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  To Jacko and Shirley and Jimmy Kebab and all the punks in the Kingdom of Fife.


  Dedicated to the memory of Dave Gregg (1958-2014)


  CHAPTER ONE


  Before the Bagpipes


  Paul Kevin McKenzie speaks quietly with an almost undetectable Scottish burr, his gaze direct and unflinching. Sprinkled with puns and corny jokes that are as much a part of him as the slight Gaelic brogue, the banter is lighthearted, the dialogue routine. The man seems alert yet relaxed, comfortable in his own skin and at ease in the urban environment. With his ruddy complexion, steely countenance, and knobby knuckles, Paul could easily be a construction worker or a longshoreman, and while he has held both of those jobs previously, there is little to suggest that he is the fire breathing frontman of Canada’s foremost Celtic punk band.


  The conversation continues, but the singer’s eyes blaze when talk turns to Rats in the Burlap, the eighth studio album by the Real McKenzies. After twenty-three years, his band is more important to him than ever, and a new album means touring the world again. Tomorrow Paul might be digging an irrigation ditch, but soon he will dump that job to hit the road with his band. “Life” is merely something that happens between tours.


  Life might be easier for Paul McKenzie these days, but it got off to a shaky start. In fact, doctors weren’t even sure that he would survive when he entered the world on October 2nd, 1960. Born to Bernard McKenzie and Enid Fahrni in Vancouver, the infant was so premature that he spent months in an incubator. “I was a blue baby, and that was cool because I’m Scottish, right?” jokes Paul, alluding to the blue paint Celt warriors daubed on their faces before battle. Bernard and Enid actually waited to name their son because they were told he probably wouldn’t live. When the couple thought their tiny son might pull through, they tentatively named him “Paul,” which is Latin for “small.” Even after they took him home, the baby remained undersized for his age until a growth spurt in his late teens. Paul’s size was a factor in his early development, and played a large role in defining the man he later became.


  Paul’s Scots-Irish father and Swiss-Scots mother were busy people. Aside from raising Paul, his youngest sister Eileen, younger brother Sean, older brother Noel, and oldest half-sister Colleen, Bernard worked on the docks as a longshoreman and Enid as a speech therapist. The bigger kids pitched in to help take care of the younger ones, but Paul and Colleen formed a bond that was particularly close. Through Colleen, Paul developed a deep love for literature, the arts, and science that has only grown and ripened over time.


  Colleen and Paul spent a good deal of time together, and the older girl spoke to him the way one adult does to another. When Mary Poppins hit theatres in 1964, Paul followed Colleen’s lead and snootily declined to see it, even though the rest of the family attended. “We went to the library instead,” Paul remembers. Under his half-sister’s careful tutelage, he began reading at age four. Small and bespectacled, he learned quickly and was mature for his age. None of this did much to endear the boy to local bullies, who found him an irresistible target.


  The roomy three-bedroom apartment the McKenzies rented at Nelson and Cardero in Vancouver’s West End was comfortable but infested with cockroaches. Bugs aside, Mr and Mrs McKenzie loved Gaelic folk music, and Paul’s father was rumoured to have been an original singer for the Irish Rovers, before they achieved international success. Paul enjoyed Gaelic music, but it belonged to his parents and he was more interested in the pop and jazz records that belonged to his half-sister. It was Colleen who gave Paul his first record, Meet the Beatles. The pair had a great time listening to music until cockroaches ate away the insulation on the wiring in his sister’s record player, rendering the machine useless. “I remember being really depressed for the first time in my life when the record player didn’t work,” says Paul.


  Paul started grade one at Lord Roberts Elementary. Still a convenient punching bag for neighbourhood bullies, the boy didn’t even try to make friends. “I began to hate school—I loathed it,” Paul says. At least his adult demeanor fooled a neighbour into thinking he was old enough to babysit his two children, aged seven and nine. Unfortunately, the job didn’t last. “My parents found the money and thought I stole it, so I had to tell them what happened. They took me to the neighbours’ and told them how old I was,” says Paul, chagrined.


  School continued to suck. Although Paul intensely disliked jocks, he eventually gravitated towards track and field. Running was a solo activity that didn’t involve team participation, and he could lose himself in the extreme physicality. Training for races, he was able to outrun many of his problems. As well, Paul studied piano, and although he received instruction from a music teacher, that too was mostly a solitary pursuit. Classical composers such as Bach, Chopin, Mozart, and Beethoven made a big impact on the boy. He learned to read music and also studied music theory. With only his sister for a friend, the boy withdrew into a world of his own design. Few would have guessed that the slight and unimposing youth would later become an entertainer known worldwide for lively, physical performances.


  Tragedy befell the McKenzie family in 1965 when Paul was six, taking the life of his sister Eileen. The girl had always suffered from ill health, and though her death came as no surprise, the family was devastated nevertheless. Paul wasn’t as affected by her passing because he and his sister had previously agreed to see each other “later.” The pact he made with Eileen saved him from the overwhelming sorrow that consumed his parents and would eventually lead to the dissolution of their marriage.


  In an attempt to escape the ghosts of memories past, the McKenzies moved to a four-bedroom house on East 38th Street that was surprisingly cheap. Paul transferred to George T. Cunningham Elementary School, but the students were just as brutish and nasty. His father began drinking more, and the ceilidhs (Gaelic parties centred on music, storytelling, dancing, and drinking) seemed increasingly desperate, the level of intoxication even higher. Paul’s parents compelled him to wear a kilt and serve drinks, which gave him the opportunity to pour a few for himself. “I liked Guinness and still do,” says the singer.


  Try as they might, Bernard and Enid could not move forward. When Paul was nine, the marriage imploded and Bernard moved back to Ireland, where he would remain for many years. “Maybe there was also a compatibility problem, but the death of my sister was just too much. It kinda pushed them both over the cliff,” says Paul.


  With no child support to help make ends meet, Enid soon found a three-bedroom bungalow on 7th Avenue in New Westminster. The house wasn’t much and the neighbourhood was sketchy, but Enid signed a mortgage and the family moved in. “The 22nd Street SkyTrain Station is right where the house used to be,” says Paul, and the tone of his voice suggests nostalgia for his former place of residence. Big brother Noel disliked New Westminster, however, and left home for a job with an asphalt company in Alberta. The tight financial situation inspired Paul to help support the family, and he credits his father for his strong work ethic. At the time, however, it is unlikely that anyone was singing Bernard’s praise.


  In grade six, Paul joined the school band. He started with the flute, but later picked up the clarinet and then the saxophone. Although he didn’t care much for his fellow musicians, he found them somewhat less obnoxious than the jocks. He also joined the Air Cadets and became tenor drum for the marching band. “I was too young to join, but I sorta lied about my age,” Paul admits. Music was not the only aspect of Air Cadets that appealed to the boy, and his primary objective was to become a pilot and paratrooper. The young cadet soon grew to hate the endless rules and regulations, making him wonder if he could continue to take orders from people less intelligent. Focused on his goal, he was delighted nonetheless when girls were allowed to join. “I didn’t know what to do with it yet, but I knew it was for something,” says Paul of his growing sexual awareness.


  Paul was still playing tenor drum in grade eight. One day he picked up a bugle and the music instructor immediately requested that he switch to that instrument. The boy also began practicing in a training simulator to prepare him for fixed-wing gliding, which would be the most exciting thing he’d ever done. Unfortunately, a dispute with Ronnie, the head bugler, quickly ruined the enjoyment he derived from band. “Ronnie made my life a living hell,” says Paul, laughing bitterly. Although smaller than his antagonist, Paul was more afraid of military discipline than he was of losing a fight.


  To help with bills, Paul took employment with Rob Roy Meats on Columbia Street. Although the youngster was only twelve years old, he again lied about his age. “That’s where I got turned on to haggis—the way things were back then, anything to eat was good.” Paul and Colleen still hung out when they could, listening to bands such as Slade, Mott the Hoople, Suzi Quatro, and Todd Rundgren. Paul also liked girl groups (and still does) such as the Shirelles, the Marvelettes, the Ronettes, and the Supremes. “Interestingly, all their songs were written by men,” says Paul. The girl groups led to Motown, including Otis Redding, Jackie Wilson, and Smokey Robinson. That notwithstanding, the first album he bought was by jazz artist Moses Allison.


  New Westminster was not an ideal place for an intelligent but tiny youth with an unfortunate propensity to speak his mind. The low-income neighbourhood was a hotbed of criminal activity, and many youths his age were involved with drugs and gangs. Instead, Paul focused on music and sports, doing his best to avoid trouble.


