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Praise for Through the Eye of the Tiger
 

“The song Jim and Frankie wrote, ‘Eye of the Tiger,’ was So Amazing that when I first heard it I had to make sure I was not dreaming—a heart pounding timeless Rock Masterpiece!!!! … Thank you, you made Rocky even more Heroic.”


—Sylvester Stallone


“Joe Thomas introduced me to Jim Peterik almost twenty years ago and we’ve been friends ever since. The first time I met him we wrote a song together while sharing a spaghetti dinner at my favorite Italian restaurant. Somewhere between the garlic bread and the crème brûlée I knew we had a hit…sure enough, that song, ‘That’s Why God Made the Radio,’ became the title of the Beach Boys’ highest-debuting record (#3) in over forty years.”


—Brian Wilson


“I got the opportunity to meet Jim Peterik when he invited me to play on his World Stage record. We did a funky bluesy version of his number ‘Vehicle.’ I knew the song but never really knew whose song it was. I was immediately impressed with Jim; he was a true musician and lover of music. We come from different worlds, but we speak the international language … M-U-S-I-C. Since that recording I have come to know and respect Jim as a peer. When I do my annual run of shows at my club Legends, Jim has joined me on many occasions and jammed with me and my band. No rehearsals, just music. Before the show, he will hang out with me and have a shot and talk about old times, music, and cars. I am honored to share a stage with him and call him friend. He’s my Vehicle.”


—Buddy Guy


“Jim Peterik is such an extraordinary songwriter, musician, and human being. I believe he was put here on this earth to inspire us all with his words and melodies and he’s done just that. Jim, you wrote a great book … great storytelling … such an adventure to read. Jimbo rides again!”


—Mindi Abair, Concord Records singer/saxophonist/songwriter and president of the L.A. chapter of National Academy of Recording Arts and Sciences


“For all of his encounters with the likes of Led Zeppelin, The Beach Boys, and of course Sylvester Stallone, Jim Peterik remains resiliently down to earth and refreshingly aware of his roots. Through the Eye of the Tiger: The Rock ’n’ Roll Life of Survivor’s Founding Member by Jim with journalist Lisa Torem is a fascinating, revealing, and riotously entertaining book from a musical legend.”


—John Clarkson, editor of Pennyblackmusic.com


“Jim Peterik takes his surroundings and experiences to build songs wherever he is. Both in the UK and while hanging out in Chicago, I have witnessed him stop in mid-sentence to whip out his personal recorder and start humming a melody or a snippet of lyric into the microphone—the beginning of his next masterpiece. Through reading his memoirs, I have learned the inner workings of the man behind so many timeless classics.”


—Andrew McNeice, melodicrock.com


“I’ve known Jim Peterik for almost fifty years, and in that time saw him go from gawky teenage boy who wanted to be a rock-and-roller into one of the giants of that industry. This book tells it all, and this hometown boy couldn’t be prouder.”


—Joe Mantegna, star of stage, screen, and television and star of the hit series Criminal Minds


“If you bought a record with a Jim Peterik tune on it, chances are that would be the one you’d find yourself singing along with before the first chorus ended. Even if you can’t sing along with Through the Eye of the Tiger, Jim’s autobiography is powered by the same boundless enthusiasm and way with a hook that have helped his greatest hits endure for decades. This is one entertaining read.”


—Jeff Giles, UltimateClassicRock.com


“It’s no coincidence that Jim Peterik’s most successful band was called ‘Survivor.’ Through the Eye of the Tiger is Peterik’s rock ’n’ roll saga, the engaging autobiography of a hit-making musician and songwriter who pursued his music with passion, power, and persistence. The soundtrack to his life includes the classic rock hits ‘Vehicle,’ ‘Hold on Loosely,’ ‘The Search Is Over,’ and ‘Eye of the Tiger,’ and his new book tracks the highs and lows of his life in rock, with equal parts honesty, insight, and irreverence.”


—Ken Paulsen, music journalist, editor of Americana Music News


“In a tenacious business that eats its young and spits them out every fifteen minutes, Jim Peterik has proven to be the ultimate music survivor. Through the Eye of the Tiger offers proud testament to his enduring gift as an artist/songwriter, hard-fought integrity, and unyielding passion for his craft.”


—Ken Sharp, award-winning music journalist and New York Times bestselling author of Nothin’ to Lose: The Making of KISS (1972–1975)


“What is it that makes a listener turn the volume up when a song comes on? Energy? Excitement? Emotional connection? Jim Peterik’s songs have all that. But there’s an extra ‘it’ factor—that ‘something else’ in his songs. Same way with Jim himself. Jim continues to impress me with his generosity of spirit and humanity as he strives to inspire others to find their own ‘Eye of the Tiger.’”


—Sherrill Blackman, multi-time winner of Nashville Song Plugger of the Year
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There’s a Story in My Eyes . . .


[image: ]


Dedicated to the first cool guys in my life,


Binky Cihak and Johnny Babinek—


on Wesley Avenue we learned about cars, ukuleles, marbles,


scooters, and the wonders of rock ’n’ roll.




Foreword


I FIRST MET Jim Peterik in 1968, or was it ’69, hmmmmm…


The roads are windswept and slippery as our tour bus creeps up I-57 headed for a snowbound Chicago. At 4 a.m. I am eyes open in the back lounge, iPad in hand, rummaging through my weary head for the exact memory.


… I believe it may have actually been 1968, after an Ides of March show at The Blue Village teen club in Westmont, Illinois, one of many psychedelic-themed live music spots which were popping up all over Chicagoland at that time. Through the black-lit haze, in a moment certainly tattooed on Jimmy’s brain, some pimply-chinned high school kid walked up to him as he was packing up his guitar, and said, “Hey man, I’m in a band too, and I think ‘You Wouldn’t Listen’ is a really good song.” Jim Peterik was already a local rock star by then and could have easily blown me off … but he didn’t. Since that fateful night I have gone on to do everything from booking Jimmy and The Ides at Brother Rice High School’s prom in 1969, to forging a long-term friendship while co-writing and recording a number of Peterik/Cronin songs with my band, REO Speedwagon.


