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I want to dedicate this book to Kay Dotrice, who passed away suddenly a couple of months before the writing of this book. Kay played our nanny in Cheech and Chong’s The Corsican Brothers. She was the darling wife of Roy “Evil Fuckaire” Dotrice. Kay was everyone’s mum on the set, and she always had a beautiful smile and words of encouragement for us all. I saw Kay at a party just before she died and we talked. She was worried about Roy because he was “getting on,” as she put it. When I lost my mom, I was in mourning for many years because you never really get over losing a mom. I will never get over losing Kay. You will always be tucked away in my heart, dear Kay, forever. We all miss you dearly.






PROLOGUE

PLEASE WELCOME

CHEECH AND CHONG




The Forum, Los Angeles, 1973

The roar from the crowd was loud. Almost frightening. It sounded like there were sixteen thousand hungry animals screaming to be fed, and we were the food—well actually, the appetizers; the Rolling Stones were the main course. The sixteen thousand–plus fans were there to see the greatest druggie rock band in the world, and we were about to be introduced into their world for the first time as the added feature act, thanks to our record producer–manager Lou Adler, who knew everyone in the music business. At the time, he was the music business.

That sound of thousands of people clapping and cheering acts like a drug. Actually, the high is way better; it is a rush unequaled by any drug, illegal or otherwise, and the addiction can last a lifetime. It’s the same rush that makes boxers risk life and limb by fighting way past their prime. That special sound of love and anticipation directed toward you, and only you, sends shivers up and down your spine. A glow comes over your body and all of your senses switch to automatic. Each moment becomes so huge, the flow of events is measured in microseconds, not minutes. And each second flows into the next so seamlessly that it’s over before you know it. You leave the screaming crowd wringing wet with sweat, totally unaware of body pain, feeling only extreme bliss. All you feel at the time is the moment itself.

This is why actors, musicians, teachers, lawyers, athletes, and performers live for that moment. And we die a little when that moment is over because each time we give a performance, a little is left onstage that never comes home with us again. A piece of our soul is locked in time to be brought back only in memories and, eventually, buried forever. And the first moment is the one you will always remember.

The drug that produces this electric effect is produced naturally by your body. It is the fight-or-flight drug, and it gives the body superhuman strength whenever it is threatened or stimulated by some person or some event. Performing in front of a crowd is one such event. The drug is adrenaline. Adrenaline is produced naturally by our bodies when we are in danger of being hurt in some way.

The problem with the adrenaline high is that it is so intense and overwhelming that the power it gives you can be addictive and it takes a long time to come down. Adrenaline is probably the number one problem in the law enforcement community. Cops are continually dealing with the problem of winding down after a shift, especially in ghettos and high crime areas where they are often in danger. The high levels of adrenaline they produce cause sleepless nights, and the constant lack of sleep leads to anger-management problems, which in turn can lead to relationship problems and alcohol abuse.

The best antidote for excess adrenaline, in my humble but experienced opinion, is pot! Marijuana, hemp, weed, da kind, whatever you want to call it. You see, pot actually counters the effects of adrenaline because it slows you down. Pot sits you down, mellows you out, and in some cases, puts you to sleep. And it does this without the bad side effects of alcohol. Alcohol will also slow you down, but its killing effects will eventually catch up with and destroy you, whereas pot has no known adverse side effects or the lingering problems of addiction. Apparently, you can become “mentally” addicted to it, but so far, no studies have shown that you can actually become physically addicted.

According to news reports, many professional athletes have been known to smoke pot recreationally. In fact, hardly a day goes by without news of some famous athlete being arrested for the possession of marijuana somewhere in America.

I was introduced to pot by a Chinese jazz musician in Calgary, Canada, in 1957. He gave me a joint and a Lenny Bruce record and changed my life forever. The joint lasted almost a month because I would take a hit, put it out, and then pull out the Lenny Bruce record and listen to comedy that had me falling on the floor laughing so hard and loud that on many occasions, I scared my mother.