  For grade nine, Paul moved to the New Westminster Secondary School. He joined the school band but learned almost immediately that Ronnie from Air Cadets was the trumpet player. “Again, there he was, making my life hellish,” Paul remembers unhappily. Subjected to endless harassment, the boy began to withdraw from society at an even faster rate than before. While he’d never been an active participant, he now took great pains to avoid fellow students and teachers alike.


  The thirteen-year old wasn’t hip to 70s fashion. Instead of stylish flared trousers and platform shoes, Paul wore stove-leg GWG blue jeans and Hong Kong runabout sneakers, his old-fashioned bowl haircut predating the Ramones by several years. At least his choice of footwear gave him greater maneuverability, making it easier to escape predators. A watershed moment came in 1973 when Paul saw Enter the Dragon starring Bruce Lee. He was so impressed by Bruce’s elegant but deadly moves that he decided to take lessons in martial arts. The instruction he received in Hung Gar kung fu on 8th Street in New Westminster was boring at first, but the exercise was terrific and he eventually learned how to defend himself. More than one bully found himself bleeding on the ground after tangling with the agile and wiry youth. Paul’s skills as a fighter would also come in handy when he got into punk rock.


  The teenager struggled in Air Cadets, but loved the fixed-wing gliding. There was nothing like the peaceful quiet that enveloped him as he soared high above the ground, and the absence of engine noise made the experience absolutely serene. Along with the gliding, Paul also took skydiving lessons and that was equally thrilling. In the end, however, Ronnie made life so unpleasant that he quit Air Cadets. The cost was more than his mother could afford anyway.


  Paul’s sense of isolation grew stronger when Colleen married and moved to Austin, Texas. Despite this, 1974 was an exciting time and he began to make occasional forays into Vancouver alone. Before long, Paul met a teen named Ronnie Hislop and the pair began sneaking into nightclubs to watch musical acts such as Count Basie and Sergio Mendez. In a split second, the teens could dash into a darkened club to hide under a table, where they would watch the show until a guest reported them. “We could always get into anything that was happening at The Cave,” says Paul. Tossed from one venue, they would move to the next, perhaps stopping in the alley for a beer. “I think Ronnie is dead now,” says Paul in a somber tone.


  In 1975, the family lost the house in New Westminster. “My mom signed a ten-year mortgage with Northwest Mortgage, but after five years they told her that the mortgage was up and they wouldn’t renew it. As it turned out, she’d only been paying the interest on the loan, so we had to move,” says Paul, the disgust still evident in his voice. Luckily, an uncle helped Enid buy a condominium on Nelson Street in Vancouver’s West End. The teen enrolled at King George High School and continued to sneak into nightclubs on the weekends. “There was the Body Shop and the Dance Machine, and all sorts of places,” Paul remembers. He anticipated the day when he could watch bands without hiding under a table.


  Paul managed to stay out of trouble, but sudden change arrived when he was fifteen. His brother Noel had moved back from Alberta, and one day Paul arrived home to find the house full of pot smoke. It wasn’t such a big deal, at least until Mom got home from work early and all hell broke loose. The angry woman thought Paul had been smoking weed, but Paul wasn’t about to rat on his brother. “My mom screamed that no son of hers smoked dope in her house, so I packed my stuff and left.” Never mind that he was innocent of the offence.


  Instead of sleeping in the park, Paul simply moved in with a hippy that lived on the main floor of a ramshackle house on Barclay Street. “It had huge bay windows and oil heating but no insulation,” remembers Paul. The hippy needed help organizing recyclable material he’d collected, but the man was more of a hoarder than an entrep-reneur and his stuff had little or no value. With Richard, a friend of a guy he met at work, Paul “organized” the hippy’s stuff by throwing it in the trash. Although the hippy was deeply hurt, the cigar-smoking, Cadillac-driving owner promptly evicted him and rented the main floor to Paul and Richard. At fifteen years old, Paul suddenly had all the independence he could handle. “That’s when the girls started coming around,” he observes.


  Settling in on Barclay Street, Paul and Richard swiftly adjusted to the carefree bachelor lifestyle. Although still attending King George High School, his life was less hectic without so many rules to slow him down. Even with a hangover, he rarely missed work or school, taking a job at a local fast food restaurant to pay rent, working extra shifts when he could. Paul graduated in 1977, but his memories of that time are distant and blurry. When a roommate left, Paul moved upstairs and rented the main floor to several jocks. The new tenants soon left a fire unattended, allowing a log to roll out and burn a hole through the floor. Why fire didn’t gut the place is anyone’s guess, but the drafty old house was a wreck and Paul decided to move.


  The owner eventually patched up the hole, did a little painting, and rented the house on Barclay Street to a kid named Jim Cummins and his friends. Paul didn’t know Jim at the time, but the two would run into each other again, and the event they attended would be life changing for them both. For now, longhaired, coverall-wearing Jimmy made himself at home. “I had a bedroom on the top floor, and the whole house would shake when you were fucking a chick. If anyone was fucking you could easily hear them,” says Jim, confirming that the house lacked both insulation and structural integrity. Not that either of those things were important to the youths.


  Looking for a fresh start, Paul found a bachelor suite on Barclay and Gilford and started a new job. Instead of making hero sandwiches at Mr Sub on Davie, he found himself deep-frying fish at the Dover Inn at Barclay and Denman. The restaurant was connected to the Dover Arms, where various groups performed nightly. With three days on and three days off, he had time to think about starting his own band.


  Before long, Paul and like-minded teenager Todd Little decided to get a rock band together. They rehearsed as often as they could at a free practice spot in the basement of the West End Community Centre, which was directly across the street from the Dover Inn. Paul sang and played a cheap bass guitar, while another guy, Richard Dupont had a beautiful 1965 Fender Jazzmaster guitar. Unfortunately, the free-form jazz noodlings with no drums and little structure sounded more like noise to Paul than real music. He wanted to play real songs with a beginning and an end. “Richard was this crazy kind of guy who was always playing solos, and we had to fight him over that. We really didn’t have our shit together and we never played any gigs,” he confesses. The band folded in late 1977, but Paul was just getting started.


  CHAPTER TWO


  Greaser Boys


  In early 1978, Paul McKenzie was just another teenager who wanted to be in a rock band. Punk was not yet an interest, but he’d seen news reports on TV and knew that the cultural phenomenon was growing at an exponential rate. What he didn’t know was that the seeds of punk in Vancouver had been germinating for at least six years.


  The band credited with kick-starting punk rock in Vancouver actually hailed from Abbotsford, a bedroom community some sixty kilometres distant. The young members of the Mount Lehman Grease Band met each other at Abbotsford High School and began to rehearse after classes, playing parties on weekends just for kicks. Fronted by singer David Mitchell and guitarist Art Bergmann, peripheral members came and went without notice, but the band that John Armstrong (AKA Buck Cherry) describes as “Coltranish, cacophonous, greasy, eight-bar, one-chord noise” preceded punk rock by at least five years. “The scene in the valley at that time was wild. There was tons of LSD, so, of course, the music was crazy,” says Art Bergmann.


  Those halcyon days were not destined to last, and the original Mount Lehman Grease Band came to an abrupt end when David Mitchell went off to university in the fall of 1971. Bergmann formed the Shmorgs with drummer Murph Farrell and bassist Dennis Ingvaldson in 1974, learning about punk via the pages of Rock Scene magazine. Soon Art and a young protégé John Armstrong were venturing into Vancouver to see Burnaby-based punk band the Skulls. John and Art loved the early scene, but singer/guitarist Joe “Shithead” Keithley, bass player Brian “Wimpy Roy” Goble, guitarist Simon Werner, and drummer Ken “Dimwit” Montgomery had endured a great deal of hostility and ridicule since changing their rock band Stone Crazy to a punk format. Vancouver wasn’t quite ready for the punk invasion.


  The Skulls forged ahead for a while, but played their last show in October of 1977. This still wasn’t the end, however, and both the Subhumans and DOA sprang from the ashes of the Skulls. Joe Shithead formed DOA with Dimwit’s brother Charles Montgomery AKA “Chuck Biscuits” as drummer, and Randall Archibald AKA “Randy Rampage” on bass. Brian Goble, meanwhile, started the Subhumans with guitarist Brad Kent and Dimwit on drums. Along with the blood that flowed in their veins, Chuck and Dimwit shared a passion for fast, aggressive music, but now the brothers were in direct competition with one another. To their credit, and although DOA and the Subhumans played for the same crowd, the two bands kept any jealousy they might have felt towards one another mostly to themselves.