For as long as I have known him, Jimmy has always been a stand-up guy, prolifically talented, smart, quirky, naturally funny, a fair and honest collaborator, and a loyal friend. We share the same Midwest work ethic, a love and respect for songs and their creation, as well as an undying belief that music is our salvation. We both still feel the thrill when that final word of a new song magically travels from pen to notebook, when that perfect master mix explodes from the studio monitors, when at last you hear your record on the radio so you pull off to the side of the road, roll down the windows, crank it up full blast, and dig the moment!


Jim has largely flown under the global rock radar. He remains as underrated a singer and guitar player as he is well respected by his songwriting peers and beloved by his fans. He knows everything there is to know about writing a hit song and has a whole bunch of ’em under his silver-studded leather belt to prove it. He is constantly scribbling notes or dictating song ideas into one handheld device or another, totally committed to his craft. When together we have stumbled upon that precise lyric line or unique chord progression we are searching for, his whole being lights up with a love of the music-making process … a rarity in this digital age.


Jim possesses a personality that is built for artistic success … a delicate balance of insecurity and self-confidence, of strength and vulnerability, of unstoppable drive and love of the journey. He has chosen the life of both professional musician and devoted family man, and has figured out how to succeed at both. I want to know his secret.


All that having been said, it is my belief that most, if not all, creative people have a darker inner world from which their art springs. My guess is that by the time we finish reading this book, you and I will also have gotten a glimpse into that part of Jimbo’s life, as that is where a lot of the cool stuff happens. Songwriting is more than an art and a craft. It is where songwriters go to give form to our scariest feelings, to seek answers that elude us in real life, and for help expressing our anger, fear, and self-doubt in a functional way. In other words, it’s where we go to rock!


[image: Kevin Cronin and me.]


Kevin Cronin and me.


I know him pretty well, but I want to find out more about where Jim goes to rock. I want to understand how it all got started for young Jimmy Peterik of Berwyn, Illinois, how he has kept it going strong over a nearly fifty-year span, and most incredibly, how he got his beautiful wife Karen into that Vehicle!


So here we are, at a time in most guys’ careers when they are cashing out and looking into retirement plans; Jimbo is dyeing his hair purple, writing a book, and still schmoozing up a storm! Some might think he’s a nut, and maybe he is, but that is why we are such kindred spirits and why I love the guy like I do.


rock on brother … kc




There’s a Story in My Eyes…


I WOULDN’T TRADE LIVES with anyone. Every day has been a singular journey that has brought me to this moment in time. Writing this memoir has been like writing the diary I never kept. Fortunately and maybe not so fortunately, my brain is not equipped with a “delete” button, so most of my remembrances are either painfully or joyously intact.


As I leafed through my mental notes, I discovered what makes my life tick: the reasons I found success and the reasons even greater success has so far eluded me. I consider myself the luckiest guy I know—not because I have been blessed with wealth or fame, but because I have been touched by a wealth of people I can truly call friends.


I’m sure all autobiographies are cathartic for the writer, but perhaps even more so for me. Before tackling my memoirs, I was never the type to examine life as it happened, preferring to live in the cozy cocoon of creativity.


Songwriting has always been my escape, but it has also, too often, been my excuse for dealing improperly with many interpersonal and business relationships. Writing this book has forced me to harness my powers of recall and to look for answers to the complex questions I never thought to ask myself before.


You’ll find those answers right here—no holds barred. The complex patchwork of my life is drenched with drama and reward, Sturm und Drang. My book tells the tale of a Czech kid from a small Chicago suburb who, instead of denying his humble heritage, chose to glorify it. In fact, here’s how I still introduce us: “Hi everybody. We’re The Ides of March from Berwyn, Illinois!”


It’s a story about a boy whose rise to success reflects that of Rocky Balboa in the very song he co-wrote for Rocky III: the now iconic motivational anthem, “Eye of the Tiger.”


I feel I was put on this earth to express my heart through the songs I write. Songs thoroughly define me. They have been both companion and sage counselor. They have made me a ton of money, yet have cost me a small fortune as I chased dream after dream to promote them.


Mine is a life that shatters the stereotypical “sex, drugs, and rock ’n’ roll” archetype. Maybe that’s why I’m still here and still coherent.


It is why my high school sweetheart and I have now been married for forty years. But the contradictions and complexity of my psyche are all here in living color. My various quirks and neuroses have informed my songwriting and created a kind of petri dish of cultures. I believe that if you never fail—if you never fall—then you are playing life too safe, and that’s not who I am. Not at all.


I carry the strength and sometimes overconfidence of my gift, and yet I honor and protect that gift with every fiber of my being. I’ve always felt that if I fully appreciate the life I’ve been granted, He will let me keep it. So far, so good.


I can be endearing or annoying (depending on who you talk to), self-serving or self-deprecating, stingy or generous, overbearing or laissez-faire, humble or pretentious. But I always try to be genuine and treat people the way I’d like to be treated. By relaying my experiences as honestly as possible, I hope I have given you reasons to judge me fairly.


Here I rip the lid off many issues I have avoided for years. In the process I learned a lot about myself.


You will get to know more about many of the people I have been fortunate enough to work with through the years: The Ides of March, 38 Special, Sammy Hagar, Brian Wilson, The Beach Boys, Kevin Cronin and REO Speedwagon, The Doobie Brothers, Cheap Trick, Night Ranger, Dennis DeYoung, Reba McEntire, Henry Paul of Blackhawk, David Hasselhoff (!), Johnny Rivers, Lynyrd Skynyrd and, of course, Survivor. You will get a feel for the kind of people I love to work with and find out why I stay close to them even after all these years.


As I enter my seventh decade, I am still evolving—still pushing the envelope, sometimes achieving success, other times falling on my ass. I’m one of the few people I know who has acquired a nickname at age sixty: Jimbo. I’ve shed forty pounds and I’ve kept it off. I work out three times a week; I’ve added a swash of purple to my hair, tight, spray-on jeans, and a confident swagger that is in stark contrast with my history of shrinking from the light for so many years…


Why now? Why the reinvention? And, most importantly, will it last? Well, you’ve got to read this book and then decide for yourself.


People often stop and ask me, “Jim, what’s your best song?” I’m sure they expect to hear me name one of my big hits, perhaps “Eye of the Tiger,” “Hold on Loosely,” “The Search Is Over” or “Vehicle.”