I became a “one-hitter” mainly because pot was so hard to find back in the fifties. This was the reefer madness period, when people thought that smoking that evil weed would make you murder your family with an ax. People were doing heavy jail time for pot, people like Robert Mitchum, who did a year in county jail for possession of one marijuana cigarette. And I felt bad when I did nine months for a bong! Yeah, the more things change, the more they stay the same.

Listening to Lenny under the influence of pot gave me a goal in life. I knew what I wanted to do. I wanted to experience life to the fullest. I wanted to hit the road and travel and see for myself what was out there. Lenny made me laugh, but he also made me think. He made me realize that there were problems— real problems—with the way the police and judges treated minorities and poor people. Lenny made me realize how bogus the system really is, how hypocritical religion is—all organized religions that exclude the rest of the world because they are somehow the “true” faith. Pot made me realize how organized religion has screwed up the world with all the fighting and bickering over whose god is the real god.

Lenny also addressed the race issue in America. He was the first comic to make it disappear with humor. He showed me what a powerful force humor was. He made me feel proud of who I was. Lenny gave me direction and a cause to believe in. Years later, when Cheech and I recorded our comedy albums, I could feel Lenny’s presence in the studio with us.

There would not have been a Cheech and Chong had there not been pot and Lenny Bruce. Just like there would not have been Motown, or the Beatles, or Bob Dylan, for that matter, because pot rules! Pot has played a big role in the evolution of the human species since the very beginning of the Stone Age. The ten-million-year-old dude they found frozen in a glacier was wearing hemp clothing and a Cheech and Chong T-shirt, proving that pot has been around for a very long time.



The Rolling Stones event was a benefit concert for Nicaraguan earthquake victims, hosted by Mick Jagger’s then wife, Bianca Jagger, at the Forum, the home of the Los Angeles Lakers. It was 1973 and we had just recorded our first comedy album; opening for the Stones was Lou’s way of launching it. “And now ladies and gentlemen, let’s get the show on the road. Please welcome Ode Recording stars Cheech and Chong.”

I thought, Well, there it is, folks, our first big-time introduction and he pronounced our name correctly, which was a first. Before that night, all the jazz and blues clubs that Cheech and I had been performing at in L.A. always messed up our names when they introduced us. In fact, one emcee, Norma Miller at the Redd Foxx Club—the very first club we performed at in Los Angeles—called us “Geek and Gank.” I remember thinking to myself, No, Bitch! It’s Cheech as in peach and Chong as in dong. But the mispronunciations never really bothered us because we were comedians. We made a living being laughed at, and the crowd at the Forum laughed at every skit that night. We were a rare, unexpected treat, because we could entertain music people. We could do what no comic had been able to do before us and very few have done since. Because we were musicians we could do our act for people who were used to hearing loud rock music. We understood what made musicians laugh and we had the material and the rhythm needed to pull it off. And we were Chicano. Actually, I was and still am half Chinese and half Caucasian, but that night, I was Chicano.

Ours was the typical rags to riches story, with the twist that we never really got out of the rags. The scruffy look was a big part of our persona. Cheech and Chong. The Lowrider and the Hippie. Together we recorded and sold millions of albums, acted in and directed six major motion pictures, and appeared on almost every major television talk show during the seventies and part of the eighties.

This is our story.

I know some of you will thumb through the book and go directly to the end to find out what happens. Well, don’t waste your time. Because that is not the way I write. I write, as Cheech used to say, “Chinese style,” which means all over the place. So get comfortable, sit back, and enjoy the read.
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CHAPTER ONE

WHAT’S THE HASSLE, MAN?




Los Angeles, California, 2007

My wife and I were sitting in the United Airlines terminal at Los Angeles Airport when I saw him walking toward me. It was Cheech. He was engaged in conversation with a man whom I assumed was his driver, so he didn’t see us sitting there. I nudged Shelby and she looked up from the magazine she was absorbed in to look at Cheech. We watched as he approached us, walking with a slight O. J. shuffle, indicating a pair of battle-scarred knees from years of skiing, basketball, and running around onstage doing a character called Alice Bowie.