  Meanwhile, Paul McKenzie was about to receive his first real introduction to punk rock. Although he wasn’t oblivious to the fledgling punk scene, the negative publicity and hordes of naysayers had kept him away until now. He still wanted to join or form another rock band, but everyone knew that punks couldn’t play their instruments, so there was no point in wasting time on some crazy fad that might soon disappear. However, the event he was about to witness would not only change his opinion of punk rock, but it would also alter the course of his life irrevocably.


  That awakening came on July 1st, 1978 when Paul decided to check out the Anarchy Day celebration at Stanley Park. The curious teen didn’t really know or care that organizers Ken Lester, Brent Taylor, and David Spaner of the radical Groucho-Marxist Party were behind the event. His decision to attend was more of a whim than anything else. The youth simply had nothing better to do that afternoon.


  Arriving on the scene, eighteen-year-old Paul studied the punk rockers and hippies and idly wondered what the music would be like. Punk rockers were not yet a common sight on Vancouver streets, but Paul was noticing more and more of them lately. Although the punk albums he’d heard previously had not made a lasting impression, he could feel the excitement in the air. Private School started up, and Paul realized with a start that the young musicians couldn’t play much better than he could. The revelation that kids close to his age could get up on a stage and perform for hundreds of people came as a shock. What had seemed distant and complicated suddenly became very real. If these guys could do it, then anyone could.


  Paul’s elation turned to amazement when DOA hit the stage. The amplified roar hit him like a freight train, and the band was nothing like he’d imagined. Simple but massively powerful, the music tore through Paul like an electric current and he stood transfixed by the incendiary performance. With the hair standing straight up on the back of his neck, he watched as kids at the front of the stage crashed into each other with joyful abandon. He understood immediately that the media had lied to him about punk rock, and Paul was very impressed by DOA. Meanwhile, the pock-faced bass player was all over the place, doing his best to upstage the singer and actually succeeding at times. Even the drummer was like nothing else, and the fourteen-year old kid hit the skins with a fury that was amazing. Paul knew it would be a while before he could compete with an act like that, but he was not discouraged. He had seen the future and his direction was clear.


  Paul left Stanley Park a new man. He soon learned that DOA and the Subhumans were the top punk bands in Vancouver, with all the other groups occupying lower rungs. Those two bands were also the first to record, both releasing singles in 1978. Although DOA had only played a handful of shows prior to Anarchy Day, they were able to write many good songs in a very short time by applying what they’d learned in the Skulls, and Stone Crazy before that. DOA set the bar impossibly high, but that just encouraged other bands to try harder.


  Eager to distance himself from the past, Paul felt that the time had come to make a few changes. He made the rounds at local thrift stores and found many inexpensive items to fit his needs. First, he purchased a suit jacket, cut off the sleeves, and re-attached them with safety pins. There was no shortage of ugly shirts, so he grabbed some of those as well. Realizing that his look was still missing something, Paul tricked a friend into betting him $100 that he wouldn’t get a wild haircut. With the funding secured, he hired Don, who worked at Quintessence Records and published the punk ‘zine Snotrag, to cut his hair very short before adding white dots with brown outlines, which made the dots pop vividly. The haircut cost $50, and he pocketed the rest. Friends and strangers alike were soon referring to Paul as “Giraffe Head,” and he learned that his new hairdo invited jocks and rednecks the way a red flag attracts bulls. His bold new appearance would require him to be fleet on his feet, good with his fists, or both.


  A lesbian bar known as the Quadra Club opened later that month, and Paul was on hand to see the Subhumans. Jim Cummins, who had moved into Paul’s old house on Barclay Street, was also in attendance that night, marking his transformation to fervent punk rocker. The sound was much better than it had been at Stanley Park, and the performance was glorious chaos. Paul could scarcely believe what he was seeing and hearing. What at first sounded like pure bedlam was actually a carefully orchestrated attack on the senses, a bone-crushing barrage of distorted guitars and raging vocals delivered with ballistic velocity.


  Teeth-rattling punk rock aside, Paul saw many of the same faces he’d seen at Stanley Park, but he’d changed his appearance so radically that most people didn’t recognize him. He didn’t get to know anyone properly that night, although he did say hello to a few people. Soon he would realize that most of the guests at these early shows had already started their own bands, or were looking to join one. Shows were a great place to find like-minded musicians.


  Fully embracing his new direction in life, Paul left his bachelor apartment to move in with Morgan Runnings, Eddie Dutchman, and Bubble Man at Wank Manor. The dilapidated house at Union Street and Hawks Avenue sat in a slight depression, and the half-submerged wooden sidewalk resembled a rotting drawbridge. Paul was still cooking at the Dover Inn, where he would collect leftover deep-fried fish ends and feed them to new house mates such as neighbourhood threat Simon Snotface and others. Snotface, who wasn’t particularly fussy, routinely doused his food with mind-boggling amounts of hot sauce to discourage anyone who might want a sample. The pugnacious punk rocker was also a skilled forager, who once liberated a shipment of cooked hams from a parked truck.


  Life at Wank Manor was chaos in the purest sense of the word. Parties lasted not just one or two nights but for weeks at a time. Although Paul kept his room tidy, he begrudgingly accepted that the rest of the house would always be a shambles. Roommates Eddy Dutchman and Morgan Runnings also became bandmates when they formed the Wankers with Paul. The Wankers practiced irregularly, but were opening for bigger bands by late 1979. Paul felt comfortable performing, even if he was a year or two younger than many of his peers.


  The residents of Wank Manor didn’t need much in the way of luxuries. They worked part-time or collected welfare, coasting through life as best they could. Although Paul had a real job, some of his roomies were more creative. “We lived with a guy called the Bubble Man. He was a part-time clown and had a bubble act,” remembers Paul. “That inspired me to start playing my saxophone on the street. I was making a hundred bucks a day playing ‘Pink Panther’ and stuff like that.” Fellow Wanker Eddy Dutchman busked with Paul, and also made good money as a juggler. Paul enjoyed the extra beer money, but wasn’t rash enough to quit his job and busk for a living.


  Full-time or not, the bands needed a venue they could call home, and the club that became synonymous with punk rock in Vancouver started when Jim Bescott of the K-Tels strolled into the Smilin’ Buddha on Hastings Street and asked owner Lachman Jir if his band could play there. “The story of Jim Bescott walking into the Buddha to book the K-Tels is not wrong, but it is possible that Ian Tiles booked Victorian Pork there earlier,” says Scott Beadle, historian at Simon Fraser University. Whatever the case, the Smilin’ Buddha would soon become ground zero for the punk scene in Vancouver, and it was here that Paul McKenzie cut his teeth.


  CHAPTER THREE


  1979 -The Punk Invasion Continues


  Lachman Jir might not have been fully aware that the K-Tels belonged to the obnoxious and hated punk tribe, but he would have welcomed them anyway. The glory days were over for the Buddha, and acts such as Jimi Hendrix and the Jefferson Airplane no longer graced their much-abused stage. Infamous for telling Hendrix to turn down his amplifiers, Jir was ready to book any band that walked through the door. He had no way of knowing that salvation would come in the form of punk rock. Strange days had arrived.


  The Smilin’ Buddha was a dingy little dive on the scuzziest street in town. Igor, the hulking Eastern European doorman, was a formidable mountain of a man. Sporting a snug tweed jacket with frayed elbows, the taciturn giant took his job very seriously and no amount of cajoling could convince him to let anyone to enter without ID—unless they were attractive punk rock girls. Zellots’ singer Heather Haley, who started hanging out there when she was just seventeen, admits she and her bandmates flirted with the Slavic behemoth to gain entry. “We just used what we had, you know?” she says, laughing. Although Igor had no qualms about turning away punk luminaries such as Steve Jones and Paul Cook, he apparently couldn’t say no to the young ladies. Paul McKenzie, also seventeen, would take a different approach, using a fake ID.


  Not long after punk bands started playing at the Smilin’ Buddha, a friend of Paul’s by the name of Taylor Little told the guys at Wank Manor about the new club. Once the punks got past Igor, they realized that the run-down little dump was perfect for bands that were just starting out. The Wankers lost their gig cherry opening for Insex not long afterwards. Paul wouldn’t be of legal age for two years, but the Wankers were soon playing in clubs all over Vancouver, but mostly at the Smilin’ Buddha.


  Jir and Nancy Lachman were amiable enough, but they were happiest when the cash register was ringing. When he wasn’t waiting anxiously for the club to fill up, and despite the fact that he wasn’t a particularly skillful player, Jir frequently challenged guests to a game of chess. A rickety stage stood at the far end of the rectangular room, and the fans gathered in front. Surrounded by the ugliest, cockroach-splattered wallpaper imaginable, punk bands hammered at battered pawnshop instruments, the woefully underpowered PA failing utterly to compete with the guitars and drums. The fans seemed oblivious to the grimy surroundings and the atrocious sound quality. Throwing themselves into each other forcefully or simply jumping up and down on the spot, they enjoyed themselves hugely. Igor, and a smaller bouncer, Dave Draper, were there to stop them from having too much fun.