Instead I tell them, “I haven’t written it yet.” And I’m dead serious. It’s always day one for me—the first day of the rest of my life, and I intend to live to 100.


I’ve got too damn much to do, too many committed goals, too many songs to write, and too many emotions to express. I’ve got too much love to share, too many slushy martinis to sip, bone-in fillets to sink my teeth into, young rockers to mentor, too many vintage guitars to collect and memories to reflect upon. But most of all, I have the motivation to maybe even make a difference in your life.


Hopefully, I will touch you with a shared experience or perhaps mirror your own life in some way; maybe I will even shed some light on a problem you might be having. I have found that as I write, I become my own shrink—so I’m saving a bundle there.


At this very moment, sitting at the computer in my kitchen, I’m writing a song called “Delusional” for the group I founded, Pride of Lions, which features me and the amazing vocalist Toby Hitchcock. It’s a good one that concerns the sometimes careless medication of “hyperactive” kids when they become a nuisance to their parents and society. It’s my belief that except in extreme cases kids should be allowed to be kids, exhibiting all the characteristics that make them unique individuals.


The lyric brings that point home:


           “He gets up early each morning rushes down to the field


           By the power of will he’s a man made of steel


           He says he’s gonna be a football star


           yeah they all say the boy’s delusional


           She sings into her hairbrush in front of the mirror


           At the top of her lungs—her passion is clear


           She says she wants to be like her idols on the screen


           Ah they shake their heads—the girl’s delusional


           Then they come up with initials


           for not doing what he’s told


           Giving her prescriptions—to fit into the mold”


           Chorus:


           “Let the boy dream—let him believe


           Live and breathe—let him be delusional


           Let the girl grow


           Question all she’s been told


           Wild and free


           Let them be unusual—Delusional


           These are the rule breakers—the rain makers—the game changers


           These are the restless souls that shape their destiny


           These are the earth shakers—the risk takers—the storm chasers


           These are the crazy hearts taking hope to history


           Now here’s to all with a vision beyond what is known


           The ones who fight the whole world on raw courage alone


           The ones who never listen when they taunt and they tease


           One flash of their eyes—you can see what they see


           It’s the curse and the cure of the dreamer’s disease


           Do you know what it means to be—Delusional.”


           Copyright 2012 Jim Peterik/Bicycle Music ASCAP


So here it is—with all its warts and beauty, holy water and spit—the world as I see it—“Through the Eye of the Tiger.”


—Jimbo




In the Light of 1,000 Smiles


WHEN JIM PETERIK writes a song, he not only captures life’s extraordinary moments, he sanctifies them. By penning the lyrics of “Eye of the Tiger” and “The Destiny Stone” (from Pride of Lions’ 2007 release) he has made the distant dream attainable. Maybe we weren’t raised to be boxers or political strategists, but Jim assures us, through his empowering words, that we have the power to succeed.


His talent does not stand still. “Ghost Orchid” (from his first Lifeforce CD) is shrouded in sensitivity, yet holds up to the strongest feminist anthem. “The Search Is Over” was inspired by a news story (but was informed by his own life’s search), one that many might have read, but few would have synthesized.


Because the songwriter and the man are not two distinct entities, Jim’s life story is as genuine as the solid, brick bungalows constructed in his native Berwyn. He’s got roots, but he also has wings, which he has used to soar above some of pop culture’s most transformative, yet harrowing times. Many of his contemporaries died—sadly, senselessly—before the age of thirty. Maybe that’s why he doesn’t take for granted one single day.


But survival, of course, isn’t enough. Jim, who once skated dangerously close to a spirit-crushing depression, had to find the strength to spring back. Songwriting, his close-knit friends, and his high school sweetheart, Karen (who eventually became his wife), meant the world to Jim back in Berwyn, but these loved ones mean even more today.


Because of their shared history, they understand his words and, moreover, his need for introspection. Soul-searching requires time. To Jim Peterik, silence seems to brilliantly simmer; perhaps it opens the gates to wondrous images and thoughts or to those lyrics that motivate and move us. Jim Peterik uses words and space to make the mundane fierce, strong, and gorgeous.


Jim and I met for the first time at a songwriting workshop in the late ’80s, although I really doubt Jim remembers me; one of many emerging artists in a crowded room, I was buried behind a notebook. (Author’s note: I do distinctly remember this inquisitive and bright girl!) I was struck by Jim’s knowledge of the music business, but I also recall how the successful, Grammy-winning songwriter stayed around to field additional questions well past the targeted ending time.


What struck me, too, was how warm and personable Jim was, even after what must have been an exhausting afternoon. “Approachable” is how many of his fans would describe him. Jim sees himself as a people person. Even the shortest dialogue with a fan or a server at a local diner seems to excite him; his dad, Jim Peterik Sr., also a working musician, taught, by example, that no one trumps another—we’re in this life together. I believe that Jim feels we have to embrace our commonalities.


I never forgot that personality. Years later, when I started writing for the popular British webzine Pennyblackmusic, I was in a position to interview many of my favorite artists. I sought out Jim to find out how he had successfully navigated his post–Ides of March and Survivor days and how he had sustained his career in an industry that many might call cutthroat.


I initially called to request a twenty-minute phoner, but I was incredibly pleased when Jim invited me to spend the afternoon in his recording studio, “Lennon’s Den” (named after one of his biggest heroes), to watch a session and to conduct a more extensive interview in his contemporary, sun-drenched home in the western suburb of Burr Ridge, Illinois.


For several hours I observed Jim, along with Larry Millas, his longstanding boyhood friend, fellow Ides of March band member, and engineer of the day’s session, at work. They overdubbed solos with several outstanding session musicians, and I then interviewed Jim for another seamless hour. Finally, we grabbed lunch at his favorite haunt, the Moondance Diner.


We touched on many themes that afternoon: songwriting, career building, and the production of his hits. Jim also relayed emotional challenges that he had faced as a result of growing up ahead of his peers. Though we went deep, the time went by in a flash. For that reason, I wasn’t too surprised, after I typed up my notes, that we had discussed enough for a comprehensive two-part interview.