Cheech looked a little older than he did the last time I saw him, which was back in July, when he and his manager, Ben, approached me with an offer to play our old show in Vegas. But he looked happy as he chatted with his driver. He passed within ten feet of where we were sitting, and I realized I did not have the urge to reach out and grab him, as I would have a few years before. In fact, I was amazed at the way I did not jump up and hug this man with whom I had been so close for more than twenty years. He was my partner, my brother, my closest friend, and together we changed the face of comedy in America and the rest of the world with our records, our movies, and our live shows. So why did I just watch as he passed by? Why didn’t I call out to him to let him know I was there? That we were there. What caused the rift that has separated us for more than twenty years? Well, the only way to answer these questions is to go back to the beginning.

September 1967. The Vietnam War was boiling over. The North Vietnamese were fighting and losing people, but winning the war. America was in the midst of a culture clash between those who supported the war and those who opposed it. Student antiwar activists were rallying the pot-smoking hippies to protest and oppose the war any way they could. The establishment fought back by drafting anyone and everyone they could, especially those who opposed the war. They went after Chicanos and blacks and poor white hillbillies and filled the trenches and the graves with their bodies. The only escape was the North Country—Canada.

Cheech had burned his draft card in protest at an antiwar rally hosted by Muhammad Ali. Burning your draft card was the ultimate fuck-you gesture to the war-mongering American government, which was drafting young, healthy Americans to fight and die in its ill-conceived war. But once you burned your card, you had broken federal law and were open to prosecution. So Cheech had to leave the country of his birth a wanted man, a fugitive from justice. Cheech had arranged to go to Canada through a network of antiwar activists. He represented a turn in events for Mexican Americans. Instead of sneaking into the United States, he was sneaking out of it. He took a bus and entered Canada as a legal landed immigrant at the Montana-Alberta border, and then continued north to Calgary.

Cheech had been taking pottery classes in Los Angeles and had become quite addicted to it, so he found a world-class potter in Canada named Drahanchuk, who agreed to take him on as an apprentice. Drahanchuk lived in Bragg Creek, Alberta, a little town in the middle of an Indian reservation west of Calgary, just a little way from where I grew up. The Indian tribes in the area had migrated from the States about a hundred years earlier and settled on reservations all around Calgary. They, too, were escaping an unjust war and the U.S. Army.

Cheech had never been to Canada before, so he really wasn’t ready for the harsh weather. When he arrived from California in September, he was dressed in a light summer jacket, a T-shirt, jeans, and sneakers. The day was balmy, but as night approached, the temperature dropped rapidly and the feeling of the first snowfall was in the still air. The cars roared by Cheech as he hitchhiked, shivering by the side of the road. He danced and shifted his weight from foot to foot, trying desperately to stay warm. And he wore the most pathetic expression on his face, trying to guilt drivers into stopping, but to no avail. Finally, a car rolled to a stop, but as the grateful Cheech reached for the passenger door, the driver rolled down the window and said, “You better cover your ears, you’re going to freeze them off.” And with that friendly bit of advice, she roared off into the fading, cold sunset.

Cheech’s feet and ears were starting to feel numb, which meant he was starting to freeze to death. Just then, a late model pickup truck slowly pulled to a stop. This time the passenger side door opened and Cheech was invited into the warm cab. The sudden burst of warm air flowed over him as he sat shivering in the truck. The driver, a black man with the build and attitude of a professional boxer, greeted him with a chuckle. “How long you been out there, boy?”

Cheech tried to answer but he was still numb from the cold, so he muttered, “Too long!”

The man chuckled again, “You sure ain’t from around here, are you? Where you from, anyway?”

“Los Angeles,” Cheech said quietly.

“Los Angeles? Well, that explains how you’re dressed. You best get some winter clothes because you isn’t in Los Angeles now, boy. So where you headed?”

“I am going to Bragg Creek to work for a potter. Drahanchuk…you know him?”

“Yeah, I know that fool. He does make good pottery. Well, you’re in luck cause that’s where I’m going.” The driver needed someone to keep him company and listen to his stories on the long drive to Bragg Creek—and he had stories. He was an American, a professional boxer who had discovered Canada during his fighting days, when he was a main-event lightweight contender fighting under the name of George Dunn.

