “I remember when I brought home the first Bob Dylan album and my father going, ‘What the fuck is that? I don’t want that in my house again.’ Or if I brought home a Black friend: ‘How could you bring a Black guy into the neighborhood?’” Another famous son of Baltimore, director John Waters, would later satirize the racism and parochial nature of his hometown in the 1988 film Hairspray, casting Ric as a Beatnik.


Ric got into solitary pursuits like photography, spending about three years printing his own photos in a darkroom before moving on to electronics. He got a ham-radio license, with no need to leave the basement of his parents’ row house to switch obsessions, but started to feel alienated from his family and would spend a week or so at a time as a beach bum, haunting and sleeping under the boardwalks of Ocean City, Maryland, during the summer. His widow, Paulina Porizkova, explains, “His father would beat him, and his mother was an alcoholic, but she would stop his dad from hitting him more. She was sarcastic like Ric. His father told him the best he could hope to do was to be a mailman. Ric really resented him for that.” Ric also had a sister, but they didn’t get along. As adults, they would get together sporadically, but then he would tell Paulina, “I never want to see that woman again.” “I’m not really sure what the root of the issues was with them,” Paulina says.


One friend says Ric confided in him that he left home and lived with an aunt for a while. The friend, Luis Aira, recalls being at a reading at Amoeba Records in LA when Ric published a book, Lyrics and Prose, in 2012. “He got onstage and for twenty minutes went on about his horrible childhood,” Aira says. “I was starting to get freaked out because the audience was all there to listen to ‘My Best Friend’s Girl,’ and he’s talking about all this heavy, heavy shit about his childhood. And that’s when I realized, ‘Oh, man, all these years he’s been carrying this shit inside.’” Ric would still see his parents as they got older and softened a little. But the old edges would poke through.


In 1960, when he was sixteen, the family relocated to a suburb of Cleveland, Maple Heights, for his father’s job as a computer systems analyst with the National Aeronautics and Space Administration at the Lewis Research Center in Cleveland. Cleveland was grappling with many of the same changes as Baltimore, with a similar demographic makeup. Ric’s father was from the city originally, but it did not feel like home to the already alienated Ric. Sixteen is a tough age to move, and life in this new place began painfully. “I got punched in the face the very first day of school,” he said. “Knocked on the floor. For nothing. Just because I had my hair dyed blond. . . . See, it was a trend in Baltimore to dye your hair blond in the front. . . . Anyway, people stared at me a lot because I was tall and skinny, but later on, it worked to my advantage.” He would grow to six foot four.


But Ric decided he needed to buckle down and get good grades to get into college to escape his dead-end suburban life and troubled family. He graduated Maple Heights High School in 1963 and started going to Bowling Green State University, near Toledo, and then Antioch College. He married Constance Campbell in 1963, and they had a son, Christopher, the next year. It was a shotgun wedding after Constance became pregnant.


Ric was struck by seeing Benjamin Orzechowski singing on local TV. The Big 5 Show was soon syndicated and renamed Upbeat. “It was before Shindig! and Hullabaloo,” says David Spero, whose father, Herman, was the show’s producer. “They both took their vision from Upbeat.” Spero was only in his young teens when he started working on the show, holding cue cards. Then he started writing. Ben and the Grasshoppers would often back performers as a house band. One picture shows Ben next to Paul Anka. By 1968, the program would be carried by more than a hundred stations and featured other national and international acts like Otis Redding, the Monkees, Stevie Wonder, James Brown, the Easybeats, and even the Velvet Underground. Says Spero, “It was the first show that had Black and white dancers together. Stevie Wonder had a white dancer on the set with him. This caused some problems. They refused to show it in some cities in the South.” But even in Cleveland, hotels were segregated.


Like Shindig! there was also a house band on Upbeat, with the producers cycling in different local groups to act in that capacity. In August 1964, Ben’s Grasshoppers started their thirteen-week stint on the show, and by the fall, they were opening for the Beach Boys and Dave Clark Five in local arenas. In fact, the Grasshoppers and the Dave Clark Five played David Spero’s bar mitzvah. Ben and some of his fellow Grasshoppers would look after young Spero, who went into radio before becoming a manager for such artists as Joe Walsh and Cat Stevens. He would remain lifelong friends with Ben.


The first time Ric heard Ben was on Upbeat. Recalled Ric, “He was singing ‘You Came into My Life’ with his band the Grasshoppers.” Ric didn’t last at college, dropping out and getting back into playing guitar after having dropped it as a teen. He was not so much interested in becoming a musician as a songwriter. Dylan served as his primary inspiration. “I liked Buddy Holly, I liked his pop songs, melodically and everything, but that was like, okay, we can talk about anything now,” he said.


He started dropping into open-mic nights at local folk clubs, including a place called Hootenanny’s near Case Western Reserve University in Cleveland. He began writing immediately and started to look for musicians to form a band simply to hear his songs performed. He said, “I never wanted to just play. I was never interested in that end of it, I was more interested in making the songs.”


Meanwhile, Ben had not even lasted through high school (though a 1978 article in the Cleveland Plain Dealer describes him as a “Valley Forge High School graduate”), dead set as he was on becoming a rock-and-roll star. He had the talent but also the look. He was even featured in the July 30, 1965, issue of Life magazine, in a photo spread titled “Big Sprout-Out of Male Mop Tops,” about teens swept up in Beatlemania, sporting the longer mop-top hair and style of their Liverpudlian idols. Under a photo of a smiling Ben is the caption, “As part of his $7.50 treatment in a Cleveland men’s hair salon, Benny Orzechowski, 18, wears a hairnet, while his stylist—known as “Frank The Razor”—expertly pats the teased tresses into place.” In most contexts, “Frank the Razor” and “Benny Eleven Letters” together might connote a more menacing outcome than a haircut. His future Cars bandmate David Robinson remembered getting that issue of Life as a kid himself. He could not believe it when he later found out that Ben had been one of those kids whom he himself wanted to emulate.


Along with drummer Wayne Weston, who had played in the Grasshoppers, Ben formed the band Colours, recording “You Came into My Life.” They were on their way to a bright future—literally; in 1967, they were driving a rented convertible down to Fort Lauderdale, Florida, with a couple of girls for company, to meet with someone from Roulette Records, who had expressed interest in the new band’s demos. During a pit stop, Weston went to call his mother from a pay phone. She informed him that Ben had been drafted and needed to return immediately. Weston turned around and looked out the store window at Ben and the girls in the convertible, top down, Benny laughing and on top of the world. Weston, who didn’t have the heart to break the news, told Ben that he needed to call his own mom, Betty, and that’s when he heard that he’d been drafted and needed to return.


They never made it to Florida. Ben had to fly home to report the next day. As Ben was her only child, Betty tried in vain to keep him out of the service. After about a year, the strings she pulled—with his manager and friend Joe Mayer contacting politicians—got him an honorable discharge as the only “surviving son.” But by that point, Ben had been through boot camp and came out a changed, dispirited man. “Luckily, I didn’t have to go to Vietnam,” he told Jane Scott in his hometown Cleveland Plain Dealer, in June 1978. “But when I came back I had mixed emotions about music for a while and was a little disoriented about what I wanted to do.” Close friends described him at this time as transformed from gregarious to taciturn and aimless. Said one, “He went to work at a clothing store, sort of living out of his car.”















Chapter 2


MISFIT KIDS


I dream frequently; sometimes, they come out funny.


—“Misfit Kid,” Ric Ocasek, 1980


IT WAS THE LATE 1960S, AND RIC WAS DREAMING, BUT HE WAS ALREADY married with a child and working in Columbus for Ohio Bell Telephone as a draftsman, using his knowledge of electronics to draw switching systems.


He was listening to a lot of Bob Dylan, Phil Ochs, and other folk musicians. And he was deeply under the sway of poet Lawrence Ferlinghetti. Ferlinghetti was not just a writer but a catalyst, founding the legendary City Lights Pocket Book Shop near San Francisco’s Chinatown in 1953. The bookstore provided a home to like-minded writers like Jack Kerouac, Gregory Corso, and Allen Ginsberg, who, along with others, became known as the Beats. Ferlinghetti’s work, like that of his cohorts, was deeply influenced by jazz music, contemporary American vernacular, modern art, and popular culture. Ric’s love of poetry also extended to earlier influences on the Beats, like e. e. cummings. Richard Brautigan was another favorite of his. “I just love the way people threw words around like they were painting,” he said, and he would cite Ferlinghetti in interviews for his entire career.