Earlier this year, Jim got in touch and asked if I would help him write his memoirs. A project that could have been daunting—documenting a life!—was made endlessly enjoyable because of Jim’s charm, humor, and talent.


Before I came along, his life and music had already been immortalized through endless awards, discographies, and personal testimonies, but now I had the enviable opportunity to find out, through first-person narratives, how he had achieved his goals, and whether his journey would be better described as a struggle or a methodical game plan.


For Jim, I believe, this collaboration required incredible stamina and honesty; the courage to face memories that at times were painful, and the resolution to favor deep thought over superficial judgments. A life story is not an easy one to tell, but Jim’s high degree of emotional intelligence, and surprising ability to recall key events, make him a stellar narrator.


In my opinion, Through the Eye of the Tiger was not intended for a singular audience. It is a fascinating read for anyone looking to propel a dream, as well as for the obsessive rock music fan, music historian, or emerging songwriter.


Jim, aside from his accomplishments, remains, for many of his fans, the quintessential Midwesterner who resisted life on both coasts, the guy-next-door who married his dream-woman and life partner, Karen.


As the rare, remarkable artist who has reshuffled the deck of the American dream, Jim has redefined his talents, consistently, in an industry that is as unpredictable as the temperamental Chicago climate.


To enjoy Jim’s story, though, you must redefine the term “rock star” because, while it’s true that his flashy wardrobe stops passersby on any city street, the parallels end there.


This songwriter’s glories are not built upon endless visits to rehab nor dalliances with star-struck fans. Jim Peterik, the father, husband, brother, uncle, mentor, producer, performer, and singer/songwriter, remains aware that, with his celebrity status, he can offer creative inspiration to others, and he takes that precious gift seriously.


—Lisa Torem
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Rising Up to the Challenge


THE PHONE CALL that shook my world came on an otherwise ordinary day, the way life-altering events usually do.


The ’77 VW Scirocco I had just picked up from a repair shop in Maywood, Illinois, should have had a Sunkist logo on it—that lemon had left me stranded all over the U.S. But now the old junker was finally fixed, and after a long afternoon fielding traffic, I pulled into the driveway of our ranch home on South Stone Avenue in La Grange.


I walked inside and gave way to my everyday ritual. I pressed “play” on my enormous answering machine.


“Jim, give me a call, it’s Alice Anne. What are we getting Mother for her birthday?” Click.


As I casually listened I laid my shoulder bag on the counter, and started shuffling through the mail. Lotsa junk mail as always.


Next: “Jim! Salzman. You gotta hear the new one by Rundgren. It’s sick. Call me.” Click.


I picked up a Les Paul Gibson and started idly picking. I was tired and only half-listening when I pressed the button to retrieve one last call.


“Hey, yo, Jim. That’s a nice message machine you got there. This is Sylvester Stallone. Give me a call. 604…” Click.


Rewind. Click. “Hey, yo, Jim. That’s a nice message machine you got there…”


Rewind. Click. “Hey, yo, Jim. That’s a nice …”


Time froze and I gathered my thoughts. Maybe it was a gag. It’s true that we had formed a new group, Survivor, and that by early 1982 we had established a good reputation with two albums under our belt. We had also toured with the likes of Jefferson Starship, Kansas, and Triumph. But, Stallone? What would he want with me?


Was it even Stallone? Or could it have been Sal, our Italian road manager, doing a dead-on impersonation? I had to find out. But first, I called up Frankie Sullivan, the lead guitarist in Survivor, and told him to come over right away. I explained that I thought I had just gotten a call from Sylvester Stallone!


Frankie came right over and we strategized. We manned two separate phones; I dialed the Los Angeles number and we got a quick response. “Yo!”


“Is this Sylvester Stallone? This is Jim Peterik and Frankie Sullivan of Survivor.”


“Yeah, but call me Sly,” he answered.


“Okay, Sly,” I stammered.


Speaking in his now trademark Philly accent he told us about a new movie he had just shot. It was the third in the Rocky series, Rocky III. The film was now finished except that they still needed to choose the music.


I hurriedly scrambled to find a piece of paper to write on until my hand landed on the Beatles Songs Easy Piano Series: Volume One songbook that Karen had been playing. I grabbed the thin book, still focused on every word Sly was saying, flipped it over to a mostly blank backside, and started scribbling notes as he spoke. I was jotting words, phrases, and concepts even as we went along. I wrote around another long-forgotten song I was working on called “Take These Memories” and put his phone number down next to the name Syvestor [sic] Stallone!


“Tony Scotti [CEO of Survivor’s label, Scotti Brothers] played me your song, ‘Poor Man’s Son.’” (It was a cut off of our 1981 release Premonition.) “That’s the sound I want for my movie’s title song. It’s raw, it’s street. It’s got energy and it’s got exactly what I need. Do you think you can help me out?”


By this time I felt like I was levitating and looking down at the room from a hundred feet.


“Ummm. Absolutely,” I answered.


Sly added, “I want something for the kids, something with a pulse. I’m going to send you the first three minutes of the movie. That’s the montage. That’s where I need the song.”


He went on to explain that he had tried to obtain the rights to use “Another One Bites the Dust” by Queen for that spot, but they had refused to grant him the license. Thank you, Queen! I thought to myself.


“That’s the song you’ll hear on the rough cut I’m going to send you. That’s the one to beat, but I can only send you the first three minutes. The rest is top secret,” Sly intoned.


Click.


I stared at the music book. The thing looked like it had been caught in a brainstorm. Ideas, both random and dictated, spread from top to bottom and side to side. I recently rediscovered this artifact and it immediately took me back to that day. That pivotal moment.


I looked over at Frankie, he was half grinning, half in shock, and we slapped each other five. This was the chance we had been waiting for.


Frankie was a young, unproven guitar hotshot from the industrial town of Franklin Park, Illinois, and I was already a conquering warrior fighting on the frontlines of rock ’n’ roll for fifteen years, looking for my next victory. As band members and individuals we were ready for what might turn out to be our defining moment. We agreed that Rocky Balboa’s story was a lot like ours: Against the odds, a band on a small label tries to fell the giants, Foreigner, Journey, Kansas, and other melodic rock heavyweights.
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First “Eye of the Tiger” scribbles and Stallone’s number.