He went on to tell Cheech that he owned a summer cabin in Bragg Creek and was on his way to winterize the place. George rambled on while Cheech tried to hide the pain he was feeling while his body slowly thawed out. The truck heater was blasting delicious, warm air, and within a few minutes Cheech dozed off and had a much-needed sleep. His mind wandered back to Los Angeles and to his home, where his mother and sisters lived. They had no idea Cheech was in Canada and they wouldn’t find out about it until a few months later, when he wrote them to tell them that he was alive and well. Although he had broken the law, he was not technically a criminal—at least, not in the eyes of the Canadian government. In fact, they had granted him and others asylum from the Vietnam War. And most of the thousands of American youths who had fled the country to live in Canada rather than die in Vietnam were black and Chicano.

Cheech’s dad, Oscar, would be affected the most by his son’s defection. Oscar was a decorated war hero who served his country in the military and was still serving his country as a Los Angeles police officer. Oscar was a tough, hard-nosed cop, who occasionally slept with a loaded .45 under his pillow. It was a habit he picked up during his stint in the Marines and it scared his whole family. When Oscar had to be woken for work, the family flipped a coin to see who would get the job because he would sometimes wake up and point the loaded gun at the person disturbing his sleep.

Oscar was also tough in other ways. To supplement his police income, he would take on construction jobs, such as pouring cement patios, and of course, Cheech, being the only son, would be his assistant. The assistant was the guy who carried the bags of cement mix and did the mixing. Not the best job for a slightly built bookworm like Cheech. However, Oscar was determined to make a man of his gentle son, so he piled on the work. Cheech, on the other hand, was determined not to be turned into a slave, so they had their issues.

Being a cop, Oscar was also in daily contact with the Chicano gangs, who had a special dress code. These clothes were forbidden in the Marin household. Cheech, of course, was not gang material in any sense, since he was intelligent and got very good grades in school. He had a photographic memory and he devoured books. He was not going to become a dropout gang member, but Oscar had to be sure, so he pushed his son every chance he got—and he got plenty of chances. Cheech was constantly on probation with Oscar for failing to do various chores around the house. Cheech’s mother, Elsie, was an angel who saved her son many times by covering for him, but he still clashed with Oscar, as teenage sons have clashed with their fathers since the beginning of time.

One time, Cheech had talked back to his father while being chewed out for skipping a chore. Oscar went after him and he took off running. Now, Oscar was in very good shape and had the stamina of a boxer, which he once was. Oscar could run, and he expected to catch his frail little son; however, it wasn’t as easy as Oscar expected. In fact, the chase became a marathon, with Cheech staying just out of his reach. Oscar chased Cheech down the street, through back alleys, up stairs to another street, down that street to a park, through the park, down more alleys, and down more streets, until he finally gave up because he had to go to work. Cheech hovered outside the house that night until Oscar left for work and his mother came out to tell him the coast was clear.

The truck rumbled to a stop, waking Cheech out of a sound sleep.

“Well, we’re here. This is where I turn off,” the driver said. Cheech rubbed the sleep out of his eyes and looked around. It was snowing and he had no idea where he was. Big, fluffy snowflakes were falling gently to the newly covered ground. With the snow-covered fir trees the scene looked like a Christmas card. It was beautiful and cold. Cheech climbed out of the truck and watched as it rolled away into the night. The cold air felt refreshing to him as he walked toward a neon-lit café, which seemed to be the only sign of life in the little town. The quiet of falling snowflakes amplified the sound of his shoes as he crunched his way toward the café. This was a sound he would get used to, but right now it was new to him. The whole experience was new to him, and he felt joy and excitement welling up inside him as he opened the café door.

Inside, the mood was festive and bright. A jazz trio played soft, muted dinner music while a lone waitress chatted with a couple of locals who hung out at the place for lack of anywhere else to go. This was the only game in town, and the reason the empty café could afford a band was because the bandleader owned the establishment. He was Gordie Shultz, sax player-bandleader-café owner. Gordie had grown up in Calgary, and had played in the high school band as well as in the Canadian Army band. Cheech fit right in with the little jazz trio because their musical tastes were so alike. Cheech had emulated Johnny Mathis for years and even bore a slight resemblance to the famous crooner; when he sang “Misty” and “Chances Are,” he won over every regular customer in the little café.