  One band to make a big impression on Paul was the Zellots, an all-girl group. “They were snarky and they had the chops and the look. The Zellots were better than the Dishrags—they were hot,” says Paul, remembering redhead vocalist Heather Haley and her bandmates. He’d always been a fan of girl bands, and girl punk bands were even better. “I moved to Vancouver from Edmonton with my boyfriend Pete Draper, and jumped into the punk scene with both feet,” says Heather Haley. “I’d been writing and singing since I was a little kid, but I was frustrated, and punk was just what I needed.” The Zellots were only around for perhaps nine months before guitarist Christine and bassist Jane abruptly moved back to Ontario. Upset over the loss of her band, Heather formed the .45s with Brad Kent and Randy Rampage, whereupon they moved to San Francisco. By then, Rampage had split with DOA and wanted to do something new. “Recall that Heather Haley’s ex-boyfriend Peter Draper was the same Peter Draper from the Shmorgs [Art Bergmann’s proto-punk band following the Mount Lehman Grease Band]. She went to the same high school as Art Bergmann and knew that whole crowd,” says Scott Beadle.


  DOA and the Subhumans ruled the scene, and they would not be pushed from their perches by upstarts such as the K-Tels or the Pointed Sticks. Other groups such as the Wankers, Wasted Lives, and UJERK5 battled for opening spots and even those positions were hotly contested. No one had any inkling that Paul McKenzie, the upstart singer of a third-tier 1-2-fuck-you band would eventually release eight studio albums and tour the globe countless times. Although Paul went through a few bands along the way, he would eventually log more miles than most of his peers. Only DOA toured more.


  The Vancouver punk scene continued to flourish, and the gay community was very much involved, or at least until the violence began to seep in. “The gays were incredibly interested in theatre, and they were totally into the punk scene. The punks and the theatre scene and the gay community all supported one another,” remembers Paul. Established venues such as the Japanese Hall, the Lotus Gardens Hotel, and the Helen Pitt Gallery hosted punk shows on a semi-frequent basis. Although the scene was growing at a rapid pace, the number of venues available at any given time was always small and many gigs took place at rented halls.


  For Paul McKenzie, life at Wank Manor was as wild as ever, and he continued to hang with Simon Snotface, Wainoid, Mad Dog, and others. Although the eighteen-year-old was full grown now, some of his peers were still larger. The stage would be Paul’s great equalizer, a place where he could be larger than life.


  On Paul’s twentieth birthday, he and Simon Snotface killed a few beers and wandered down the street from Wank Manor. “We tried to saw down the telephone pole with a transformer next to the old Gore Street house where DOA was living at the time. We were halfway through with one of those huge two-man lumberjack saws, when Dave Gregg came outside and begged us to stop,” remembers Snotface. Because Dave had asked so nicely, the guys abandoned the prank. The city replaced the badly damaged pole the next day.


  A highly successful show took place later that fall when Jimmy Cummins and Steve Laviolette hired Ian Tiles, Dave Gregg, and Paul McKenzie as temporary Braineaters. With Ray Condo’s punk band the Secret Vs as support, the Braineaters packed the Helen Pitt Gallery for an evening of messy distortion-laden entertainment, the type for which Jim is still known today. Paul played bass on this occasion, and along with Dave and Ian, they provided a strong foundation for Jim’s theatrics. The show was a big hit and even made money. Imagine if you will, 650 fans packed into a tiny hall with a maximum capacity of maybe 220.


  The Wankers also continued to play around town, but Paul moved out of Wank Manor when the kitchen was destroyed during a party. He didn’t care about the rest of the place, but he demanded an orderly cooking space, and such a thing was impossible at Wank Manor. The Wankers weren’t dead yet, but Paul was starting to feel limited by basic three-chord thrash. Although he didn’t plan to discard punk rock altogether, he wondered if he couldn’t modify the genre to encompass his love of soul, jazz, Motown, and 60s psychedelia. Punk was great, but there had to be more.


  For now, punk was still the only game in town. Most weekends found Paul at The Smilin’ Buddha, which could be a dangerous place, and not just for punks. Paul remembers hanging out on the sidewalk with several girls one night. “We were just standing there when this tough looking guy came up to us. He was totally in our face about being punk rockers, so I kinda grabbed the girls and moved back, but Ron Reyes must have heard the kerfluffle and stepped out the door.” The singer for the notorious LA hardcore band Black Flag was no stranger to danger and knew that the best defence was a good offence. “This guy was being very aggressive, so Ron smashed him across the face with a beer bottle,” says Paul. “In the mercury streetlight, I saw the guy’s eyelid get carved right off. It plunked down onto the wet pavement and it was still kinda quivering. The guy totally freaked out and ran away.” Ron Reyes recalls the incident: “He was taunting people at the door, but that’s all I remember. The next thing you know, I wasted my Black Label on his face. I have no sense of fighting fair, and I immediately think about killing my opponent. That’s happened more than a few times, so I tend to be a lover not a fighter.” The element of risk made shows at the Buddha more exciting, even when someone lost an eye.


  The Wankers decided to record a few songs in the basement studio Jim Cummins built for the Braineaters. They were in the midst of the session when they learned that John Lennon had been shot outside his home in New York City. Germs’ singer Darby Crash had intentionally overdosed on heroin the day before on December 7th, 1980 but Lennon’s murder completely overshadowed Darby’s death. While many punks hated the Beatles, or at least what they represented, the death of their most creative member was still a notable event.


  Indeed, it would be disingenuous to say that Paul and roommate Eddy Dutchman were terribly shook up by Lennon’s death. Shortly after the murder, the pair got together for a little mean-spirited mischief. “We wrote some Lennon jokes, and told them at the Europe Hotel on open mic night,” says Eddy Dutchman. Reacting predictably, the crowd booed loudly and threatened the pair with violence. “The fucking place went nuts,” says Eddy, remembering the angry faces and harsh words with amusement.


  Paul was thinking about new musical terrain when his brother Noel hooked him up with a job shovelling asphalt in Slave Lake, Alberta. He went up north to make some money, and returned a month later to learn that a stranger Mike Davies had stolen his girlfriend Monica. Instead of confronting the man who had taken his girl, Paul discovered that he and Mike shared a mutual love of music, and that Mike played guitar. “I didn’t really know Paul before that. I’d just seen him walking around at the Buddha and stuff,” says Mike Davies.


  Mike was already jamming and writing with former OD bassist Brian Olinek after they were kicked out of a band with Dawn Christiansen (RIP) and Ron Scott. Before long, and despite any lingering animosity Paul still had for Mike, the trio began busking in front of the liquor store on Robson, making decent money from passing office workers and wealthy tourists. Wank Manor shock rockers Simon Snotface, Gary Genius, and Eddy Dutchman also joined them on occasion. “Paul called it ‘guerilla theatre.’ We’d get into conflicts with buskers who traded off with each other to work there, but we’d tell them to piss off,” recalls Mike. At least once, the trio put on such an entertaining show that throngs of spectators spilled out onto the street, blocking traffic and attracting police attention. Eddy Dutchman, who turned sixty-one years old in 2014, continues to perform locally with his band The Liquor Kings.


  Paul eventually stole Monica back from Mike, but he and Mike were as thick as thieves by then. “We’ve always been good friends, even though I’ve been playfully abusive to him for the last thirty-five years,” says Paul. “I keep waiting for him to get me back, but I guess it isn’t in his nature.” The pair was excited about the songs they were writing and wanted to play them live. To this end, Paul and Mike formed the Bone-a-Partes. “Our logo was a skeleton totally taken apart and wearing a Napoleon hat,” says Paul, and it is clear that his love of the pun is not something he picked up recently. The band was mostly complete now, but they still needed a drummer. In frustration, Paul and Mike asked Todd Little to take the position, and even offered to buy him a drum kit. “Todd was such a slacker that he never even showed up for audition,” says Mike, laughing. They added drummer Cam Beck in November of 1981, but he was not destined to last.


  A shake up came when the Bone-a-Partes discovered that another band had already taken that name. There was no Internet in 1981 and research wasn’t as easy as it is now. “The other Bone-a-Partes were a French band, and they played psychedelic garage music just like us,” says Paul, who soon suggested that they call the band Enigmas. Paul had tried to use the name earlier, but the group failed to ignite. Now he was able to revive his idea, which worked well for the new group.