That afternoon I went out and rented a pro Betamax player—a then state-of-the-art video machine that was about the size of a small refrigerator. I hooked it up on the kitchen counter and waited for FedEx. When the tape arrived at my doorstep the next day I called Frankie to come over quick and we wasted no time loading it in.


Here I was, at the ready, my white Les Paul electric guitar casually slung around my neck waiting for lightning to strike. Suddenly, the kitchen was charged with electricity. The Mohawk-headed Mr. T rose up like the commanding threat he would soon become; his dramatic entrance was contrasted by Stallone resting on his laurels doing Master Charge commercials and enjoying the spoils of his success. This quick-cut film montage was accompanied by “Another One Bites the Dust” by one of our favorite bands, Queen.


I rolled my eyes and wondered out loud how we were going to beat that masterstroke of a song. Queen’s smash hit seemed to work so perfectly. We watched it again, this time with the sound off. That’s when I started playing that now familiar, muted, sixteenth-note figure: digga digga digga digga digga digga digga and then started grabbing chords from thin air; C minor, B flat major, C minor. Then C minor, B flat major, C minor, C over G, A flat. Repeat. The slashes seemed to coincide with the punches being thrown. I even put one slash in an unorthodox beat to match a punch. This irregular beat would become the scourge of drummers for all time! Later in my career, when I’d audition a drummer, if he couldn’t grasp this weird measure I knew he was probably not gonna cut it.


At just the right moment, without saying a word, Frankie and I headed for the piano room at the front of the house. This very cozy, yet inspiring room held my small, but growing guitar collection, which hung on the wall. A beautiful Ibach grand piano took up a good portion of the tiny room. (I still have that piano—it’s lucky.)


Frankie switched to guitar and I dashed over to the piano. I hammered out a chord progression that was actually quite R&B inflected. Frankie held down the fort with the rhythm we had established. Now, we had the groove and some of the chords, but then we hit a wall.


What was this movie about? How does it end? What should be the focus of this song? We called up Sly and begged him to send us a rough cut of the entire movie. He reluctantly agreed to do so but only under the condition that we send it back the very next day, overnight delivery.


The entire Rocky III movie arrived by FedEx the next morning. We sat there spellbound as we watched the dazzling action and humorous yet meaningful dialogue. It was filled with soon-to-be-famous Stallone catchphrases: “Go for it!” “Knock you into tomorrow!” Then we heard it: the Big Hook. Rocky Balboa’s trainer, played by the gravelly voiced actor Burgess Meredith, tells the main character, “Rocky, you’re losing the eye of the tiger.” Bingo. There was our title, the focus of our game-changing smash.


The next day, we reconvened. We sat in the music room wondering where this lyric could start. Frankie broke the ice. He mumbled, “How about, ‘Back on the street, doing time, taking chances’?”


I liked the sound of those words. I thought about the script and Rocky’s quest to stay on top. I countered with, “How about this? ‘Rising up, back on the street, did my time, took my chances.’”


We had our start. From there the lyrics just seemed to flow with the storyline. The next few days as I jogged (an every morning ritual) I sweated out words and phrases.


“So many times, it happens too fast, you trade your passion for glory.” Yeah, great line. I would recite it into my Radio Shack cassette recorder. “Don’t lose your grip on the dreams of the past; you must fight just to keep them alive.” Yup, that’ll work, too.


When I had the bulk of the lyric and Frankie’s approval, we booked time at Chicago Recording Company (CRC) to record the demo. We rounded up Marc Droubay, our drummer, and Stephan Ellis, on bass, who were both living in a house that my wife, Karen, and I owned at the time. Stephan obviously didn’t understand the magnitude of the project. In fact, I remember how he groused about going down to the studio just to record “some movie music.”


The guys heard the song for the first time as I was pounding it out on the Yamaha grand piano in studio A. We set up the drums in the storage room in back of the studio to get that raw, ambient, John Bonham–style sound. The Led Zeppelin drummer was Marc’s main influence. You could hear it in his attack.


When it was time to record, Frankie sat in the control room next to our engineer, the late Phil Bonanno, to make sure the sounds were going down right. Frankie’s great set of ears always helped us get the most out of an engineer and a studio.


We found a click tempo, which is like a metronome that we would hear in our cans (headphones) to keep our tempo steady. We were concerned because the tendency for most musicians is to rush the tempo. In this song, that outcome would have been deadly.


As soon as we lit into the song I felt the surge of magic. Oh, my God! Marc laid down the groove with four on the floor, the kick drum pounding on every beat and the jackhammer snare that Frankie and Phil had dialed in just right. Steph laid down the steady plod with his amazing pick style, and, on piano, I supplied the expansive chording; my goal was to fill out our song and make it move.


Survivor’s lead singer, Dave Bickler, did not know the song well enough yet to sing a guide vocal so we just kept the melody in our heads as we played. The second take was magic. It felt like history was going down; we were achieving a solidity of sound I had never heard before and rarely since.


Frankie declared it was a “take” and we filed into the control booth for a very loud and powerful playback. The overdubs went quickly the next day. I laid down the sixteenth-note digga-digga-digga muted guitar figure to the bottom using my white Les Paul Custom running through my 1959 Fender Tweed Bassman amp and an Electric Mistress chorus effect—this device mimics the sound of an electric twelve-string—then I meticulously doubled this part, which Frankie panned far left and right in the stereo spread to make it sound huge.


Now it was Frankie’s turn. He did the first two passes on a tobacco sunburst Les Paul, which he christened “Firewood,” through his Marshall fifty-watt half-stack. Then, he layered on top two tracks of Fender Stratocaster to give shimmer to the raw slabs of power guitar. (A few years later at a music/tennis event, the amazing Alan Parsons asked me how the hell we got that incredible guitar sound. Do you think I told him?)


Two days later it was Dave’s time to shine. He sang as if his life depended on it.


           “It’s the eye of the tiger, it’s the thrill of the fight,


           rising up to the challenge of our rival


           and the last known survivor


           stalks his prey in the night,


           and he’s watching us all with the


           eye…of the tiger.”