Cheech also scored a little cabin on the creek, which he rented from Mr. Dunn, the black boxer who had given him a ride on his first day as a landed immigrant. Cheech’s little summer cabin was heated by a wood stove, which meant he had to find firewood almost daily. The cabin also came with an outhouse. Oh, yes, Cheech was paying some heavy dues for leaving America in a time of war.

Still, he loved the quietness of the snow-covered firs and cedars that grew in abundance in the area. He loved the mute poetry of the silence that filled the still, cold air at night, when every star in the sky was so bright that the light almost blinded him when he stared upward. Now properly clothed, Cheech could enjoy the crunch of the snow under his feet as he walked to and from the little jazz café. As an American in a sea of Canadian locals, he also became a minor celebrity.

Most Canadians hated everything about the war. Calgary was filled with antiwar protesters and peaceniks who would rather meditate than fight. The hippie population in Canada swelled to overflowing during the sixties and early seventies. Long hair, beaded buckskin jackets, and bell-bottom jeans were the uniform of the pot-smoking, hip generation, inspiring musicians and singers to follow suit or be branded “pigs.” Cheech resisted the longhaired craze as long as he could. He kept his neat Johnny Mathis appearance right up until he met his soon-to-be partner—me, Tommy Chong.

In the meantime, Cheech had grown tired of being a donkey for the world-renowned potter in Bragg Creek, so when summer came he made his way to Banff to sample the latest in ski bunnies. Cheech was attracted to big money and the ski world was the winter home for big money—trust-fund babes galore, searching for good-looking ski bums with insatiable sexual appetites. Cheech fit right in with the ski bum crowd and soon he was mingling with the hot babes on the slopes.

The one minor problem Cheech had was that he did not know how to ski, a problem he soon tackled right after he secured a job as a short-order cook. Of course, when asked if he had any experience in the kitchen, Cheech gave the usual, “Of course, no problem, tons of experience, blah blah blah.” Cheech always told people exactly what they wanted to hear because he knew he was talented enough to learn on the job.

He did know how to cook Mexican food, but was a little lacking when it came to Canadian cuisine. So when the order came in for a Denver sandwidge, he asked the head chef what kind of Denver sandwidge he should make. The cook, always too busy to even talk to underlings, muttered something about ham, so Cheech made the customer a ham sandwidge…which came flying back to the kitchen with specific instructions to make a gaddamn Denver sandwidge and quit fucking around.

The shortest distance between a sucker and his money is to say whatever’s necessary to get the dough. The hustle was a natural way of life for Cheech. When a free concert was announced, Cheech and his buddies went to the parking area and charged five bucks a car for free parking. No one even questioned them. Canadians are so used to paying out money that all you had to do was ask.

His perfect life changed abruptly when he suffered a compound fracture to his left leg while skiing Cheech-style. This was the style of pointing the skis downhill and just going for it. He had plenty of warnings, like the time he skied across a parking lot and into the side of a bus, much to the amusement of the bus riders, because he did not know how to stop. It was POW! right into the bus, like in a Road Runner cartoon.

The broken leg was quite sickening, the bone protruding through the skin like a jagged piece of a bloody stick. The hospital hooked him up with a gorgeous blonde nurse from Australia who immediately fell for the bloke with the fucked-up leg. Cheech and Jan had a thing right up until Cheech was well enough to leave the hospital and come to Vancouver to seek his fortune. Somewhere in his travels, Cheech got into the Transcendental Meditation teachings of the Beatles’ guru, Maharishi Mahesh Yogi, and became a serious devotee. Learning the art of meditation served him well over the next twenty years, because practicing meditation unlocked his talents, his dreams, and his curiosity for new experiences. When Cheech closed his eyes in meditation for the first time, he experienced an awakening that thrilled his soul. He found a world where he was the ruler and the ruled. He was master and servant. He became his own universe. And he could do it anywhere.