He also loved the Velvet Underground, led by Lou Reed and John Cale, whose first record, The Velvet Underground & Nico (1967), was produced by their patron Andy Warhol. The band failed to attain much commercial success, even as their avant-garde dissonant moments like “The Black Angel’s Death Song” were outnumbered by sublime pop songs like “Sunday Morning.” But their influence is immeasurable, and their legacy among musicians is canonical. Musician and producer Brian Eno in 1982 quipped, “Lou Reed . . . said that the first Velvet Underground record sold 30,000 copies in the first five years. . . . I think everyone who bought one of those 30,000 copies started a band!”


Ric was one of those fans who formed a band. “I loved folk music for the lyrics and the finger picking and the Velvets for the art and the lyrics as well,” he said. He would take friends and fellow musicians to La Cave in Cleveland, a rock club that evolved out of a folk club. He caught the Velvet Underground there, and afterward he ended up at a party with Lou Reed. The two didn’t talk. At the party, Ric tried marijuana for the first time. It would remain a constant in his life.


The first band he formed was the Hampstead Incident, named after the Donovan song. The band soon changed its name to ID Nirvana, playing a “psychedelic folk sound,” as described by John Wiley, the band’s bassist and guitarist who worked alongside Ric at the telephone company. Ric was also getting into heavier psychedelic stuff and left-of-center music like Frank Zappa and Captain Beefheart. Drummer Steve Dodge was seventeen when Ric spotted an index card Dodge had put up on a music-store bulletin board looking to join a band. “We had pretty good rapport right away,” Dodge says. “I was Ric’s first drummer back when he was determined to put a band together. He’d done quite a bit of solo folk. He bought amps and was all in. He had a vision.” Ric had bloodred business cards made. They read:


ID Nirvana


Unconscious Instinctive Energy


Wiley, a Vietnam veteran from the US Marines, was on an eight-string bass. Zane Johnson played lead guitar. Dodge recalls Ric taking him and John Wiley out to see Jefferson Airplane for Wiley’s birthday. They were into the Velvet Underground, Jimi Hendrix, and some of the more flower-power stuff of the day.


The band played sporadic gigs, including a show at a fairgrounds, their set coming after Bob Seger’s, performing as the crowd thinned out. “It was a little bit depressing, but we did our thing,” Dodge says. They also played at the World Theater, which screened midnight movies. The James Gang with Joe Walsh also played the theater.


Dodge remembers how dedicated Ric was. “I just remember working on the craft of the arrangements in detail. He always had that long-term goal, and he just kind of made it an inevitability in his mind. He would go up to Cleveland to talk to a record executive about a contract. As soon as we had any kind of original songs recorded, he would go see people.” But it took Ric a great deal of effort to overcome his anxiety. “He said, ‘I get a lump in my throat many times throughout the day.’ He had doubts and fears.”


Ric insisted on playing original material when most bars and clubs wanted 100 percent cover bands. Supporting Ric’s vision was the first time Dodge felt like an artist.


Dodge knew Ric was twenty-four, and he looked to Ric as an older brother. When asked if there was some experimentation with psychedelic drugs that might have inspired or complemented the music, Dodge replied, “Well, he introduced me to a lot of things, let me put it that way. I was young and impressionable, and I led a double life. I was the all-American school-band kid in the day, but at night, I was bar-hopping with Ric and watching him. He was smooth with the ladies, I’m telling you.”


Dodge got to see Ric leading as much of a double life as he could get away with. Dodge thinks he had stopped working at the phone company around this time, while Connie, as Dodge knew her, worked at a bank. “He was a house husband, and he said, ‘Sometimes I sit around here ready to go berserk, man.’ Daytime TV on and a kid, just a rug rat, Christopher was literally bouncing on his knee.”


Ric was at odds with himself, a little lost and unpredictable. Dodge says, “We went to this big-ass music store one time, and he went up to the top floor looking for guitars and just walked out with one of the guitars, kind of to just do it. He stole a guitar.”


In 1968, Ric met Ben there in Columbus. In Ric’s recollection, Ben was working as a booking agent looking for bands to play at colleges in the central Ohio area and came with his girlfriend to see ID Nirvana at a bar. Ben recalled that both he and Ric were booking bands and decided to form a booking agency together. “He told me he could sing, came to my house and sang the Beatles’ ‘Yesterday’ in the sweetest voice I ever heard,” Ric told Magnet magazine in 2016. He was stunned, immediately recognizing that Ben was a natural musician. Little did he know then that Ben was also a team player. Even though his rock-and-roll dreams had hit a speed bump when he got drafted, Ben was essentially a lifer, willing to take on any role to fulfill his destiny as a musician. Ric intuited that he had found the perfect partner. As he would later note, Ben was the light to his dark, opposites attracting: tall, angular, brown-haired Ric versus cuddly, blond Ben, with bedroom eyes, who always appeared to be in soft focus. “Next day, he joined that band and every band I had up to and through to The Cars. He was my best friend. . . . We were practically married. He had great ears. I adored his personality and that voice of his—it was so much better than mine.”


Ric was relieved to have Ben join. Dodge explains, “[Ric] didn’t really ever intend to be the lead singer or lead guitar player. He said it’s too much pressure.” Dodge says that Ben took over as Ric’s “sidekick.” Dodge jumped ship to join a band that had label interest and steady gigs, and ID Nirvana carried on with a few other members. In late 1968 or early 1969, the band recorded demos of four songs, “Good Things,” “Wake,” “Love Like Fire,” and “Chalice,” at Musicol Studioi in Columbus, where you could get records mixed, mastered, and pressed to vinyl right after recording them.


With Ben, ID Nirvana evolved into a band called Leatherwood in 1969. They had a Laurel Canyon, Crosby, Stills, Nash, and Young vibe, pastoral hippie folk, but with the Neil Young edge. Ric and Ben started working at a clothing store in Columbus called Family Britches, which was opening an outpost in East Lansing, Michigan, so the two relocated there. By early 1970, the band had been reduced to the Ric/Ben duo that would remain the core of all their projects for the next two decades. Ric would write most—and eventually all—of their songs, but he intuited when Ben should take the lead vocal; there was usually little discussion and no tension about who should sing lead. They moved to Ann Arbor from East Lansing to open yet another Family Britches, but by spring Ben had been transferred back to East Lansing and John Wiley rejoined the band. They did regional shows, sleeping on top of their gear in a van, popping uppers to keep awake while driving. Still married to Constance, Ric met and started seeing a beautiful woman named Suzanne. She says, “I met Ric when I was living in Ann Arbor and he was living in Columbus.”


Soon, Leatherwood decided to head to New York City in search of a record deal. They piled into Ben’s car, and shortly after they made it to the big city, Ric connected with an old-school showbiz manager, Al Schwartz. Schwartz put them up in the Hotel Albert in Greenwich Village. The location—a few blocks north of Washington Square—was inspirational for artists like Ric. And so he got to writing, and his bandmates started arranging the songs. That is, until the city became too distracting. Ben recalled that he and Ric played as a duo while in the Village. “We did shows with such people as Odetta, and once, we went to a New Year’s Eve party at Lee Marvin’s place.” Schwartz found an alternative place for the band to concentrate, a ranch-style house that some friends of his owned a hundred miles upstate in Fleischmanns, New York, about twenty-eight miles from Woodstock, like the fabled Big Pink of the Band and Bob Dylan’s Basement Tapes.


Once they had worked up a few songs, Leatherwood headed to Vanguard Studios in the city to record demos of three of them. But they ran out of time and money and weren’t able to mix the tracks. They returned to Ann Arbor, where they connected with the burgeoning Michigan hard-rock circuit, opening for such acts as the Amboy Dukes (with Ted Nugent), the MC5, Alice Cooper, and the Stooges, acts that worked with impresario and progressive political force John Sinclair. Ric told the Plain Dealer, “I was writing songs, and Ben was singing a lot of them. We got along pretty well, just two guys running around with no money, trying to be in bands, trying to start bands and ending bands.”


They were partners, but Ric was the clear leader. He was determined that he would never join anyone else’s band. While his personal tastes leaned toward edgier artists, he was also in tune (and commercially minded) to the cultural zeitgeist, soaking up the hippie ethos in the patched-denim-and-patchouli milieu of the Family Britches and these college towns in the immediate wake of Woodstock. They were not pursuing the aggressive garage proto-punk of the MC5 and Stooges; Ric and Ben tended toward the introspective, quieter singer-songwriter scene. Ben had decidedly mainstream tastes, still luxuriating in the Beatles’ and Beach Boys’ melodies and harmonies. That was his wheelhouse.


Ric’s writing was still green. Whenever they tried to slip in an original or two at gigs they got under the pretense of being a cover band, his songs did not catch anyone’s ears. It didn’t help that they were a couple of longhairs gigging the more redneck regions outside the college towns. “Once we got run out of town with guns,” Ric told Jon Pareles in Rolling Stone about a gig in rural Michigan.