           Copyright 1982 Warner/Chappell Music ASCAP/Jim Peterik Music/Bicycle Music ASCAP/Rude Music BMI/Sony/ATV Melody BMI/Three Wise Boys Music LLC BMI


Dave hit that high E on the word “eye” and made this one of the most exhilarating moments of my life and in rock ’n’ roll history. Everyone in the control room cheered as he walked in for the first playback. No one else could have sung that song as well as Dave. He was born for that performance.


When we sent the rough mix to Stallone, he responded, “Yeah, you guys really did it! This is exactly what I was looking for. But you got a little lazy on me. You forgot to write me a third verse!” On the original demo, we had Dave repeat the first verse a second time in the third verse slot.


So now it was back to the drawing board. After discussions with Frankie, we decided to cheat a bit and grab pieces of the first verse and alternate with new lines. Stallone loved our job of self-thievery.


“Rising up, straight to the top, had the guts, got the glory. Went the distance, now I’m not gonna stop. Just a man and his will to survive.” (In a recently discovered notebook, I found that one of my trial lyrics for the first line of the final chorus was, “Rising up, ready to spring!” Ouch!)


I was not totally surprised when “Eye of the Tiger” went on to hit number one on the Billboard charts and stayed there for seven weeks, or that it would sell 5 million records in its first year and 30 million to date. Hell, we had a 10-million-dollar video titled Rocky III to promote it!


What amazes me most is that this song remains alive and well—stronger, it seems with every passing year. It continues to be a thread in the fabric of millions of lives and it has motivated so many to go beyond their perceived limitations and achieve more than they ever could imagine.


Over the years, “Eye of the Tiger” has given focus and strength to athletes. It has helped people rise from wheelchairs and walk, and it has been part of the soundtrack to the lives of so many individuals from all walks of life.


It seems as if every generation discovers it and claims the song as its own. Truly, in my case, destiny began with a phone call and changed a thousand destinies along the way. It certainly changed mine forever. Now when people ask what comes first for me, the words or the music, I answer, “Neither. First comes a phone call…in my case—from Sylvester Stallone.”
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Ever Since the World Began


I HAD A VERY COOL CHILDHOOD. Not only was I the youngest child, I also held the status of being the only boy. Nobody knew I was coming. I was a complete surprise. Everyone thought I’d come out as Barbara—they already had a name picked out for me!


I was treasured. I felt completely valued by my parents and sisters. Some people only talk about self-esteem, but I knew that I was special because my family made me feel that way. My earliest memory was being bathed in a white wicker bassinet, which was located right off the kitchen. That shared experience was so special—my whole family smiling and cooing at me was pretty seductive stuff. I think that’s why I became a performer. I always loved the feeling of being the center of attention.


When I was about three years old I walked into the living room where my parents and sisters were cooing over a newborn baby that a relative of ours had brought over. I surveyed the situation with disgust and before storming out the front door to the porch, I muttered, “Why don’t you do something more important rather!” I didn’t quite understand the explosion of laughter I heard as I slammed the door. You see, only I could be the center of attention. The next day I complained about a stomachache. I received so much concern and attention that I complained of one almost every day after that, to the point that my family took me downtown to the tallest building in Chicago at the time, the Prudential Building, for a raft of allergy tests. As the fine needles scratched my back for about an hour I was suddenly very sorry I had created the great stomachache hoax.


[image: Happy New Year, 1953.]


Happy New Year, 1953.


My older sisters, Alice Anne and Janice, ten and twelve years older, respectively, were the typical 1950s teenagers, wearing all the latest styles: fleece poodle skirts, tight angora or cashmere sweaters, faded jeans rolled up to the knee, and capri slacks with the zipper in the back (still love those). Janice was a bleach blonde, Alice Anne a brunette. They alternated hairstyles between Audrey Hepburn short and Lauren Bacall long.


Music was a huge part of my early years. My sisters, I realize now, had impeccable taste in music. They loved Johnny Cash. The country star with the oak barrel whiskey baritone became my first real influence after the girls had brought home these yellow label 45s, manufactured by the Memphis-based Sun Records. I loved “I Walk the Line,” “Train of Love,” and “I Still Miss Someone.” I didn’t know it then, but it was the stripped-down simplicity and raw honesty that spoke to my emerging sensibilities.1


These little records would churn at forty-five revolutions per minute around the big spindle of the then-revolutionary RCA Victor record changer, which sat proudly on top of the Peterik family’s blond-cabinet black-and-white Zenith television set. You would stack up to eight records on the chubby spindle and marvel as the records dropped one by one.


My parents, of course, had their own records, but their tastes consisted of real cornball stuff that I dreaded. There were, however, one or two records of theirs that I could not get enough of. One was Dean Martin’s “Memories Are Made of This” and the other a divine instrumental called “Skokiaan” by Ralph Marterie. I found myself gravitating to that major key melodic stuff, though it would be years until I would see the impact in my own writing.


It was the heartfelt and beautiful melodies that always got me. “Big Rock Candy Mountain” enchanted me. This blue vinyl 45 had all of these different cowboy hits on the sleeve, and because I knew that “Big Rock Candy Mountain” was the third cut, I would position myself in my favorite armchair so I could anticipate the cowboy three-part harmony and the lyric I learned by heart: “Oh the buzzing of the bees and the cigarette trees…” (seriously!) “The soda water fountain…” I would let these great melodies seduce and wash over me again and again. Today when I relive these moments there is a chemical reaction inside me that sets off the exact vibration complete with sounds, smells, and intense feeling. (I described that phenomenon many years later in a song I wrote for Lisa McClowry, “Time Signatures”—those sensory cues being the signature of time.)


I liked the spooky tunes, too. There was something very seductive when Art and Dotty Todd cooed “Chanson D’Amour” especially when they went “ra da da, da da”—goose bumps. When I heard the intro to “Mr. Sandman” by the Chordettes I had a brand-new physical reaction. As the girls were singing, “Mr. Sandman, bring me a dream, make him the cutest that I’ve ever seen” in that sugar-sweet three-part harmony I felt something angular in my pants—something hard and boney. Something strange yet somehow wonderful. I listened to that song a lot just wondering what to do with that protuberance.