Vancouver proved to be the paradise Cheech had been seeking. To him, it was the most perfect place on the planet: Mountains and oceans blended together in harmony, like yin and yang; there was an abundance of oysters and clams on the rocky beaches; daylight would last for up to fifteen hours during summer; leaves would change color in a breathless display during the fall; moss and mushrooms covered hundreds of square miles of rain forest in some places; and giant cedar trees provided food and shelter for the thousands of native people who lived in peace for centuries in God’s private gardens, waiting for eternity to continue.

And it was in Vancouver at a nightclub called the Shanghai Junk, located in the heart of Chinatown, where the historic meeting of Cheech and Chong took place.









CHAPTER TWO

DOES YOUR MAMA KNOW ABOUT ME?




Detroit, Michigan, 1967

While Cheech was in Canada avoiding the draft, I was in Detroit signing up for it. I had to if I wanted to obtain a green card, which would enable me to work in the States legally. I was never in favor of the Vietnam War, but I had four years of experience as a Canadian Army cadet so I knew the soldier’s way, and if drafted, I would have served in the U.S. military. I think my pro-military attitude actually kept me out of the war. They rejected me on the grounds that I was married with two children and I had extremely flat feet. Also, they probably assumed I was some nutcase who really wanted to go.

I would have gone just to get that elusive green card. They are very hard to obtain, and unless you know someone, your application could take many years and cost many dollars. The someone I knew was Berry Gordy, the songwriting genius who was the founder and owner of Motown Records, the most successful black-owned business in the country.

Berry and Diana Ross had discovered my R & B band in Vancouver, B.C., at my brother’s after-hours nightclub, where we played six nights a week. The club was called the Elegant Parlour and it was the place to go after hours in Vancouver during the sixties and seventies. The band didn’t have a name when Diana Ross and the Supremes saw us, but we did have a sound. We had one of the best, unheralded singers in R & B history. His name was Bobby Taylor and he could sing like no other singer in his time. Bobby’s range was legendary, and the tone and power of his voice could intimidate even the legends of Motown, who would all be in attendance whenever we performed in the Detroit area. It was quite satisfying to look out and see David Ruffin of the Temptations sitting with Mary Wilson of the Supremes and all of the Four Tops sitting with Stevie Wonder and Berry Gordy. They were all there to hear our band from Canada—the Motown band with more white guys than black guys.

We actually had more black guys when Berry and the Supremes discovered us, but two couldn’t get across the Canadian border because of prior criminal records, so we replaced them with three of the best musicians in Canada—the white guys, Eddie Patterson on guitar, Robbi King on organ and keyboards, and Duris Maxwell on drums. The players replaced Leroy Harrison on keyboards and Freddy Miller on drums, left Vancouver to visit Freddy’s people in San Francisco, and were detained at the American-Canadian border when they tried to reenter Canada. When we received the news that the guys were turned away we knew they had to be replaced. The Motown contract we had all signed contained a “morality clause” that stated nondisclosure of a criminal record would make the contracts null and void—and then we would be fucked.

It was a decision that would come back to haunt me years later, but it was the right thing to do at the time. Besides, we had a bigger and better sound with Robbi, Eddie, and Duris. In fact, it was a fabulous, mind-blowing mix of cultures, humor, and harmony. We had a special sound that comes once in a lifetime, and then only if you are lucky.

Although we were signed by the great Berry Gordy himself, we had to make our way to Detroit on our own unless we wanted to sit around and wait for Motown to send for us. We were ready to go, so we gigged our way to Detroit, starting with Seattle, Jimi’s hometown. The venue was packed to overflowing and what a thrill it was! The last time I had played in Seattle was in 1958, with the Shades. We played a dance hall–roller rink and were embarrassed by a much better band that played our theme song better than we did. Our theme song was “Honky Tonk,” parts one and two, by Bill Doggett, the all-time best guitar-sax-organ hit song ever to hit the Top Twenty. And it was entirely instrumental: no vocals, just hardcore, jazz-filled R & B. The lyrics to the tune came later. “Honky Tonk” was the first R & B song I learned, when I was seventeen years old. I spent the better part of a year learning that song, with its jazz lead-off guitar solo, note for note—or what I thought was note for note. We played it every night for at least ten years. Every night. “Honky Tonk.” The first bars of the tune had everyone running for the dance floor. It was so clean and funky and simple that it made me cry with happiness and despair. The guitar work was and still is the most classic, simple, pure, and tasty.