  With that issue settled, the Enigmas played their first show in March of 1982 at the Smilin’ Buddha with Paul’s fuck band the Greasy Spoons. Cam Beck had broken his thumb, so Mike asked an ex-hippy to fill in for the night. “He’d played the Strawberry Fields Festival in Toronto, which was kinda like Canada’s answer to Woodstock, and then the poor guy had to play with us at the Buddha,” says Mike, chuckling amusedly. Luckily, Cam soon returned.


  When Paul wasn’t rehearsing, he was chilling in cold storage at Canfisco, the local fish processing plant. The seasonal work was ideal for musicians who wanted to work just long enough to collect unemployment insurance and spend the rest of the year playing guitar. “We’d flash freeze carts of herring in cold storage, and the next day they’d ship the fish to destinations around the world. It was a choice gig because every hour you’d get ten minutes to warm up,” says Paul of the icy, stinky work. While others might have disliked the strong odour, the singer didn’t see it as a negative. “To this day, herring reminds me of financial independence. I don’t think it stinks at all, and I even had my own little section on the bus.” Paul also likes the taste of herring and is known around the world for his herring-and-cracker concoctions.


  When fishing season ended, Paul and his like-minded musician friends at Canfisco signed up for unemployment insurance. Although Vancouver winters tend to be dreary, the temperature is rarely cold enough to discourage buskers, and Paul returned to the streets with his saxophone. As before, Mike Davies often accompanied him, and they made a good team. “Sometimes we’d earn upwards of $300 or more,” says Paul, explaining why he felt confident enough to forgo work that provided a regular paycheque. Although the singer was technically unemployed, he still had UIC to put beer in the fridge.


  If he weren’t busy enough with the Enigmas, Paul was still in the Greasy Spoons with Dave Gregg, Ian Tiles, and Bill Barker, with whom he had played the Braineaters show at the Helen Pitt Gallery. The Greasy Spoons did 50s covers, not unlike Rude Norton, which favoured 60s covers. Barker, for better or worse, would become a prominent part of Paul’s life for the next five years. Gregg was also important to Paul, and would later join the Real McKenzies. The idea behind the fuck bands was not to be serious but to drink beer and have fun opening for acts such as DOA and the Subhumans. Although the Greasy Spoons favoured covers mostly, Paul wrote an original composition entitled “Little Igor” that did not please the gargantuan doorman at the Smilin’ Buddha:


  I’m a little Igor, and I know what I’m here for


  When the bell goes ding I open up the door.


  “Igor hated the song. He was gonna shut us down, but the whole crowd was totally digging it,” says Paul, laughing. “I was right in Igor’s face but he didn’t pull the plug. I even wore a wool-knit blazer with a T-shirt and double-knit trousers, just like him.” Igor knew it wasn’t his job to shut down the band, and Jir was probably trying not to laugh. The Buddha might have been a beat-up and rundown dump, but the regulars still remember the crazy nights, the friends they made, and the bands they saw when they were young, a million years ago.


  Monica and Paul eventually broke up. Many years later, Paul casually informed Mike that she had died. The singer was short on details, however. “You have to take everything Paul says with a grain of salt,” says Mike. “He once told everybody that I’d died in a helicopter crash.” In this case, sadly, Monica actually did pass away, from health issues incurred during a house fire and liver disease. Over the years, Paul and Mike would lose many friends to hard living.


  In May of 1982, Cam Beck quit the band, returning the Enigmas to a drummer-less state. His departure turned out to be a godsend when the band replaced him with Randy Bowman, a punk veteran with impeccable credentials. “Randy was like a rock star, and we never thought we’d get him in the band,” says Mike Davies. The Enigmas were moving up.


  Summer of 1982 saw Paul, Mike, and Brian move in together after an aborted two-week stay in an East Vancouver dump that they had agreed to rent while pissed. Their roadie Crime Zone and his girlfriend Shelley also joined them, and together they lived and practiced like one large dysfunctional family, fighting and drinking and making a considerable amount of noise.


  Paul remembers a weeklong engagement at the Buddha that ended amusingly. “We booked a band to open for us, but they didn’t show up all week. They finally arrived on Saturday expecting to play, but that was the biggest night and we already had somebody else by then. We told them to go home, and their manager said he’d never forget how we treated them. That band was 54/40,” says Paul McKenzie. While the mainstream rockers actually did play the Buddha on occasion, they certainly didn’t appear that week. 54-40 later bought the club’s glitzy neon sign and donated it to the Vancouver Museum after dragging it around the country on tour.


  Aware of his role as frontman, Paul made an effort to pick up his game. He knew that leading a band involved more than just singing into the microphone, but carefully planned stage moves had seemed out of place with the Wankers. This band was different, so Paul began taking a little of this and a little of that from other performers, adding new twists to create his own persona. He not only had to re-invent himself as a frontman, but he had to summon hidden reserves of strength just to step onto the stage. “I come from the School of Face Your Fear,” he explains. “It’s not so much stage fright, but what if I forget my part? What if I don’t remember the lyrics? I learned to deal with that by making up lyrics when I forgot them.” He did a few breathing exercises before each show, but a shot of scotch whisky helped just as much.


  The Enigmas were itching to hit the road. Not only could Randy play the drums like nobody’s business, but he also owned a van in sound mechanical condition. “Randy had a good job,” Mike explains. Until now, they’d been using a battered ’61 Chevy Apache station wagon to get around the city. “The clutch went, but a friend of ours who drove a tow truck piled everybody into it and towed us to a party,” recalls Mike. “When it was time to leave, we all climbed in and he towed us away. People were hanging from the windows.”


  CHAPTER FOUR


  Rise and Fall of the Enigmas


  The Enigmas were finally ready to tour in late fall of 1982. Leaving town in Randy’s van, they stopped for several shows in BC before moving west across Alberta, Saskatchewan, and Manitoba, making new fans as they went. To conserve funds, the musicians slept on couches instead of renting hotels when they could, and lived out of their suitcases. The guys enjoyed an occasional respite when a sympathetic woman found room in her bed. “We played Wellington’s in Winnipeg with Chain Gang, those guys from Personality Crisis,” says Mike Davies. Paul remembers accidentally cutting himself on the metal dance floor and bleeding all over the place.


  Playing saxophone and singing every night, Paul began to suffer from an affliction known as “oxygen debt.” Although he quit smoking when he was twenty, his lungs could not produce enough oxygen to sustain him during the vigorous workout. The only way to counteract the problem was with an oxygen tank that he kept at the side of the stage. Between songs, the singer would run over and take a couple of deep huffs from the tank, causing members of the audience to wonder if he was doing blasts of nitrous oxide. One fellow musician even took a few blasts, hoping for a buzz. Paul was not amused but later saw the comedy in it. Humour, after all, has long been his default coping tool, and his non-stop jokes are almost as important to him as the air he breathes.


  Oxygen debt notwithstanding, the Enigmas pushed on and finished the tour with-out any major drama or trauma. Although life on the road was never without conflict, and they even lost money on the trip, the guys survived and even thrived as a group. A band does not really exist until the members have travelled several thousand miles together in a cramped and smelly van.


  The band released the five-song Teenage Barnacle EP on their own label, Mystery Records in the fall of 1983, and although the squeaky clean production killed some of the immediate punch, well-crafted pop gems such as “Teenage Barnacle” and “Pancho Villa” still had enough attitude to please the discerning punk rocker. “That record was a learning process for us,” says Mike of the studio experience.


  In the summer of 1983, the Enigmas accepted an offer to support the Modernettes and Rhythm Mission at a fashion show for the alternative clothing store Cabbages n’ Kinks. As the date approached, however, Randy realized that he had an engagement elsewhere and couldn’t do the show. Paul didn’t let the setback slow him down, and decided to put a fuck band together for the event. He and guitarist/producer Bill Barker had already been discussing an idea they thought might be worth a chuckle, but neither of them had any idea that the group they were about to form would become a precursor to the Real McKenzies, the forerunner in a new genre of punk rock.


  Moving forward, Paul McKenzie and Bill Barker got together with accordionist Jan Henrickson (Pointed Sticks), and drummer Sander Rosenberg. They hadn’t found a singer, but the idea was to have a sex bomb Suzi Quatro-type vocalist front a Celtic-flavoured punk outfit they would call Tart n’ Haggis. “The tart is wearing jackboots, fishnets, a cute little kilt, and she is a fucking shitkicker. The band would be haggis, and she would be the tart,” explains Paul. Although the musicians would use regular instruments and cover traditional pop songs, they planned to change the lyrics to give the material a Scottish feel. Paul, who would play bass for Tart n’ Haggis, searched the city for a vocalist. Former Zellots’ singer Heather Haley would have been perfect, but the fiery redhead had long since relocated to the USA.