Certain other songs through the years had what Neil Young calls “the spook” and had that same effect on me: “Runaway” by Del Shannon, “Sealed with a Kiss” by Brian Hyland, “(The Man Who Shot) Liberty Valance” by Gene Pitney (written by my future songwriting heroes Burt Bacharach and Hal David), “Scotch and Soda” by the Kingston Trio, “Beyond the Sea” by Bobby Darin, “Come Softly to Me” by the Fleetwoods, and yes, predictably, “Spooky” by the Classics IV.


As much as I loved Johnny Cash, he had to play second fiddle when Janice brought home a black-labeled disc with a phonograph and a dog pictured on the label by an artist with a very odd name: Elvis Presley. He had a rawness that just got to the roots of my soul! This is what I had been waiting for. Then when my sisters and I huddled around the “shmee-vee” (my mother enjoyed degrading the TV with that flippant nickname) to watch Elvis on The Ed Sullivan Show one fateful Saturday night, I knew that’s who I wanted to be. After that day I hound-dogged my parents until they bought me every Presley single they could find: older releases on Sam Phillips’ Sun Records such as “Milk Cow Blues Boogie,” “Baby, Let’s Play House,” “I Don’t Care If the Sun Don’t Shine,” and “Good Rockin’ Tonight.”


Then Alice Anne brought home this giant record with a little hole in it. I had never seen an LP before. “LP” stood for “long playing” and it had not one but up to six songs per side. This purchase coincided with my mom and dad purchasing a freshly minted RCA portable record player. It was maroon red and had speakers built in. It sat on a functionally beautiful gold metal stand. I stared at it in total awe as the arm went down on our very first LP: Elvis Presley’s first album.


As I listened I devoured the cover with pink letters that screamed out Elvis Presley. There he was, live onstage, with his guitar slung around his neck, mouth open so wide you could practically see his tonsils. On the back he was wearing a black-and-white polka-dotted scarf. My sisters and I would gaze and listen almost obsessively ’til we knew every word of each song on that album: “I’m Counting on You,” “Blue Suede Shoes,” “Tutti Frutti” (I knew this version way before hearing Little Richard’s original), the wonderfully playful “One-Sided Love Affair,” and the super-tough “Trying to Get to You.”


One day my sisters brought home “Love Me Tender.” I put that record on, and suddenly it seemed as if Elvis was singing right into my ear. I don’t know how to describe what I was feeling, but it was very, very intimate. I found out years later that besides the emotion that Elvis put into the delivery, he was recorded absolutely “dry”—that is, without any of the tape slap echo that producer Sam Phillips typically used on his voice. In this dry state it was as if Elvis was right in the room with you, singing into your ear.


When I was three or four my family started going on summer vacations. We’d drive down to Ft. Myers, Florida, to visit my mother’s brother, Uncle Raymond and Auntie Florence, who ran one of those soft-serve ice cream stands called the Dairy Dream—kind of a Tastee-Freez wanna-be. We’d hit the interstate, head across the endless miles of cornfields of southern Illinois, and gradually ramble through the steaming heat of the southern states. As we’d wind through the Smoky Mountains, Alice Anne and Janice would take out their ukuleles from the trunk. One was a mahogany Gretsch, which I still have to this day, and the other was a blond Regal that, unfortunately, has long since disappeared.


In the backseat my sisters and I would sing camp songs, such as “The Happy Wanderer” (better known by its chorus chant: “valderee, valderah”), “Smile Awhile,” and “Let the Rest of the World Go By.” Perhaps our favorite sing-along was “Bye Bye Love” and “All I Have to Do Is Dream” by our beloved Everly Brothers. As I’d sing I’d bite my inner cheeks to simulate their gaunt, sunken cheek look. Our repertoire consisted of the same six or seven songs that we would sing over and over again. I felt secure and loved in the arms of family. Those days are some of the best times of my life.


I first found myself drawn to the ukulele when I was about four years old, but when I picked it up, my hands couldn’t even wrap around the neck of the instrument. Then, at about four and a half, when my hands grew bigger, I could finally grasp it and firmly place my fingers around the neck to form a chord. I was jubilant!


Janice and Alice Anne taught me the basic chords: C, G, F, and E minor, which allowed me to strum and sing a tune called “Maybe,” made popular by the Chantels in ’56. I played that song over and over again and drove my parents to distraction as my sisters giggled.


Then, I learned the other songs they were so fond of singing: “Jada” and “Has Anybody Seen My Gal?” (“Five foot two, eyes of blue. But, oh! what those five foot could do…”). To this day I can play all of those songs and wow my friends at parties or events. When my sister Janice died, Alice Anne and I played our ukes at the wake and sang a bittersweet, slightly out of tune version of “Let the Rest of the World Go By.”


That was the beginning of my musical journey: singing three-part harmonies with Janice and Alice Anne and strumming those ukuleles in the backseat while my parents bickered in the front seat.


“You’re going too fast, slow down. Do you have to be the first car on the highway all the time?” griped my mom, Alice. But she knew the answer: of course! Ninety-five mph was the typical speed for one of our trips down south.


We didn’t care, though. My sisters used to try to “pants” me in the backseat, hit me, kick me, tickle me, and of course, I loved every minute of it.


“Stop, it girls! Jimmie, would you rather be up here with us or tortured in the backseat with your sisters?”


My answer was simple: “Tortured in the backseat with my sisters!” You see, this wasn’t torture at all. Having all that attention focused on me set the stage for my strong desire, obsession if you will, to be a performer.
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1 My passion for those old Sun Records sides of Johnny Cash extended forward to 1966 when I convinced The Ides of March to work up and record a Byrds-influenced rendition of Johnny’s “Train of Love.” It was recorded at the same session that spawned “Roller Coaster” and is only being released now on The Ides’ 50th anniversary set.
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Capturing Memories from Afar


I ALWAYS CRAVED the spotlight. As time went on, I became more and more comfortable in the limelight, and then actually needed it to feel like myself.


My sisters, in a way, were the ones who raised me. With my dad busy at work adjusting relays at our local telephone company, Automatic Electric, and my mother doing community work (she volunteered at the Piggy Bank Thrift Shop, a resale store that sold donated clothes and items) in South Berwyn, it fell to my sisters to mind “Fatboy,” as they often called me. My belly was so big at age five that I used to lift it up and throw it down like I saw the bullies do in the cartoons I loved. It was the move they’d make when they came “harrumphing” into the room. Because of the many years between us, I was like an only child, but they made me feel like a golden child. I had so much more in common with them than with my parents. They made me feel loved and they doted on me. They laughed at my jokes and treated me like a rock star even before I learned to play the guitar.