They were poor, and Ric was married with a kid. It got so desperate that he pawned one of Ben’s guitars. Ben retrieved it without protest; he understood. They were brothers, which is what Ben would call his close friends, and at this point, there was none closer than poor Ric. Ric had been separated from Constance for several months. They reconciled long enough to have a second son together, Adam, but Ric soon divorced Constance and in 1971 married his girlfriend, Suzanne.


Ben met and would soon marry a young woman with strawberry-blonde hair named Kristina, who was taking a break after graduating high school. She met Ric first when he worked with a friend of hers at JeansWest, a clothing shop in Rocky River. “I swore through high school I’d never get married until I was around twenty-five or twenty-six,” she says. “I was very independent. And my friend Dan, he worked there. I knew him all through high school, and we’d hang out a lot. He was a really nice guy, and Ric and Dan became friends. I went in one day to see Dan and he wasn’t there, and there’s this new guy working there, Ben.” She was not attracted to Ben at first. “And then I walked out to my car, and I had a flat tire, and I went back in and asked for the phone, and I said, ‘I have a flat tire.’ Ben said, ‘Ah, I’ll take care of it!’ Ben’s like this wonderful, capable person to take care of these things. So he went out, and he fixed it, and he was really sweet and nice, and I thanked him.”


Kris came back a few other times to hang out with Dan. One day, he wasn’t there. Ben told her he was renting an apartment in Cleveland close to Dan’s, so he offered to lead her there. Dan wasn’t home. “Ben invited me in, and we spent hours just talking and talking. And there was still nothing. I just really thought he was a nice guy. I had a lot of nice guy friends throughout my entire life. So that’s pretty much how we met. And then he was quite persistent and very sweet and nice.” Ben was five years older than Kris, a significant gap at that age.


She had once confided in Dan that she would never date a musician again after a bad experience.


He may have told Ric because Ric didn’t say anything. I didn’t even know Ric was a musician. I just thought he was one of the managers at JeansWest, and unbeknownst to me, they’d been playing for years. I was falling for this guy who I didn’t even know was a musician. And as soon as [Ben]—this is how it seemed to me, whether it was true or not—once he knew he had my heart, that’s when it was like, “Oh my god, where did this come from?” When I found out he was a musician, he sat down in his living room one evening and played a song for me. I heard what was coming out of his voice and his talents—it was pretty amazing. And then Ric came over within a couple of days, and for the first time, I heard Ric say, “Hey, I’ve got this new song. Let’s work on this.” I was ready for Ben to be working his way up in sales. And then I heard it, and I said, “That can’t be denied.”


Ric and Ben were devoted to each other. But they had not struck upon quite the right combination of other musicians or a winning formula. That would take almost another ten years of hard work, dead ends, abandoned bands, and failed relationships in the duo’s wake. “Ric kept his distance,” Kris says. “When I first met Ric in Ohio, he was friendly and very nice, but he didn’t talk a lot about much. You could tell that he was focused on other things, but that’s Ric. You could tell that he had direction, and Ben did, too. I mean, [Ben] would not stop once he focused on what was important to him. He knew that if he was going to make a career, that’s where it was going to be. He was a pure musician. Ric was more of a writer. Ben could orchestrate, arrange, and play anything. That’s why they worked so well together. And they were so tight.”


Kris says they were “very hippie. And Cuyahoga Park there is so beautiful. Ben and I would go down there and just walk and talk, and it slowly progressed. He wasn’t pushing anything. He was just taking it slowly, the closeness. We both were like a little ‘Is this working, or . . . ?’”


The two couples went on scouting visits to New York and Boston to see where they might want to relocate to try to make it in music. Ric had spent time in New York in the late sixties, crashing on people’s floors, in their cars, and in their bathtubs. A friend recalls Ric telling him that he and Ben rented a spot in a parking garage and lived in a car together for a while.


“I liked doing that, fitting in where I could. I can fold up and fit in small spaces, even though I’m tall,” Ric wrote in Lyrics and Prose. “I’d take my guitar over to Bleecker Street and play at those coffeehouses where you pass the hat. You could make ten to fifteen dollars a night and that was all you needed. Everybody was excited, trying to do things they loved. Peace and love was working for a while. But that faded away in the seventies.”


“California was out because it was too far,” Kris explains. “We were living on pennies. New York or Boston was our choice because they both let bands play original material in the clubs. Back then, it was hard to find clubs that would do that. So I went to New York, and I was totally negative. And then we came to Boston, and it just felt right.”


Ben’s father passed away in 1971, and the dutiful and ostensibly only son returned to help Betty attend to the funeral and other details. Kris Orr says, “His mom had a strong accent, teeny little woman, black babushka when going out, very religious. And whenever he was home, she would let people know Ben was there. They would call him, and he would have his old friends over. And some of these musicians, I didn’t know who they were. I just knew they were nice guys. One of ’em told me, ‘Oh, I taught Benny how to play on this guitar,’ and all this wonderful information about his history.”


While Ben attended to family matters in Cleveland, Ric and Suzanne headed off for Boston, or, more precisely, Cambridge, near “the green pastures of Harvard University,” as Ric’s hero, Dylan, once quipped.


Footnote


i None of the songs have been released.















Chapter 3


I’M IN LOVE WITH MASSACHUSETTS


“I WAS LOST IN THE MIDWEST,” RIC ADMITTED TO WRITER JAMES ISAACS IN 1977. Ric left Ohio with nothing: no traction, no money, and no band. And he left behind a wife and two children.


Ric was intrigued by the idea of Boston, and specifically Cambridge, the city across the Charles River. It was the allure of Cambridge’s past as a hub for folk music, where Joan Baez, Tom Rush, Eric Von Schmidt, Spider John Koerner, and even Dylan got a leg up. Ric still had that Martin-acoustic-wielding, solo-troubadour image in mind when he and Suzanne rolled into town in the middle of 1971. Boston “seemed like a radical city to me, very ‘left.’”


Within a day he went to the Cambridge Common, a triangular park at the western edge of Harvard Square. A band was playing outside, the Modern Lovers, led by Jonathan Richman. A couple of Harvard students, Jerry Harrison and Ernie Brooks, had taken notice of Richman busking solo on the Common. The two were engaged by Richman’s minimalist poetry set against rudimentary chord patterns, like a gentler Velvet Underground. This was no coincidence; Richman was arguably the Velvets’ biggest fan, and the Velvets had gotten more attention playing at the Tea Party—Boston’s version of the Fillmore East—than they had in New York. Richman was also into the Stooges, who had recently released their first record. The first version of the Modern Lovers was formed in 1970 as a direct inspiration by the Velvets and included Richman’s childhood friend John Felice (later of the Boston punk band the Real Kids) on guitar, bassist Rolfe Anderson, and on drums David Robinson, who six years later would join Ric and Ben in The Cars.


Felice and Anderson had left the Modern Lovers, and Richman continued busking solo. His approach was still informed by his heroes in the Velvet Underground, but he expressed concern to Harrison and Brooks about the darkness of Lou Reed’s lyrics. The three discussed poetry, and Harrison and Brooks understood that Richman was a freshly unique artist, so they re-formed the band with him. Felice was still popping in and out, and Robinson was back in the fold. “We went and rehearsed in David Robinson’s basement,” Brooks said. “He lived with his parents in Woburn, Massachusetts, and his mom made us food, like tuna fish sandwiches or something to eat after we’d play.”


Ric recalled, “Being such a Velvet Underground freak, as soon as I saw the Modern Lovers playing in Cambridge, I thought, ‘Man, this is the place I wanna live.’ And I did meet Jonathan after a while. In fact, I used to meet him in little breakfast places in Cambridge, but I didn’t meet David until years later.”


Ric was inspired by the city and was struck by how much music was going on and the support from college and commercial FM radio stations for local bands. However, he was arriving at an ebb in the Boston music scene. The overhyped psychedelic-era MGM Records marketing gimmick of the nonexistent “Bosstown Sound” had not only flopped but also soured A&R (artists and repertoire) reps on the city generally. The Club 47 that he had heard about and wanted to see—the coffeehouse where Joan Baez played her first set at age seventeen and Bob Dylan played support slots but never headlined—had shuttered in 1968. The folk scene had been overshadowed by Greenwich Village, some strands of which led to the singer-songwriters of Laurel Canyon. Boston was not yet pumping out much new or exciting.


But things were bubbling under. The J. Geils Band released their debut in 1970 and put Boston back on the map as a serious music town. The band was fronted by Peter Wolf, who had come to Boston from his native New York City to study painting at the Boston Museum School of Fine Arts. While a student, he roomed with David Lynch years before he became famous as a film director. A deep music fan and record collector, Wolf started singing with a raw garage-blues band called the Hallucinations in 1965. Wolf’s unabashed attack brought to mind Seattle’s pummeling Sonics and returned some badly needed ass-shaking to the introspective postfolk and postpsychedelic rock scene. Rock and roll needed to get funky again, and Wolf was a significant catalyst to the relatively moribund Boston scene.