We played our version of “Honky Tonk” in Seattle in 1958 and then had to listen to a band with an organ, a guitar, and a sax play the tune note for every perfect fucking note! Exactly like the record! Every single, crying, blue-feeling note was even better than on the original recording. I remember our band being very quiet on the long ride back to Vancouver. The Shades had just gotten our asses kicked big time by a much better band. I had my hat handed to me by a real jazz guitar player. I eventually learned the tune note for note, but it was embarrassing at the time. But redemption finally came nearly ten years later, with the Vancouvers.

The Vancouvers were the best that the city of Vancouver had to offer. After Seattle, we ended up in Los Angeles where we talked to a Motown writer-producer named Hal Davis. Hal had an office in the tower at Sunset and Vine, and Bobby Taylor had set up a meeting with him so that we could listen to a few tunes that he thought we might be interested in recording. It was hot in Los Angeles and extremely hot in Hollywood, so none of us was moving very fast. In fact, we almost got hit a few times while jaywalking. The only guy who knew what he was doing that day was Hal. Hal was deformed. He had a gimpy leg and a weird hip or something. And here he is yelling, “Get across the street before you get run over. You are not in Canada now.”

I immediately thought, You gimpy-legged motherfucker. You sideways-limping, red-sweater-wearing, circle-walking…who you telling how to walk? We walk in a straight line, motherfucker! See…We don’t be hobbling around the fucking block trying to walk fifteen feet… I never said it, but I thought it.

The tunes Hal played for us were OK, not great, but OK. I never really thought about what Bobby should be singing. I had other things on my mind. Like two families—three, counting my mom and dad, four counting Shelby’s mom and dad, five counting Maxine’s (my first wife’s) mom and dad. Besides, Tom Baird and I had written a song that we would record and make the Vancouvers famous.

Los Angeles had a music scene, but it was all in the recording studios. The best of the best were working overtime recording for top producers and making tons of money. But we were a club band at the time and we needed a club to show off our talent. We found a little spot on Crenshaw called Maverick Flats that fit our needs and we booked a memorable night there. The club was known for a great soul group that performed there called the Seven Souls. We were an unknown entity at the time, so we were booked to open for them. The soul music scene in Los Angeles was very competitive for reasons other than music. The lead singer of a soul group had his pick of the ladies. And the better the singer, the foxier the ladies. The Seven Souls were all lead singers, so Maverick Flats had an abundance of foxes in the audience, which naturally attracted the guys, which in turn led to big smiles at the box office.

Word about Bobby Taylor had filtered into Los Angeles and the club was packed to overflowing that night. Acts like the Fifth Dimension and Chaka Khan were in attendance, waiting to hear Bobby Taylor and his white guys from Canada. Well, we did not let them down. Bobby sang, we played, and the people were amazed. The hot tune of the night was our rendition of “My Girl,” the Temptations hit written by Smokey Robinson. We had no way of knowing that this song was also the Seven Souls’ big finisher. The difference was that they did a vocal version and sort of faked the instrumental part of the song whereas we did the Temptations’ version right down to the string and horn arrangements (thanks to Eddie Patterson and Robbi King, whose classical music training enabled us to kick some major ass that night). We also dipped into The Curtis Mayfield Guitar Songbook with “People Get Ready” and “I Wonder,” little-known songs that were lovingly hand-picked by Bobby, who had a special talent for finding obscure but memorable tunes that had people asking, “Is that original?” It was this attention to detail that impressed Berry Gordy enough to sign us.

I met Chaka Khan on the street in New York recently and she reminded me of that night. Forty years later and she still remembered. It was a night to remember. The Seven Souls took the stage after us, but not before they had a big argument in the dressing room right before going on. We heard them as we cleared our instruments off the stage. I knew exactly what they were going through. They lacked a Bobby Taylor. Bobby had taught us our sound and we had worked at it. He played the drums and the piano, and he knew what the bass and guitar were supposed to sound like. He arranged the vocal parts and taught me to sing notes that I never knew existed. He also taught me how to speak into a microphone. That is an art in itself.