[image: “Fatboy” with my dear..]


“Fatboy” with my dear and gorgeous sisters, Alice Anne and Janice—Oceanside Miami Beach—Cavalier Motel, 1955.


My parents made me take piano when I was seven. God, did I hate practicing! Mr. Ulrich was my unfortunate tutor. He was ancient and smelled like mothballs. I was never prepared with my lesson and one day he finally looked me straight in the eye.


“You really don’t want to do this, do you?”


“Uhh, not really, Mr. Ulrich,” I stammered.


When my Uncle Raymond would visit, my mom would say, “Show your uncle what you’ve learned on piano.” I would reluctantly play my scales, but when he started yawning I realized that this wasn’t cool. Then Alice Anne would launch into “Clair de Lune” and Uncle Raymond would be all smiles. Piano lessons were a chore. I wanted to play songs!


Just like my dad before me, I’m an ear person. I never liked reading those ants on the page called “notes.” Never cared about theory or avoiding parallel fifths (apparently a no-no in classical composing). I quit piano lessons after one long year at the ripe old age of eight. By that point, I knew enough to work out the chords and simple melodies on my own. Soon I began to fashion those chords into primitive songs. I would perform those four or five simple chords mimicking another of my early rock ’n’ roll heroes, Jerry Lee Lewis, which included standing up and kicking away the piano bench as I’d seen him do on TV.


I developed a style that is known as a “writer’s piano.” For me the piano is mainly a tool for writing songs. The keyboard for me has always been more about mood than technique or fast runs. A few years later I’d use the guitar in a similar fashion to bring out the rock side of my songwriting.


There’s something so peaceful about sitting down at the piano because it speaks to my soul and inspires me to write about romance and beauty. When I want to rock, though, I crank up the guitar through a Marshall amp and feel a different kind of majesty.


Janice and Alice Anne were polar opposites. Janice was the popular girl in high school. Even though I was twelve years younger, I kind of sensed that she was hot stuff. Very attractive, very happening, and smartly dressed in her form-fitted skirt and cashmere sweater, Janice collected a closet full of the latest styles and a dazzling array of boyfriends. She actually modeled dresses for fashion shows for the upscale Wieboldt’s department store in Oak Park, Illinois, where she also sold ladies’ hats.


Not that Alice Anne wasn’t popular, but she was more conservative and perhaps not the trendsetter that Janice was. For some reason Alice Anne did not really resemble the rest of the family. Once when we grouped together for a family photo in Miami Beach the photographer shooed her aside shouting, “You, at the end. Just the family, just the family!”


Janice had a mad crush on a high school dropout named Al Kovarik, a slick-looking, James Dean type of guy from the tough Chicago suburb of Cicero. He was my favorite of all her boyfriends because he looked cool and drove a ’56 chartreuse and black Mercury Monterey convertible complete with spotlights, blue-dot taillights, and power windows. He would take me and Janice out cruising, some nights stopping at Big Boy, a burger drive-in on the main drag on Ogden Avenue in Berwyn. He’d let me order a double Big Boy and a chocolate milkshake… once he even took us to the drive-in movie way out on Cicero Avenue to see Apache. I drove them both crazy putting the power windows and power antenna up and down all night long as they were trying to make out.


Sadly, Janice made decisions with her heart, not her intellect, and her boyfriends tended to be left of center, nontraditional types.


She married the last in that line, a burly trucking magnate whose name could be seen silk-screened on the gravel trucks going to and from the local limestone quarry in Lyons. One of his big Mack trucks bore the name “Miss Janice” on the hood. But things were far from rosy between them and Mother and Dad had to intervene when Janice wanted a divorce. (In my parents’ day people mated for life! Divorce was a sin.)


Perhaps because of the marital discord, Janice became a closet drinker, hiding bottles of wine all around the house and spending time in rehab centers. I remember as a child feeling powerless at calming the battles that raged between them. Even though her husband loved her and funded her every whim (archeological digs, her vast collection of African art), money could not make up for a certain emptiness and growing aggression between them.


A lifetime chain smoker, Janice finally found peace on December 20, 1994, when she succumbed to emphysema-induced heart failure at age fifty-seven, leaving behind a heart load of precious memories.


She came to me in a vivid dream the day after she passed. “Jimmie, don’t worry about me. It’s wonderful here.” In my reverie she was restored to the teen queen Janice in her cashmere sweater and pearls long before life got the best of her. From that dream on I felt totally at peace.


Poor Alice Anne (nicknamed “AA”) was often the brunt of my mother’s sharp-tongued sarcasm, saying she looked like an Indian squaw while Janice would always come out unscathed. If Mom’s tactics created competition between the two of them, I sure never saw it. All I saw was a lot of love between them.


The contrast between Janice and Alice Anne was never more apparent than on the family 8-millimeter movie clip where Alice Anne couldn’t stay upright for even a millisecond on her water skis. She kept falling hilariously right back into the water, being dragged along helplessly by the speeding boat. Next, the grainy film showed Janice, tan in her bikini, flashing her all-American smile as she glided effortlessly across that same pale, blue lake, skimming the crystal-clear waters with bulletproof confidence, casually waving her free hand.


But Alice Anne is a true gem if perhaps a rough diamond, and to this day my closest friend and soulmate. When Janice passed away in 1994, AA and I closed ranks—a lot of our time together consists of reminiscing and remembering the shimmering spirit that was Janice and those dear old days when it was the three of us just enjoying all life had to offer.


Besides the huge influence of my sisters, my Catholic upbringing had a profound effect. My parents were not extremely religious around the house, but they made sure we went to St. Odilo’s Parish for Sunday school. (He must have been kind of an off-brand saint—I have never heard of a St. Odilo then or since…)


When my family went to church, I would tag along. It didn’t mean much to me; the priest was just some guy in a black suit droning on about who knows what. At first, the Mass was in Latin. Clear as mud. In Sunday school, I experienced the austere nuns. Their very glance could wither you. It’s as if they were taking their whole miserable life out on you.
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