In March 1968, Wolf became the second deejay to take to the air on WBCN, a pioneering FM station that soon became one of the most important in the country. Over that spring and summer, Wolf took on the nom de guerre “Woofa Goofa,” spinning an eclectic mix of blues, rock and roll, jazz, R&B, and folk, presented in the jive-talking, streetwise-hipster persona he adopted for his overnight shift. “There was an immense freedom,” Wolf told writer and fellow WBCN deejay Carter Alan. “You were defined by your personality and your music tastes. That was very intoxicating and exhilarating for everyone involved because you realized you were part of something incredibly new.” Along with his cohost, Charles Daniels, nicknamed “the Master Blaster,” and a small cast of characters like Fred “Freddie Blue” Lewis, Wolf’s show reached the hungry ears of like-minded music aficionados, including Van Morrison.


Having taken residence in Cambridge for the year, Van Morrison was in the early stages of working out the material for his solo (heady and introspective, but also funky) masterpiece Astral Weeks with some area musicians. He would call and even send in requests to Wolf on postcards for the jockey to spin obscure blues records. One day, while the Hallucinations were rehearsing at the Tea Party, Wolf noticed a short, stout guy with a clipped Belfast accent talking to someone to try to get a gig. He recognized him as the lead singer of Them, and he soon made the connection that this was the guy who had been making requests on Wolf’s radio show. They became fast friends. Morrison hung out in the radio studio with Wolf, and Wolf witnessed the gigs where Morrison debuted some of the Astral Weeks songs at the Catacombs, a club under what is now Steve’s Pizza on Boylston Street, where Boston’s Back Bay fades into the Fenway.


In 1968, Wolf and drummer Stephen Jo Bladd joined forces with guitarist John “Jay” Geils, bassist Danny Klein, and harmonica player Richard “Magic Dick” Salwitz to form the J. Geils Band. Very soon they added Seth Justman on keyboards. This was a good-time rock-and-soul band, heavy on lesser-known R&B covers, ready to kick down ballroom doors across the country. And they caught on like the boogie-woogie flu in Boston, releasing their acclaimed debut on Atlantic in 1970, the same year Aerosmith formed. J. Geils didn’t have a big hit until their third album, Bloodshot, went gold (sales of more than five hundred thousand) in 1973. Aerosmith signed to Columbia in 1972 and released their debut. But like J. Geils, it would take a few records for Aerosmith to hit it big, though both bands were pulling in sizable audiences at their live shows.


If Ric was taking notice of these two big Boston rock bands, it was not yet evident in his own music. Neither was the post–Velvet Underground, prepunk influence of the Modern Lovers. Instead, he was still writing mostly acoustic-based introspective songs influenced by his love of folk, including stuff coming from England, like the Fairport Convention and Nick Drake. “Well, it wasn’t really folk, but it was at least acoustic,” he explained to Lisa Karlin about his early Boston music endeavors. “I had an acoustic guitar when I came to Boston, and that’s the only one I had, and I found out that I could work around Cambridge and things like that relatively easily, so that’s why I did it. I just ran around, and I just wanted to keep playing basically, and I didn’t know any musicians here, in fact, so I decided that until I met some, I would do that.”


He answered a classified ad placed in the local alternative weekly newspaper Boston After Dark (which became the Boston Phoenix in 1972), placed by guitarist Jim Goodkind—who had recently arrived in Boston from Chicago—looking for a singer and rhythm guitarist for a cover band he was forming with his brother. Goodkind was not impressed with Ocasek’s singing voice. But Ric didn’t want to sing covers anyway; he wanted to play his own songs, and he played a few for Goodkind.


Goodkind recalls:


I wanted to do original music, but I didn’t know what it would be like, what it would sound like, or who I would partner with, and just assumed that I’d be doing cover stuff for a while and trying to make a living doing that. Ric came in and kind of looked the part, but not really a lead singer for a cover band—different, too stylized. After this audition, he had an acoustic guitar, and he asked me if I wanted to hear any of his stuff. And I said, “Sure.” And we sat down, and he played me a couple of things. He played me “Dream Trader.” That was the one that really struck a chord for me. I recognized that he had a real understanding of how to construct a song. I had never really been around someone who had that understanding of melody and hook and how to kind of create meaning with words, but you didn’t know what the meaning really was. And I am embarrassed to say I dumped my brother and the bass player I had hitched to Boston with from college, and Ric and I went out on our own.


The two guitarists worked intensely together for a month or so, becoming best friends. They didn’t know much of each other’s pasts, but Ric, in particular, was an enigma. Constance filed for divorce after seven years, citing “Gross Neglect/Extreme Cruelty.” The divorce decree was issued on March 25, 1971. Part of moving to Boston was leaving the past in the rearview mirror of his Volkswagen. He was having what he later described as a nervous breakdown. He felt like the world was closing in on him.


Goodkind knew next to nothing about the family that Ric left behind in Ohio. “It was almost like he would shut one door and open another, and the door that he shut behind him just kind of stayed shut,” Goodkind summarizes. “I knew that there was a Baltimore part of his past. I knew that ‘Dream Trader’ kind of related to some of that.”


“Dream Trader” might be Ric’s most soul-baring lyric. Rarely again would he be so baldly personal. Against a minor-key vibe reminiscent of Crosby, Stills, and Nash’s “Wooden Ships,” the song describes a “man from Maryland” (pronounced “Mary Land”) who had forgotten how to feel, drinks too much wine, and gets lost in a dream, trading in reality. In the song, the man dreams of a sailing ship to escape, not driving a car from Cleveland to Boston to start fresh. Still, it’s hard not to read into it.


“I knew that he had grown up kind of lonely,” Goodkind continues. “When I think about it, it’s kind of interesting that I considered him my best friend and knew so little about him, but at that time, I was pretty single-minded as well and found a kindred spirit.”


Suzanne got a job at a regional distribution and promotion branch for WEA (the umbrella company of the Warner Bros., Elektra, and Atlantic record labels) in nearby Medford. Ric (still known as Rick Otcasek) got another retail job at the Camel’s Hump, a clothing shop. Ric and Ben did not work at their day jobs for very long. They soon dedicated themselves to being full-time musicians, which was essentially taking a vow of poverty for the time being. Ric would also pop into lectures at Harvard occasionally.


Ric came across as calm, soft-spoken, and self-contained in his demeanor, but he was chain-smoking, always nibbling down his fingernails to the nubs, and his diet consisted in great part of jelly beans. Suzanne would cook him bland food at their apartment at 9 Spring Street in Somerville (just over the Cambridge line). Goodkind recalls spaghetti and ketchup being a menu favorite. One friend surmised he had a weak constitution, if not a digestive disorder. “Suzie was beautiful,” Goodkind says, the only person interviewed who called her by that nickname. “Extremely accommodating and nice sense of humor. I could tell she was very in love with Ric and very supportive of everything that he did, both emotionally and fiscally. We’d be rehearsing, and she would make dinner.”


When I mention to Goodkind that Van Morrison had been working on Astral Weeks in Cambridge a few years before, he recalls that, yes, they listened to Morrison, and they were at least aware of the initial success of the J. Geils Band and Aerosmith. A partial list of some other things Ric was listening to from 1971 to 1973 includes Leonard Cohen, James Taylor, Mickey Newbury, Danny O’Keefe, Tom Rush, Jackson Browne, Tim Hardin, Todd Rundgren, and bands like Eagles, Love, David Bowie’s Spiders from Mars, Crazy Horse, Moby Grape, Incredible String Band, Batdorf & Rodney, Seals & Crofts, and Roxy Music. He was still listening to Bob Dylan and the Velvet Underground, but he was attracted to strong melodies and, at the time, a gentle touch. “We went to see Linda Ronstadt,” Goodkind remembers. “America opened. We also went to see Harry Chapin showcase his early stuff. Ric liked him more than I did,” he laughs. “I remember a time that Ric and I were in Harvard Square, and Garth Hudson [of the Band] came walking out of the Coop [Harvard’s book/department store], and I said to Ric, I said, ‘That’s Garth Hudson.’ Ric goes, ‘Who?’ And I said, ‘He’s the organ player for the Band.’ Ric goes, ‘Oh.’ And he walks over to him, and he goes, ‘Hey, are you Garth Hudson?’ And Garth goes, ‘Yeah,’ and Ric goes, ‘Far out.’ That was it. That was the whole thing.”