  The guys eventually gave up on the idea when they couldn’t find a decent candidate. That ceased to be an issue when a promoter misspelled the name on the posters as “Tartan Haggis,” which didn’t imply that the group featured a female singer. Free to add anyone of either gender, the guys quickly enlisted their friend Dave Campbell. Dave, who knew the guys from the Railway Club, was also a familiar face at Cabbages n’ Kinks, which acted as an informal gathering place for local punk rock musicians.


  Dave wasn’t a musician and had never been in a band before, but he knew his music and was a disk jockey at CiTR, the university radio station. More importantly, he had portrayed Angus McCreedy, a fictional Scottish reporter on Redeye, a Saturday morning co-op radio show. Paul and Dave also worked together on the cable TV spoof of religious talk shows, Amazing Powers. Since Dave already played a Scot on the radio, Paul and Bill didn’t think it would be much of a stretch to extend that persona to the stage, especially since he was Scottish. All they needed was a funny guy with an accent.


  Since Tartan Haggis wasn’t a serious project, Paul was happy enough to play bass and let anyone but Bill Barker take centre stage. Both alpha male types, Paul and Bill were already butting heads and didn’t play well together. That the two opted to combine forces for Tartan Haggis was not as strange as it seemed because the group was only meant to be temporary. Although Paul and Bill were too much alike to be in a full-time band together, they felt they could get through one little show without any real trouble. The pair didn’t know that they would be stuck with each other much longer than that.


  The newly formed fuck band assembled in a dank basement to practice. One of the first songs to receive a Tartan Haggis makeover was “It’s My Party (And I’ll Cry if I Want To),” which they renamed “It’s My Tartan (And I’ll Wear Plaid if I Want To).” Jefferson Airplane’s “White Rabbit” became “Plaid Bunny.” Other songs in a similar vein followed, and soon the band was ready to play. The subsequent gig went off very well, almost surprisingly so. In fact, the gig was such a success that the guys thought they might do a few more. Tartan Haggis wasn’t trying to land a recording deal or write original music; they just wanted to have fun.


  While Tartan Haggis stuck almost exclusively to parodies of pop songs with altered lyrics, Bill Barker wrote “The Loch Ness Monster,” their only original composition. “I think I still have that on tape somewhere,” says Dave Campbell. Other songs came together at practice, when one member would start playing something and the others would jump in. The group didn’t play with any regularity, but continued to perform even after various members joined or started other bands. “We always played on Robbie Burns Day, we always brought a haggis onstage, and we always did the whole tradition thing. It was a fixed part of the act,” says Dave. For many, the smell of haggis evokes memories not just of Tartan Haggis, but the Real McKenzies as well.


  One day Paul received word that his father had died. Bernard McKenzie had quietly returned from Ireland to settle in North Vancouver, but didn’t bother to contact his children. Paul hadn’t seen the man since his parents divorced in 1972, but mourners gasped audibly when he stepped into the funeral chapel. “Apparently I looked just like him, and they said it was as if his ghost had entered the room,” says Paul.


  By 1984 Bill Barker was hosting parties at his warehouse space across from the sugar refinery on the waterfront. Punk luminaries such as Jello Biafra attended Bill’s lively soirees, and Tartan Haggis was there to entertain. Paul knew the band would never amount to anything serious, but it gave him ideas. Celtic music was in his blood, so why not take the concept a bit further? He’d only stayed away because the music had belonged to his parents.


  Tartan Haggis continued to play at local bars and clubs. Since the guys couldn’t afford real kilts, Paul wore a plaid tea towel and called it a “mini-kilt.” The towel fell off during a show at the Savoy, and his girlfriend at the time came running to put it back on, but he pushed her away with his foot. Even then, Paul was traditional and wore no underwear under the towel. “My bass kinda covered me,” he says, laughing. At first, Dave’s only concession to Scottish attire was his plaid necktie and a Tam O’ Shanter bonnet, but eventually the bandmember began sporting kilts, sporrans, caps, and other traditional apparel. Tartan Haggis wasn’t as strict, but all members of the Real McKenzies would be required to wear a kilt. Other Scottish garb is optional, but the kilt is a mandatory piece of clothing for members.


  On Robbie Burns Day at the Railway Club, Paul cooked a haggis in the bar kitchen and fed it to the audience. “The stuff had a peculiar, meaty smell that filled the entire club,” remembers Aaron Chapman, who would later join the Real McKenzies. While the guests were eating, Paul recited the poem Address to a Haggis by Robbie Burns, which was part of the cultural tradition. The custom continued after Tartan Haggis ceased to exist, and went on to become a familiar ritual at early McKenzie shows. “Those things can be expensive when they’re not in season,” says Aaron, even though it is hard to believe that anyone would pay good money for sheep pluck (heart, liver, and lungs) simmered for three hours in the animal’s stomach. Although modern haggis is prepared in a regular sausage casing, the contents are just as unappetizing. Paul claims an affinity for the traditional Scottish dish, and friends insist that he is being truthful. Still, it is not impossible that the popularity of haggis might have something to do with the generous portions of scotch whisky that celebrants also consume.


  The band even scored a manager, Robert McRoberts (real last name Wallace). “Robert was a gregarious Scot who basically told us he was managing us. He did it just for kicks,” says Paul. The shows were always a lot of fun, but the beginning of the end came when accordionist Jan Henrickson died in a terrible motorcycle accident. “That really put a damper on the whole thing,” Paul says soberly. The band didn’t officially break up, but the desire to perform dwindled as surviving members coped with the loss. Time was the only thing that could help.


  Little by little, the guys began to recover. Paul devoted his time once again to the Enigmas and the band began to play more often. Tartan Haggis, which pre-dated the Real McKenzies by several years, gave Paul a loose template for the group that would become his life’s work. In a very genuine sense, this is where the band began.


  The death of hardcore was actually beneficial for the Enigmas, as many of their fans were disillusioned punk rockers looking for something new. The Enigmas, who fit that bill well, eschewed politics, and even “Pancho Villa” was not a call to arms. Aside from the Latin influences in that song, the Enigmas also incorporated numerous stage props into their act, including a projector that threw psychedelic images onto a white backdrop behind the band. Around this time, Paul bought a 1971 Triumph 650 Tiger that he drove onto the stage at the Commodore. “I’ll never forget the security goons with their arms folded, telling me I would never get the bike on the stage,” says Paul. “The thing about driving a motorcycle up a staircase is that there is no turning back.” He made the climb safely on that occasion but came dangerously close to plunging into the crowd after instinctively popping the clutch at the Town Pump one night. “I did a wheelie and the front wheel came down a millimeter from the edge of the stage,” says Paul, recalling the near disaster. Despite the risk involved to both himself and members of the audience, the band continued to perform the stunt. Where would rock n’ roll be without a little danger?


  One day in the spring of 1984, Mike Davies got a telegram from an A&R executive with WEA Records in Los Angeles, expressing interest in the Enigmas. “He wanted the record, so we sent him a copy,” says Mike. Not willing to leave it at that, the band decided to tour down the coast, culminating in a showcase performance in LA. If they wanted to get a foot in the door, they would have to show some initiative.


  In July, members with jobs took vacations and the band rolled out. Shows in Seattle and Portland were good fun, but the real adventure began in San Francisco. On a trip to the famed Fisherman’s Wharf, Bill Barker refused to accept a ticket, touching off a highspeed police chase. Of course, the cops eventually captured the crazed parking violator. “We had a gig in Berkeley, but Bill was in jail,” says Mike, the absurdity of it apparent in his voice. Upon arrival in Los Angeles, Randy Bowman’s girlfriend Lavinia almost drove the van through the front entrance of Madam Wong’s, the famed dive where the band was scheduled to play the showcase. None of the musicians were surprised when the A&R guy from WEA failed to show up. “He’d already forgotten who we were,” Mike says disappointedly.


  Back home in Vancouver, Paul continued to frequent Quintessence Records on West 4th Avenue, even after Grant McDonagh bought the store and changed the name to Zulu Records. Grant also ran a record label by the same name, so it only made sense for him to record the Enigmas. There was no money to be made, but Paul and his mates were happy to record another EP, especially since they couldn’t afford the production costs. “I bought my first punk rock record at Quintessence, Youthanasia by the Pigs. I started going there in the late ‘70s, and I was a very good customer,” says Paul. Although the label is gone, Zulu Records was still selling records as of 2015.


  This time, the Enigmas knew more about recording, and felt they could improve on their first effort. Full of beery enthusiasm, the guys laid the bed tracks in less than a week and were reasonably satisfied with the Strangely Wild EP. The new record allowed them to feel as if they were moving forward, and like most bands, the Enigmas hoped to get to a point where they could focus on music and not worry about regular day jobs. Had they been honest with themselves, they would have realized that such a thing would never happen. Bands such as the Tragically Hip and Sloan were enjoying some success, but they were basically unknown outside of Canada. Did the Enigmas really have what it took to be the next Triumph or Rush? “We should have embraced the underground instead of trying to compete with the mainstream,” says Mike Davies with the 20/20 accuracy of hindsight.


  The Enigmas weren’t done yet. To support the new record, the band set off in the summer of 1985 for a bare bones tour that took them to Montreal and back. “It was kinda gruelling. I think we went through half a dozen tires on the van,” says Mike. Drunk in the back, Paul occasionally battled monotony by climbing out the window to “surf” on the roof of the boxy vehicle, a pastime that could easily have ended in tragedy. Gigging their way across the country, the boys stopped for beer-fueled shows that earned them praise but not a great deal of money. Being young, they didn’t want to accept that the band would never be more than a glorified hobby.


  The guys talked about touring the USA the way DOA did, but Brian left the band after refusing to give up his job with the post office for a diet of bologna sandwiches and beer. Bill Barker took his place, and the band rallied to build a recording studio in his basement. According to Paul, Bill told them the Enigmas could record a full-length album cheaply if they did it themselves. Since they hadn’t received any hits from Strangely Wild, they needed to try again. Desperation was setting in.


  In June of 1989, only months after marrying Randy Bowman, Lavinia died from a heroin overdose. She’d begun dabbling in junk and had run across some product that was exceptionally strong. “I found out about it when I was on tour with NoMeansNo, and I was so upset that I almost flew home,” says Chris Crud, who was living with the guys at 666 East 29th Street. As a band, the Enigmas ceased to exist.


  Although Tartan Haggis still performed sporadically, the tension between Paul and Bill had grown to the point where shows weren’t enjoyable anymore. Bored, Paul began looking for like-minded musicians to form a new band. Mike Davies would have been his first choice, but Mike was tired of starving and went up north to work in the bush. He wasn’t surprised when Paul was in another band when he returned. The pair spoke vaguely of reforming the Enigmas, but not as a full-time project. “It was kinda awkward—like breaking up with a girl, where you talk about getting back together again but never do,” says Mike.


  But not all was lost. As early as 1987, the Enigmas began to play “reunion” gigs that were well-attended and exciting. With the stress removed, the members were able to enjoy themselves again. Brian Olinek returned on bass, and the Enigmas did several shows a year until 1993. After that, the band was dormant until Stephen Hamm took over from Brian. The band played in 2013 and 2014, and more shows are planned for the future. The Enigmas, however, were just the beginning for Paul McKenzie.


  CHAPTER FIVE


  A Cruel and Shallow Money Trench


  With only infrequent Enigmas shows to keep him busy, Paul jumped into a new project. This time, he teamed up with ex-Personality Crisis guitarist Jimmy Green, bassist Ralph Allan, and drummer Kerr Belliveau to form the Guttersnipes. The Guttersnipes were professional musicians, but most of the songs came from stuff that Paul hadn’t been able to use with the Enigmas. They took a riff here and line there to put together a set list, pausing for a slug of beer or a puff of this or that. Less than six months after the Enigmas ceased active operations, Paul was on the road with a new band.


  While the Guttersnipes might have been Paul’s way of thumbing his nose at his ex-bandmates for giving up, his new project was not particularly functional. From the start, he made the mistake of using his personal credit card to fund the group, unrealistically assuming that he would later recoup that money from band earnings. Things would not exactly turn out as planned.


  The Guttersnipes headed east as support for DOA in the summer of 1987. Featuring Jimmy Green’s fiery guitar work and the wail of Paul’s saxophone, the Guttersnipes were a hard rock band with a punk edge, attracting fans of both the Enigmas and Personality Crisis alike. “I had a really good time with the Guttersnipes,” says Paul, but he isn’t talking about the financial end of things. Shows were uniformly packed, and the band pushed across the prairies to Manitoba, dragging Paul’s oxygen tank along like a stage prop. They eventually arrived home with a bit of cash, and the tour seemed like a success. Paul didn’t realize the band was about to blow up in his face.


  Paul scheduled a band meeting and went to work. Jimmy Green was holding the money, but no one thought that was a problem. However, Jimmy was nowhere to be found when Paul got home later that day. According to Paul, the guitar player simply packed his bag and split, leaving his former bandmates in the lurch. “He also left me with a big phone bill and three months’ back rent,” says Paul. Jimmy later told Ralph and Kerr that Paul had taken the cash, which made the situation even worse. Even though Jimmy disappeared leaving no forwarding address, Ralph and Kerr refused to believe that their friend would do such a thing. The band was dead and Ralph and Kerr moved out, muttering darkly under their breaths as they left. Instead of allowing the situation to drag him down, Paul also moved out.


  In the spring of 1990, Paul found work with Mitchell Press. He started as a receiver, but moved up swiftly, learning new tasks and earning better wages. “It was really great because I was making good money and began to collect motorcycles,” says Paul. One of the bikes was a 1938 Arial that he would later drive to California. Life was good again, and now it was time to start thinking about a new band. As much as he appreciated his job at Mitchell Press, music was his passion.


  Accommodations at his new place on McLean Street were nothing fancy. While Paul enjoyed the company of his friend Coco Bikadoroff, some of the other tenants seemed a bit dodgy. As the only employed residents, Paul and Coco left together in the morning, Paul dropping Coco at a bakery on Granville Island before continuing to Mitchell Press on his motorcycle. Work was fine but the house was a zoo, with people coming and going at all hours. To Paul’s chagrin, a drug element began to take over and personal items started to go missing. The household cat did what it could to make Paul miserable. “One morning I saw Paul run from his bedroom to puke in the washroom,” remembers Coco, who is still a close friend. “I thought he was just paying the price for drinking too much the night before.” As it turned out, Paul had stepped in cat shit when he got out of bed, thus necessitating the speedy trip down the hall. As bad as that was, the junkie roommates were worse.


  Music was always on Paul’s mind, and he suggested almost jokingly to his friend Craig Proulx that they start a fuck band. This time, instead of taking a Celtic approach, Paul thought they could play nursery rhymes in a twelve-bar blues-style. “I just grabbed a bass and started thumping away, singing, ‘There was an old lady, da da da da da. She lived in a shoe, da da da da da.’ I was just taking the piss, but Craig thought it was a great idea,” says Paul.


  Craig, who had only recently picked up the guitar, didn’t let his lack of experience slow him down. He’d been in other fuck bands such as The Death of Whitney Houston, and the Cajun Brains with Bill Barker, so what did it matter that he was a novice? The purpose of the Grimm Brothers Blues Inc was not to dazzle fans with musical prowess, but to make fans laugh and drink.


  In less than a month, Grimm Brothers Blues Inc was appearing at parties and opening for acts at various clubs around town. The guys got a boost when Brian Olinek joined them, leaving Paul free to pick up the saxophone. With Paul on sax and Brian playing bass, the band could have been the Enigmas doing bluesy nursery rhymes, but without Mike’s tasty guitar licks. Like Tartan Haggis before them, Grimm Brothers Blues Inc was a gimmick band thrown together purely for fun.


  With a new project to keep him happy, Paul met a fine-looking female at the Luv-a-fair one night. Nineteen years old at the time, Natasha Duprey remembers that Paul was with his friend Rick, and the pair offered them a ride home. “Rick took my friend Andrea in his muscle car, but I went with Paul on the back of his motorcycle. We fell madly in love for a while.” With flames burning brightly, the pair moved into the basement of Natasha’s parents’ house before finding an apartment in Kitsilano.


  By the fall of 1990, Paul was singing and playing bass with Sparky Magneto and the Ionic Alternators, featuring guitarist Richard Duguay (Personality Crisis), guitarist Dylan Jones, and drummer Randy Bowman. Throwing together a handful of songs, the band played a single show at UBC for Nardwuar’s radio show before changing the name to TT Racer. Although hair rock was in vogue at the time, TT Racer had more of a punk edge than other rock bands of the period. Like the Enigmas or even Personality Crisis, TT Racer was mostly a rock band with punk origins.


  Renting a practice spot at Main and Broadway, the band rehearsed diligently. “The room we were in was the original Mount Pleasant Community Centre from the ‘20s,” says Paul. Even though the members all had day jobs, they practiced every night except Sunday. TT Racer moved rapidly through the local ranks to headliner status, and the guys felt confident enough to take the next step.