They toiled in earnest on Ric’s songs. “We were working on a sort of highly structured, harmony-based folk music,” Goodkind explains. Ric’s imagination began to stretch beyond two-part harmonies and itched to have his old partner Ben singing with him, so he called him and encouraged Ben to come out finally. After all, they had decided to relocate together. “Ric called me and said, ‘You gotta come to Boston. It’s a great town,’” Ben told the Plain Dealer in 1985. “I said OK, and I left. It doesn’t take a great deal of energy for me to leave one place and go to another.”


Ben recalled arriving in Boston, coming over one of the east–west highways that lead into the city. Speaking to the Beat magazine in 1987, he said, “When I showed up, I came in at about three in the morning and drove right over a Rt. 2 hill in Cambridge, and it just looked so stunning, and I said to myself, ‘This is the place I have to live.’ I liked the city so much. And the next night after I got here, we played out. So that about clinched it. And the people in town were mostly young people, and it was a great place for a musician to be.”















Chapter 4


MILKWOOD


BEN ARRIVED IN BOSTON AND ROOMED WITH JIM GOODKIND. HE TOOK UP the bass to complement Jim and Ric on guitars, and the trio started gigging under the name Milkwood, inspired by the play Under Milk Wood by Dylan Thomas. “We played everywhere we could within a thirty-mile radius,” Goodkind explains. “We went as far as Newburyport.” There was even a trip back to Cleveland, where Ben’s old friends were mildly surprised to see him playing bass.


“Ben wasn’t like a super-deep guy,” Goodkind explains. “Ben was Ben. It’s like what you saw was what you got. Ric was the mystery guy. Ben was just right there, right out front. We were friends, but I mean, it was Ric’s deal. He was the one that had my attention and Ben’s attention, and pretty much everybody else’s, other than some of the women who Ben had a certain magnetic hold on. But Ric did, too. Ric was the charismatic character. But Ben was the Paul McCartney of the band. He had the voice, he had the look and the persona. And Ric was sort of the hard-to-reach enigma.”


And though Ben was in a relationship with Kris, she had yet to move from Ohio, and he was a ladies’ man. “It didn’t stop Ben from being Ben,” Goodkind says. Over the course of two or three months, Kris would come to Boston on weekends, and sometimes Ben went back to visit her in Cleveland. Ben would return to Ohio to marry Kris in August 1972. Ric was Ben’s best man, and Kris and Suzanne began to get to know each other slowly over time, forming a close friendship that continues today. Ben brought Kris back to Boston, and, like Ric and Suzanne, they also lived on Spring Street in Somerville. Kris recalls those days fondly. “When Suzanne and Ric and Ben and I would get together, we would laugh so much. I mean, just so many corny things.”


Suzanne, too, remembers it with warm nostalgia. She says, “The early years were never a struggle but rather a happy, creative time when Ric’s writing and his music were evolving as he was edging closer to his dream, and we were starting our family. It was a joyride in many ways.”


Ben worked at the Camel’s Hump clothing store with Ric. “I remember him bringing lots of clothes for me for Christmas from there,” Kris says. “We couldn’t have really afforded anything. We were bare-bones on cash, but it stimulated your creativity. When you have nothing, you really have to be creative. It was a fun time, and there’s no comparison to young love and adventure.” Kris was twenty. Suzanne told her about an opening for a receptionist at the WEA offices. “I did get the job, and I learned a lot about the business. Suzanne got pregnant, and she left shortly after a year. And I stayed until 1977 or ’78.”


Boston was a supportive town for the new arrivals. David Bieber, another Cleveland transplant, had moved to Boston in 1968 to get his master’s at Boston University. He embarked on an illustrious career in the music business, starting in journalism before moving on to record and radio marketing, with long stints at WBCN and, later, WFNX. He got to know Ben and Ric in these early days in Boston, remembering Benny Eleven Letters from the Grasshopper days.


“There was a sense of community in Boston,” Bieber explains.


Kris and Suzanne were working at the WEA offices in Medford. We became friendly and socialized. And I describe that whole era as kind of the equivalent of that Beatles song, “I am you and you are me, and we are all together.” The people who were involved with the alternative media were of a certain age in their twenties. The people who were promoting music were of a certain age in their twenties, as were the people who were making the music. It was like the coalescence of a generation was happening in all phases of pop culture and media. We worked together; we socialized together. We enjoyed each other’s company.


“Yet it was very evident” how broke Ben and Ric were. “My friend Pamela invited Ben and Kris to dinner, and I can still remember distinctively how excited Ben was because Pamela was just a wonderful cook. And she went out of her way for this meal, probably got something like a filet mignon or something, and Ben was in awe of the steak. He said, ‘We can’t afford that kind of meal.’”


With the songs collected and road-tested, Milkwood turned their attention to recording them. Ric had stayed in touch with Al Schwartz, the manager in New York, who offered to help them get a recording contract. Schwartz was about forty at the time. “I recognized Al for what he was,” says Jim Goodkind. “Al was someone who I think was looking to do something quick, as opposed to necessarily do something well.” In other words, Schwartz was not interested in the long-term development of an artist. “I never knew anything about Al beyond: he had some contacts, he had some friends in the business and introduced us to some people, and had obviously had some experience with some of the executives in the record business. But I didn’t know anything about his past. He was a New York Jewish cowboy: western boots, a cowboy hat, and dark skinny cigarettes, that sort of thing.”


Schwartz brought them to New York a few times to meet with and audition for record labels. At the offices of Polydor, they got to meet James Brown briefly. They also auditioned for Paramount. Not to be confused with the old blues record company, this was a label created in 1969 by the conglomerate Gulf & Western, which had recently taken over Paramount Pictures.i


“We were offered this deal,” Goodkind said. “Al was saying we should do this thing. And I said, ‘Shouldn’t we probably get a lawyer to look at this contract and see what’s up?’ And Al said, ‘Well, we can use their lawyer.’ And I was like, ‘But that doesn’t seem right to me.’ And those three guys, Ric and Ben and Al, were like, ‘Don’t worry about it. It’s fine.’ And I was like, ‘I’m not going to do this without our own attorney.’ And Ric and Ben said, well, ‘Then I guess you’re not going to be in the group.’ So I said, ‘Okay, I’ll do it.’ And we did it.”


Perhaps not surprisingly for those who know how such stories go, that meant Ric signed away his publishing rights and ownership of the copyrights of the compositions, not just those on the album but anything else he wrote while under contract for years. He would learn his lesson, but he was in his late twenties, ambitious, and maybe even desperate.


They went to Aengus Studios, built into a barn in Fayville, Massachusetts, a section of Southborough, a rural town about thirty miles outside Boston. Aengus became known for custom-made recording/mixing consoles. Andy Pratt, one of the studio’s investors, was there at the same time, recording his self-titled second album, which contained the hit “Avenging Annie.”


Milkwood entered the studio prepared. The style of the songs Milkwood recorded is par for the era’s zeitgeist. The harmonies and musical performances are solid, including Ric’s fingerpicking. But he was nervous and awkward in the studio, which comes through in his pallid lead vocals. A more committed vocalist might have been able to sell the unremarkable songwriting, and a more experienced producer than Al Schwartz would have known how to coax more confident vocal takes out of a singer like Ric. But he sang in a wispy style, not projecting from his diaphragm.


“They put us in with a relatively new engineer, this guy Nick Koumoutseas. Nice guy. And Al was the producer,” Goodkind explains. “So we had a relatively new engineer, and we had a producer that didn’t really have ears. I mean, he might’ve had ears for talent up to a point. He did recognize Ric as being worthy of investment, but ears in the studio, not so much.”


With his eyes on the clock, Schwartz wanted to move the project along. But the budget, which Goodkind recalls being around $25,000, was a relatively generous figure for a first album at the time. The musicians immediately bought new guitars with the advance, but they still had plenty of money to pay for a reasonable amount of studio time. The main problem was that Ric more or less froze up when the red light came on. “It was almost like it was too revealing,” Goodkind explains. Given the confessional nature of the songwriting, Ric seemed unable to get the words out. It got to the point where there was talk of having Ben and Jim split up the vocals. “Ric was like, ‘No way.’”


When Ben does step up for the lead vocal on his own composition, “Lincoln Park,” we hear someone who can sing confidently. “Ben had to tone himself back to blend with us,” Goodkind says. “Ric had the softest voice in the group. Ben had the biggest voice in the group, and I was somewhere in the middle. Ric’s voice was unique. I always found it mesmerizing. I think the best song on that record is the song ‘Winter Song,’ which is really soft. It’s the last song on the album, and it’s short. It’s like the last song on a Beatles album where it’s just like a coda, and it sounds exactly the way we sounded in his apartment.”


Ben was into Emerson, Lake, and Palmer; the band Yes; and other progressive rock. He was writing around this time, but he lacked confidence and follow-through. “He was a little apprehensive about showing any of his work,” Kris says. “He would write short little things, and then he wouldn’t finish them. But when you read them, it was like, ‘Oh, he should keep going.’ But Ben recognized that Ric was more advanced and focused. Ric wasn’t very interested in cowriting with anyone,” Kris says. “He also had a lot more business sense, so he knew finance more than Ben.”


Ben did love the process of arranging and recording as they fleshed out the songs. While in the studio, the band colored the arrangements with other instrumentation, including Bob Henderson on drums, Jeff Lass on keyboards, David Humphries on congas, and John Payne, who had played on Van Morrison’s Astral Weeks, on sax. Joining Payne on horns and credited with arranging them was Greg Hawkes, who was a friend of Nick Koumoutseas and lived down the road from the studio with his band Waves in a cheaply rented house. “Greg came in and kind of blew us away,” Goodkind says. “I mean, he came in and did his thing and then left. He was a nice, shy, unassuming, skinny little guy.”


Hawkes’s musical partner, Fuzzbee Morse, recalls, “I remember Greg coming home from the Milkwood sessions, and he thought the song he played on was cool, which was ‘Timetrain Wonderwheel,’ but he heard the other stuff, and he was like, ‘It’s kind of like folk music. I’m not sure what these guys are going for. But that one track was cool.’”


Goodkind explains that he, Ben, and Ric were generally happy with the results after recording. “And then Al said, ‘Okay, leave it to me.’ And the next time we heard it was after he had mixed everything.” It was already mixed and mastered. “We looked at each other, and we’re like, what the hell? I mean, it sounds like we’re underwater.” There was a conflict with Schwartz. “He thought we were overreacting. He thought it sounded really good. We started thinking about, ‘Well, shit, did it really sound like this all the time?’ We were listening on speakers in the studio. Maybe that can be misleading. Maybe they can fool you, which is true to some extent. You can get wowed by volume in the studio, but it wasn’t that. Andy Pratt’s record was really well produced, so the equipment wasn’t the problem for us.”


When the album was released, it barely made a ripple. Milkwood continued to perform and got a few gigs as a result of the album, including opening up for Orleans locally and playing at Hilly’s in Greenwich Village, which Hilly Kristal owned before he opened CBGB on the Bowery in 1973. A review of that show appeared in Record World. “Milkwood, a Paramount Records act, is a refreshingly sunny trio, bringing a blend of skilled acoustic guitar work and fine three-part harmonies to the intimate and comfortable surroundings of Hilly’s,” wrote Phil Gelormine. “Group consists of Richard Otcasek and Jim Goodkind on the guitars and Ben Orzechowski on bass. . . . The inclusion of other material, like Dylan’s ‘I Shall Be Released,’ was a good idea but the act still needs more variety in the pacing of numbers to ensure maximum audience interest.”


Goodkind recalls, “We went to Philadelphia and opened for Ramblin’ Jack Elliot. We got a gig opening for Jackson Browne. We got a gig opening for John Prine at Passim [in Cambridge], and those came through the Paramount connection. Ric had asked John if he had a song that we could record, and John gave us this song, ‘Blue Umbrella,’ which had not been recorded yet. We never recorded it.”


The wind was quickly gone from the band’s sails. All that excitement over getting a record deal dissipated in a mist of lost opportunity. The relationships between the three members started to strain. “I think Ben depended on Ric a lot more than Ric depended on Ben,” Goodkind observes. “And that sometimes rubbed Ben raw, but that’s going to happen with relationships over a period of time. There was this initial disappointment, and a group depression kind of fed that. And the fact that the album entered the charts at number 500 with an anchor and was in the bargain bins faster than you can count, that was a bummer for all of us. There was all that buildup. And then there’s that letdown, and the letdown was as big as the buildup, if not bigger.”


Goodkind started to consider other options. Schwartz was managing and producing another artist at the studio around the same time, Niki Aukema, who had brought up her keyboard player, Roy Bittan, from New York. Bittan later joined Bruce Springsteen’s E Street Band. Goodkind says, “I was being pursued by Niki, and to some extent by Al, to work with Niki, and that they were feeling excited, the way we had been feeling when we were in the studio, and we were feeling like shit. And one day I was in the car with Ric and I had pretty much decided that I was going to go and play with Niki, and I mentioned it to him, and I just told him that I was thinking about playing some gigs with Niki, and he blew up. I mean, I had never seen him like that.” Goodkind was not quitting Milkwood, just playing some other gigs on a short tour. “He didn’t say anything for a minute. And then he just exploded. And I mean, I wanted to be out of that car—a VW, close quarters. And he just got really pissed. I don’t remember what he said, but it was like, ‘That’s it.’ And I was agreeing with him, basically. ‘I think that’s it.’ And then I don’t remember ever talking to Ben about it after it was done.”


Ric went solo for a while, playing some gigs without Ben. But he preferred to have someone else backing him, so eventually, after the initial blowup, he started reaching out to Jim for three or four shows. “Ric would call me occasionally when he was going through—I mean, they were on welfare,” Goodkind says. “He and Suzie, they had a new baby.” Their first son, Eron, was born in 1973. “He lost his hair.” Goodkind thought that Ric suffered from alopecia exacerbated by severe stress, something that would continue throughout his life. But Ric was determined and single-minded about making a career as a songwriter. “He never thought that it would be anything other than that,” Goodkind says, explaining that Ric had no plan B. “I feel like if you have another option with music, you’ll take it because [music is] an unforgiving path.”


One of the silver linings of the whole Milkwood endeavor, perhaps the only silver lining, was that Ric and Ben met Greg Hawkes.


Footnote


i Ringling Bros. and Barnum & Bailey, the circus brand, was an affiliate of Paramount. Ringling appears to have been a music publishing company. It is listed as the publisher of Ric’s songs on the cover of How’s the Weather, the album they made. A promo photo of the band lists Feld Brothers Management Corporation as the band’s management. Irving Feld bought the Ringling Bros. and Barnum & Bailey Circus in 1967.















Chapter 5


GREG AND RICHARD AND THE RABBITS


IT WAS AN UNSEASONABLY WARM EARLY SPRING DAY IN 2023 WHEN GREG Hawkes and I met our mutual friend Ed Valauskas for lunch at Stoked Pizza in the shadows of Harvard Law School in Cambridge. Greg and I were early. We had briefly met before, but it was backstage at a chaotic benefit show where dozens of people milled about, so I did not expect he would remember me, and his polite and gentle manner would not give me much clue if he did or did not.


We walked into the restaurant together. “I’d like a drink,” he announced cheerfully. He pointed out a Cars concert poster behind the bar. The restaurant is owned by a couple of rock and rollers, one of whom is Scott Riebling, who played bass for the band Letters to Cleo and recorded a track featuring Greg in 1997.


Greg ordered some exotic tiki cocktail, elaborately presented in an oversize porcelain skull mug, that arrived steaming and bubbling, with a flashing blue light emanating from inside. With his long white hair pulled into a ponytail, he smiled like a kid looking down at a huge ice-cream sundae. I was just tickled to see a seventy-year-old guy in a cannabis-dispensary sweatshirt excited to dip into a cocktail in the middle of a weekday. “Damn,” I thought. “I should have gotten one of those.” But I had to get back to work after lunch, while this retired elder statesman was clearly in a good place in his life, decades after his band sold many millions of records.


Born in 1952, Hawkes grew up in Fulton, Maryland, the only musical one in his family. His parents were both from the Midwest and met in Washington, DC. His father, Lester, was in the navy during World War II. “He got into naval intelligence,” Greg says. “When the war ended, he sort of moved from navy intelligence and started working for NSA, the National Security Agency. My mother [Pauline, “Polly” Hawkes, née Morrison] was also in the navy during World War II. And eventually, for part of it, was working in that group; there was a book called Code Girls. I don’t know that she was doing any of the decoding work, but more secretarial work in that department. And I think that’s sort of how she ended up meeting my dad.” Greg has an older brother who is a crypto-mathematician.


Greg started his musical education on a harmonica his parents gave him as a young child, teaching himself to play “Oh! Susanna” and “Home on the Range.” But it was piano lessons early on that formed his musical foundation. In fifth grade, he began clarinet lessons at the Peabody Conservatory in Baltimore. Then he heard the Beatles on the radio, “I Want to Hold Your Hand,” and “that was it,” he says. “It was like the light bulb going off over my head. Wow!” Like countless musicians of his generation, Greg saw the Beatles soon thereafter on The Ed Sullivan Show and immediately took up the guitar.