  The move would not come without a price. Unwilling to take a vow of poverty, Randy Bowman left the band and was replaced by drummer Phil Pobran, formerly of Beyond Possession. According to Paul, Phil had an extremely manic personality and was all over the place emotionally. “Phil was such a psycho, and you wouldn’t believe how many hours I spent trying to comfort him,” says Paul, laughing. Ultimately, Kerr Belliveau decided to forget about the missing Guttersnipe money and took the spot.


  When he wasn’t sipping scotch whisky, Paul was looking for ways to move the band forward. This time, however, it was Richard who took the initiative by phoning Duff McKagan of Guns N’ Roses. Both Paul and Richard knew Duff from the Seattle punk scene, but now Duff was in a position where he could help. The guys made a demo tape at Blue Wave Studios and gave it to Duff, who made sure it went to the right people. In due time, PolyGram invited TT Racer to play a showcase gig for industry VIPs in Los Angeles. Giddy with excitement, the band drove to California where PolyGram advanced them $5,000 to record a professional demo tape. TT Racer recorded five songs at Vancouver Studios using LA studio technicians. When they were finished, Richard flew to LA with the producer and the engineer to oversee the mixing. TT Racer actually had a chance because PolyGram A&R executive Michael Goldstone was looking for a band to replace Mother Love Bone, whose singer Andrew Wood had died recently of a heroin overdose. As cold-hearted as it might seem, Andrew’s passing left an opening at PolyGram, and TT Racer hoped to fill that vacancy.


  The big league, sadly, was not just around the corner. After what seemed like an eternity, PolyGram passed on TT Racer. “I think the reason that nothing happened with the demo was that Michael Goldstone, who gave us the $5,000, moved from PolyGram to Sony Music, leaving us high and dry,” says Duguay. “A guy named Bob Skoro replaced Michael, and he waited the ninety allowable days before asking for an extension.” In the end, PolyGram went with a little band from Seattle known as Pearl Jam. Just like that, the dream was over. Or was it?


  The bandmembers, while obviously disappointed, chose not to let the setback stop them. Being young and reckless, the guys decided to move to Los Angeles. “We went because we were naïve. We thought the close proximity would give us a better chance. Boy, were we wrong,” says Duguay.


  TT Racer left for Los Angeles in May of 1991. Paul’s boss at Mitchell Press could scarcely believe that the rising star was throwing away a high-paying union job for a tenuous career as a musician. “Our band was gonna be the next big thing, right?” asks Paul, seeing the move for the rash decision it was.


  Arriving in LA, the musicians settled in with friends. Guns N’ Roses was on tour, so Richard and his wife Erin watched Duff’s dogs at his luxurious home in the Hollywood Hills. Paul and Natasha stayed with ex-Personality Crisis soundman Hutch and his girlfriend Pleasant while looking for their own house. Paul had a sizeable nest egg saved up, so money wasn’t an immediate concern. “LA was super fun at first. Hutch was doing sound for the Red Hot Chili Peppers and Pleasant was writing for LA Weekly, so we were right in the thick of things. Paul and I had our motorcycles and the truck, so we could go anywhere at any time,” says Natasha, recalling the exhilaration of being young and free in LA.


  Within three weeks, Richard and Erin rented a house with Paul and Natasha on North Gardner Street in West Hollywood. The guys did a lot of clubbing, but Natasha was too young to get in, which was frustrating for her. She eventually obtained a fake ID but had to be careful. The band continued to rehearse, playing wherever and whenever they could while waiting for that lucky break that would never come. “The truth is that we were never gonna be a G N’ R type of band. Nobody knew who the fuck we were. Just because you sell out the Town Pump a few times don’t mean shit in Park Bench, Wyoming,” says Richard, older and much wiser. “We weren’t prepared to start at the bottom in LA. There were some illusions at play.”


  The house on North Gardner offered a high-quality rock star environment. Paul remembers walking into the kitchen to find a furry tail protruding from a loaf of bread. Erin’s cat had eaten its way through the middle of the loaf before dozing off. Paul woke the animal, which rewarded the singer by clawing him harshly. “That cat was fucking psychotic,” recalls the singer. “I’m a cat person and it wouldn’t even look me in the eyes.” Natasha and Erin were civil to each other but weren’t exactly friends. Joined at the hip, Paul and Richard also began to squabble.


  TT Racer played a number of high profile gigs, but music fans didn’t really know what to make of the rock band with the punk singer. Paul, who looked more like Joe Strummer than David Coverdale, simply didn’t fit the rock demographic. “The showcases didn’t work out the way they wanted them to, and things got a bit bleak after a while,” says Natasha. Nor was the band without internal problems, as drug use amongst some members continued to spiral out of control.


  The band performed at venues such as Coconut Teaser and the Shamrock, but most of the guys spent their time trying to stave off dopesickeness. Paul and Richard shopped around for a record deal, but all they found was rejection. “The music business wasn’t about writing good songs or playing well—it was about kissing ass, and I really didn’t want to have anything to do with that,” says Paul. With all the backstabbing and phoniness, Los Angeles was a shock to innocent punk kids from the Pacific Northwest, and they weren’t prepared for such brutal competitiveness. Reality is a harsh mistress and she lives in LA.


  One typically beautiful Californian afternoon, a car plowed into Paul as he turned into the driveway on his 1938 Ariel motorcycle. His injuries weren’t life threatening, but they were bad enough. The man who ran into Paul was attached to one of the movie studios, and the bigwigs whisked him out of the country to avoid legal complications. “I ended up having to pay a bunch of medical bills. I was fucked up for a while,” says Paul. Not just that, but the other vehicles needed expensive repairs and they only had Natasha’s motorcycle to get around. Because the city is so spread out, Los Angelinos rely on their cars more than most Americans.


  Before long, Kerr gave up and moved back to Vancouver. Kerr’s replacement, though pleasant, was a beginner and couldn’t give the band what they needed. There was no way to save the group at this point, but the remaining members still clung to the idea that they might somehow rise above. Doing what they could to stay afloat, the guys worked part time under the table, barely able to make ends meet. Perhaps if they hung on just a while longer, a much-needed break would arrive.


  The end, however, was inevitable, and the other members started to flee. In a last ditch effort to re-ignite the band, the guys brought Mike Davies down for a gig at the Shamrock. The gig was fun, but the overall vibe was missing and the new drummer wasn’t making the grade. This spelled the end for TT Racer, and although Natasha returned home to attend Simon Fraser University in September, Paul hung on until late October before making the long trip back to Vancouver, leaving Dylan, Richard, and Erin behind. The rock n’ roll dream was dead and gone.


  CHAPTER SIX


  Up Yer Kilt!


  Paul McKenzie was again without a band. Not just that, but the singer would soon be without a girlfriend as well. He and Natasha were living in a house at the corner of 20th Street and Ontario, but the relationship seemed to have run its course. LA had somehow changed them, and they couldn’t find their way back to the happy place that had existed earlier. After two months of bickering and general unhappiness the pair split up, even if there was the usual talk of getting back together.


  Anxious to move on, Paul found a job as doorman at the Railway Club. He liked the hours, even if the position did not pay particularly well. At least he often drank for free, which was a considerable bonus. Still missing Natasha, he moved into an old house on Frances and Commercial with a friend Michael Raycevick and another musician JP Fitting. “JP had songwriting credits with the Spin Doctors, so he was the only musician in the house that got big cheques,” remembers Michael Raycevick. Their friends playfully referred to Paul and Michael as “Ren and Stimpy” after the celebrated underground cartoon characters. Paul later mailed his former roommate the first season of Ren and Stimpy on VHS, with a note attached that read: “I never thought of you as a Chihuahua, but it fits!” Paul was no longer the smallest dog.


  Life on Frances Street carried on as normally as it could for three musicians. Michael, who had formerly belonged to seminal Vancouver bands the Shades and Exotone, jokingly suggested that Paul name his next band after Real MacKenzies Scotch Whisky, a lousy brand of swill that he’d picked up in Europe. “The stuff was so bad that you couldn’t drink it straight. It’s the shittiest stuff imaginable—it’s really terrible. I wouldn’t drink it in a pinch—I won’t even cook with it,” says Paul, of the blended three-and-five-year old hooch. Although the singer didn’t get around to it immediately, he would remember Michael’s suggestion when it came time to name his next band. What could be more punk than naming your group after the worst whisky in Scotland?


  Work at the Railway Club was a social event for Paul McKenzie. Pretty girls obviously had a better chance of beating the cover charge than men, but the doorman sometimes made exceptions for friends, and was not without a heart. He enjoyed his work, and the club provided an environment that led to a great many conversations about music. Most of the patrons were in one band or another, and Paul soon met the few musicians he didn’t already know. He wasn’t the type to stay home and watch TV, and not because he could only pick up three channels on his old set.
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