“I had been taking piano lessons, and, frankly, I was getting bored with it and wanted to give it up. So my dad came back from work one day and said, ‘Well, I’ve got tickets to go see the Beatles! But if you want to go, you’ve got to sign up for another year of piano lessons.” Young Greg recognized a good deal when he saw it. “September ’64. Yeah, it was total Beatlemania. It was a matinee show. They did two shows that day. And I’ve even tracked down the set list online. Baltimore Civic Center, we were on the floor. When the Beatles came on, it was like screaming. We all stood on our chairs. They did ‘Roll over Beethoven,’ ‘All My Loving,’ ‘Things We Said Today,’ ‘Hard Day’s Night,’ which was brand-new. It was like a half-hour set, ten or eleven songs, on and off, no encore.” Greg also saw the Rolling Stones in 1965 and idolized Brian Jones, whom he thought resembled him closely enough for Greg to try to cultivate Jones’s look. He got a Montgomery Ward (department store) Airline guitar and started playing with a band, covering the bass parts, as the band had no bass player.


After graduating high school in the summer of 1970, Greg arrived in Boston to attend Berklee College of Music, where he stayed for two years before dropping out. “I just felt like I was done with the school experience,” he says, explaining he was put off by the rigid pedagogy and low expectations set at Berklee at the time. “I had this one class; it was a composition class, and the guy who was teaching it was this guy, Tony Teixeira. And his claim to fame was that he had written the Doublemint gum commercial. [Sings] Double your pleasure. I used to hate those ads when I was a kid, and I never liked the music. And I was going, ‘This guy’s teaching me how to write music? I don’t think so.’ It seemed that their career goal was to get you a job on the Tonight Show band. And that was the epitome.”


But Greg saw and heard a lot of great jazz while at Berklee, including John McLaughlin and the Mahavishnu Orchestra. He also attended some Miles Davis shows, including one with Wayne Shorter, Herbie Hancock, and Tony Williams in Davis’s band.


It seems that most stories of rock-and-roll musicians attending Berklee end with dropping out. But it was a great place to meet other like-minded musicians. Greg met sixteen-year-old Fuzzbee Morse almost instantly. Morse says, “We’ve been pals ever since.” The two of them bonded over their appreciation of Frank Zappa’s music. The first show Greg attended when he arrived in town was Frank Zappa and the Mothers of Invention at the Boston Tea Party. “I loved the Mothers [of Invention] and Zappa,” Greg says. “Especially the Hot Rats, Burnt Weeny Sandwich, Lumpy Gravy, Uncle Meat era. Hot Rats, I think, was my favorite.” Morse had been an acolyte of Zappa since childhood, meeting the composer at the age of thirteen.


Greg, Morse, and Ron Riddle formed the band Waves. Morse says, “A couple of other people would go in and out, but we did mostly instrumental music and mostly quite elaborate stuff for the time, and all three of us were writers. We were writing some pretty bold stuff.” It was their friendship with engineer Nick Koumoutseas and the promise of free studio time at Aengus, along with the low rent, that brought them to live in Southborough. Ron Riddle says, “We were just clueless musicians, really, as far as business goes. I think we were under the impression that if we just get good enough, it’ll all happen, which is totally a myth, of course.”


By the end of 1973, Ric was completely done with the introspective folk direction and was looking to form his next band, again including Ben. The connection with Greg led to his band Waves joining forces with Ric and Ben to form a new band. Ric wanted to move well beyond Milkwood. Morse says, “For years, if someone would come up to Ric with, ‘Hey, I have the Milkwood album,’ he would be like, [blocking his face with his arms like a vampire confronted with a cross] ‘Ah!’”


Ric told his pal Jonathan Richman that he was forming a rock-and-roll band. “Then you have to call it Richard and the Rabbits,” Richman declared, and so it was. “Jonathan was a fan,” Morse continues. “He used to come around. He and Ric had a quirky friendship. They just both liked the way the other one thought.” Ben didn’t love the suggestion. For one thing, it thrust Ric’s name up front while relegating the others to being Rabbits.


Richard and the Rabbits began organically. If Ric had any concept in mind, it was simply knowing what he did not want to do: the acoustic-based singer-songwriter stuff. “He’d heard us plenty and knew that we were into these more outside musical areas but also loved to rock,” Morse explains. “Whatever situation Ric was in, he’d write for who was there. He very clearly wrote—once he was in The Cars—for both the strengths and limitations. He wasn’t going to write, say, a funk drum part for David Robinson; not his thing, but he would use whatever was there. So he had—between Greg and me, we play tons of instruments—so we had woodwind parts and mallet percussion and whatever, as well as regular guitars, bass, and drums.” Greg also started playing keyboards in the band, using a Clavinet and a Sound City electric piano.


“Ric would come in with songs that were really fully formed, but he would sort of open the floor up to ’em,” Morse explains. “Everything sort of came together very quickly. Everyone understood each other very quickly, and especially when it was Ron, Greg, and me; we already had spent a couple of years playing together, so we had our own shorthand. Ric and Ben had their own shorthand, and it was really pretty easy. But I don’t remember him ever coming in going, ‘I got this thing, I don’t know what to do with it.’ He always had a pretty good angle on it.”


Morse got to know Ric pretty well, but his past was a mystery to Greg and Fuzzbee. Greg says, “It wasn’t until we [The Cars] were playing Portland or Seattle on the Candy-O tour [1979] that I remember being in the elevator with Ric at the hotel before going to sound check or whatever, and he goes, ‘Well, my son’s coming to the show tonight.’ And I’m going, ‘Wow, how’s that going to work?’ Because Eron would have been . . .” Eron would have been six. It was actually Christopher, who would have been around fifteen. “Then he was like, ‘Yeah, well, it’s my son from my previous marriage,’ and I didn’t know. He didn’t tell anybody that. I’m sure Ben knew. I mean, I assumed Ben knew, but I didn’t. And then it was a few years later that I realized he had had two kids from that marriage. He didn’t say, ‘By the way, I had two.’ He was really private like that.”


Richard and the Rabbits started playing a regular gig at the Poor Farm, a bar in Hudson, an old mill town a couple of towns away from Southborough that provided them a friendly home base filled with locals who were open to hearing new music. “Of course, when we did go off into more obscure material, there’d always be someone going, ‘J. Geils! J. Geils!’ who was popular at the same time,” Morse says. “That was like their ‘Freebird!’” One of the bands they shared a bill with there was Mother’s Milk, featuring guitarist Tom Scholz, the future mastermind of the band Boston.


The band would play downstairs in the bar, and there was a studio upstairs where they recorded. “Ric was always very prolific, so he had a bunch of songs,” says Morse. The onerous contract Milkwood signed with Paramount tied up Ric’s publishing for a few more years. “So Ric decided he was not releasing anything until that contract was up,” Kris Orr explains. “Nothing belonged to Paramount after a certain point. So all this music was being stored up, and then he could start recording new material once the contract was over.”


Morse says Ric and Ben seemed rejuvenated in this new band. “I think they had a huge kick out of it coming from this pretty sleepy folky-sounding thing, which really wasn’t where their hearts were, especially Ben. I mean, Ben was a rock and roller at heart completely, and we were more like young, hairy rock and rollers. I mean, sort of progressive, whatever, but still definitely all rockers at heart. So it worked right away.”


Morse still has the cassettes from the band’s sessions. Around the time of our interview, he was going through some of those recordings from 1973–1974 and shared some digital conversions of many songs. One was “Beantown,” a song Morse cowrote with Ric. It begins with an elaborate sort of overture, no doubt a result of the prog-rock leanings of Waves, while Ric spools off an illuminating but lighthearted autobiographical lyric. Morse recites it during our interview:


Maxanne has got a way with her mouth


The Modern Lovers did a gig down south


Me, I’m moving around from house to house trying to get on the radio


Guess I still got a way to go, oh.


MAXANNE IS MAXANNE SARTORI, A DEEJAY ON WBCN WHO BROKE AEROSMITH by playing them early and often and would do the same for The Cars a few years later. The song’s title is a dead giveaway that the singer is not a native Bostonian, as no one from eastern Massachusetts would refer to the city by that nickname (just as no self-respecting San Franciscan would refer to their city as “Frisco”).


As Morse notes about that recording, “Ric’s singing full out, full voice, and it’s not that Buddy Holly thing he started doing with The Cars, but it’s his real voice, and he’s really singing, Ben too, on that stuff. They’re both singing out. I think they felt vocally liberated.” The liberation is clear in Ric’s more aggressive approach on the recordings. Morse describes “Beantown” as a good representation of the band. “The body of the song actually reminds me a little of Al Stewart’s ‘Year of the Cat.’ It sounds like Al Stewart meets Hot Rats and the Mahavishnu Orchestra, which doesn’t really sound like anything.” He says he hears Ric, the person, not Ric, the cool, detached character who came later; “not Ric, the Car,” while emphasizing that he also loved Ric, the Car.


The progress from Milkwood to these recordings—which were mostly recorded live-to-four-track (the band playing and singing live without overdubbing)—is remarkable. “Beantown” has some elements of Steely Dan, with some of Bruce Springsteen’s street-character lyrics, maybe with a touch of Roxy Music’s art rock. Ric was a fan of all those artists. One of the only covers they did was Springsteen’s “Spirit in the Night.” On a longer version of “Beantown,” with an extended introduction, the lead guitars (mixed super hot in the mix) are in harmony (“guitarmony,” as guitarists call it, tongue-in-cheek). It’s kind of like the Allman Brothers playing a Frank Zappa composition or Zappa doing a version of “In Memory of Elizabeth Reed.”


“When we got together, Ric and Ben’s music was so different at that point,” says Ron Riddle. “It was a lot of stuff that was kind of hokey. What we added was fucking crazy. So it became something else entirely, which was extremely fun and pretty commercial, but we couldn’t get arrested.”


On some of the recordings (there’s an album’s worth), the music gets fairly elaborate, with unusual time signatures and other twists, but remains grounded in pop music. Morse says, “Ben kept up with it playing bass. He plays simply, but he just nails it. And Ric was playing rhythm. Sometimes when we were doing those kinds of [complicated] sections, Ric would get this goofy grin on his face because it’s kind of like, ‘What am I supposed to do?’ But I’d kind of show him, ‘Try this,’ and he always learned his parts.”


Mixes of the songs “Twilight Superman” and “Harlequin” can be heard online. The former is kind of like Lou Reed’s “Sweet Jane” with a country twang. I listened to a cleaned-up version of “Harlequin” with the playback speed corrected (it’s faster than the one on YouTube). It’s also got some early Springsteen vibes, with a little touch of what would later be referred to as yacht rock, soft and smooth in approach, a lot of backing vocals, meticulously arranged, and a vaguely romantic lyric.


On “Harlequin,” Ric is already doing his version of Bob Dylan/Lou Reed–like talk-singing on a few lines. Unlike Milkwood, you can hear The Cars in there somewhere. The scope of this and some of the other songs approaches the ambitious pop arrangements of Todd Rundgren. It even presages Jim Steinman’s work with Meat Loaf, which logically follows, as Rundgren produced (and the E Street Band’s Roy Bittan played on) Bat Out of Hell in 1975–1976. “I Just Don’t Get It” reminds me somehow of both the Kinks (“Sunday Afternoon” rhythms) and early-1970s Grateful Dead. Whatever the influences, what an ambitious leap from Milkwood! Dramatic, expressive, experimental, and novel, it has power-pop leanings and hints at the new-wave approach that came later.


Greg, Fuzzbee, and Ron relocated back into the Boston area, and the band would all hang out, bouncing between Ric’s and Ben’s apartments on Spring Street in Somerville. “It was sort of a clubhouse,” Morse says. “I loved both of their wives. I don’t remember any tiffs or anybody being that pissed at anybody. It was a pretty flowing thing. All easygoing. I got along with all those guys all the way through.” Ric was still ostensibly open to the songwriting contributions of the others, but that door was rapidly closing. Morse says, “I think Ben wrote one song, but after a certain point, Ben was relieved of any songwriting duties. It was pretty clear. And I think later on in The Cars, it came up again, and it was vetoed pretty totally by Ric. ‘No, I’m writing the songs.’” Ben takes the only lead vocal on “Tonight (Midnight Whim),” the weakest of the material I heard.


They were itching to get another record deal and saw their next big break coming down the pike. As Morse explains, “Ben and Ric’s wives were working for Warners, Elektra, Atlantic [WEA]. So they had heard about us. So Warners/Elektra invited us to play at their big clambake lobster-feast thing.” Morse told this story with a location on either Martha’s Vineyard or Nantucket, two islands off Cape Cod favored by the wealthy, but Kris Orr recalls this being on one of the small nonpopulated Boston Harbor islands, likely George’s Island, which the company had rented out. The band felt like they were perfectly formed, with a big repertoire of original material and clicking on all cylinders. This was a golden opportunity to play for record execs, some of whom had heard some of the band’s demos. They would be in good spirits, likely a little drunk.


“We had a special setup and hired a guy to help,” Morse explains.


We did sound check; everything sounded great. We’re playing in front of this big field, and then up one level is where the clambake is. We’re kind of trying to time it so that we play just when the executives are coming over. We get the word that they’re just about finished up there, so we go and start playing, and it sounds great. It’s like everything’s working. We got through maybe two songs, and then, out of nowhere, it starts to pour. It’s enormous. I mean, just . . . not even a sign. “Oh shit!” So we have to cover up everything and pull all the guitars and put ’em under this shelter. And then we see that now all the actual executives are coming down, and they might’ve heard a distant something, but they didn’t really hear the band. And we’re sitting there under this cover that’s like a tunnel, me, Greg, and Ron. The three of us, as usual, were together, going, “How could that happen? This is such a setup. This is our day to get signed.” Then the Warners people come down, and they’re all apologizing, “Oh, we were really looking forward to hearing you guys. We’ll have to make it up to you.”


“At that point, it’s like all we really wanted was the lobster dinner,” Riddle says. “At least give me some food.” The dinners arrived for the harried musicians. “And then,” Morse explains, “Ron put his down, and Ben backed the car right over Ron’s lobster.”


“I was like, ‘Fuck! I can’t even get something to eat at this place,’” Riddle laughs.


Ben rolled down his window, looked at the lobster plate under his wheel, looked at Riddle, and shrugged. “That’s showbiz!”


“Ben was like Richard Burton,” Riddle says with a laugh. “Ric was an interesting helmsman—or a captive—of the ship, in that he was, or appeared to be, very mellow. He was more relaxed back then. At least on the outside, it seemed like he was very easygoing. Ric and Ben were one thing, and Greg, Fuzzbee, and myself was like hiring the Marx Brothers. We didn’t have a serious bone in our bodies at that point, except we were all very driven musically.”


This was not even the most absurd gig for Richard and the Rabbits. That honor was reserved for their Spinal Tap–like final show.


They spent the rest of that summer playing more gigs and recording, but momentum seemed to be running out, Morse explains. “I remember feeling kind of like, ‘I love the guys. I love the band, but what’s happening?’ Things all seem to be missing just by this little bit, a little bit star-crossed. So around October ’74, I was getting ready to just kind of abandon ship, and I remember Ric pleading with me. Ric’s not someone you imagine doing this, but begging, saying, ‘No, we got to do this one more thing. They [WEA] want to make it up to us for what happened on the island. They want us to play again for all of the executives, and this time it’s going to be indoors so it can’t rain.’ And I’m like, ‘Oh, man, Ric, really?’ He said, ‘No, no, just do this one. Just do this one more gig.’ I was supposed to be in Toronto for something. But we’d already been through a year or whatever of this, so I said, ‘Okay.’”


This brings us to the infamous gig at the roller-skating rink.


The Bal-a-Roue skating rink was a big warehouse-like structure with an incongruous chalet-like A-frame entrance attached, almost like an afterthought. Surrounded by a few acres of parking, it was on Mystic Avenue in Medford, just outside Boston’s city limits. When people think in terms of Boston clichés, they might as well be thinking of Medford, or “Meffa,” as it’s commonly pronounced by locals.


WEA was throwing an after-show party for the English blues-rock band Foghat, who played at the Orpheum Theater on November 8. “I remember as we’re walking in with Ric, there’s all these really pretty young waitresses all on roller skates, and they’re wheeling around these big metal trays,” Morse says. “We go in, and we set up. The same thing as the clambake: sound check; everything’s beautiful.” The band was set up in the center of the rink.


The guy who was doing the sound was a guy named Allan Kaufman, and he brought his roommate, Elliot Steinberg. We start playing once again, boom, sounding really good. Now, all these people are in the room, but we notice that everyone who comes in is given a pair of roller skates. So everyone is in various degrees of ineptitude rolling around this thing, and then here come the big metal trays from before. Now they open them up and what’s in them? Whipped-cream pies. So now they’re handing out whipped-cream pies to all of these people who are stumbling around on roller skates. And we’re one and a half songs in. We had this whole set planned, and here come these people, and next thing you know, the air is just filled with flying whipped-cream pies, and it’s hitting the amps, and it’s hitting the bass, and it’s all over the place. We try to keep playing, but with all this whipped cream on everything. Once again, we have to run and we have to cover up everything. And I couldn’t believe it. It was like, again, “This can’t be happening.” And so I left kind of pissed off.


I went up to Toronto, I came back, and it was in the Real Paper or the Phoenix, whatever the paper was at the time. It had an article about that event, and it talked about how it was “a great party” and “roller skating and whipped cream. Everybody had a blast.” And the last sentence was “Richard and the Rabbits,” comma, “a band,” comma, “also played.” So we didn’t end in a blaze of glory; we ended in the air full of flying whipped-cream pies.
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