That night we left the Seven troubled Souls to contend with playing for a very satisfied audience.

Although Bobby could sing, play music, and teach like no other, he carried his street attitude with him like a loaded gun. Bobby was raised in a tough New York ghetto, where he learned his craft on the street corners where other performers, such as Frankie Lymon of the Teenagers, learned to sing. Bobby seldom talked about his early life in New York except to say he never wore shoes that fit him properly until he lived in Columbus, Ohio, with his mother. In New York, his father used to stop at the Salvation Army and pick up a batch of different size shoes and dump them on the kitchen table. The kids would then have to grab a pair that fit. Bobby was one of the youngest so he just had to take whatever size was left when the others had picked. Scarred by the experience, he bought expensive shoes by the dozens when he did come into Motown money. Bobby was a product of the black nightclub culture of the fifties and sixties, with its “pimp, bitch, whore” mentality. An attitude that would keep young black men like Bobby from achieving the stardom that should have been theirs.

Somehow, men with this attitude actually attracted beautiful women in droves, and I wanted to know why. I understood how women would be attracted to someone who sang as beautifully as Bobby, but I saw the same women fall all over themselves trying to get to a brother who, although attractive, sang quite poorly.

I had to learn how to be a black man, so I studied every chance I got.









CHAPTER THREE

INTRODUCING THE CALGARY SHADES




Calgary, Alberta, Canada, 1956

My first partner, Tommie “Little Daddie” Melton, was an ex-football star, who was being groomed for the pros when he suffered a terrible knee injury. Just before I met him, I was playing rhythm guitar for a full-blood Native American from the Stony Indian Reservation. His name was Dick Bird and his thing at the time was doing Elvis impersonations during lunch at Western Canada High School in Calgary. Dick would get the gigs and then call me in to be his backup guitarist. It always amazed me when the girls in the audience would scream and try to touch him while he was in Elvis mode. In these girls’ minds, Dick was Elvis when he was onstage—even by proxy, Elvis was the god of rock and roll.

Dick loved to perform, so he hustled gigs wherever he could. The Canadian Legion was a good place to work because they had money and they loved being entertained while they drank their inexpensive beer. So every other weekend, Dick and I would do a forty-five minute set and be paid as much as fifty bucks a show.

It was my brother Stan who introduced me to Tommie. I had seen him dance at Bowness Park, a huge recreation park a few miles outside of Calgary. Tommie and a group of his black friends were the stars of the dance floor because they could cut a rug and dance like…well, black folks! Keep in mind there were not a whole lot of black folks in Calgary in the fifties. Just a few football stars with names like “Sugarfoot” Anderson and Woody Strode. And Tommie “Little Daddie” Melton.

When Tommie heard that I played guitar, he immediately wanted to form a band. So I talked Dick into including Tommie and his partner Eddie in the Legion Hall gigs as a dancing act. We formed a band over the next few weeks and started playing dances. My brother, Stan, played bass; with Bernie Sneed on the keyboards; Pete Watts, a very good-looking mixed-race dude, on the sax; Eric Murrey, a friend of Pete’s, on the drums; me on the guitar; and Tommie and Dick sharing the singing duties. Dick, Eric, and Pete eventually split and formed their own band, leaving Tommie, Bernie, Stan, and me looking for a drummer. We eventually settled on Sunny Caruthers, a brother from Edmonton.

The black folks in Western Canada have quite a story themselves. I want to do a book about them one day because their story needs to be told. My life changed drastically when I was introduced to black culture. Everything about it was different. The music was unlike anything that played on the radio in Calgary, where one station, which played country music, ruled the airwaves for decades. This was the only music I had heard until I met Tommie and the rest of the brothers and sisters. Calgary in the fifties and sixties was more like Mississippi than California in the way that black people were treated. There were some diehard bigots in that city. We had a neighbor who named his black Labrador “Nigger.” This guy would call his dog in at night by yelling “Nigger, here! Nigger, come on, boy.” And nobody in the neighborhood thought anything of it.

There was one black girl in my whole high school, and she had to constantly bear the teacher’s racist remarks. People were ignorant. They did not know any better. I remember attending a dance held in the East End and hearing a white guy ask a black dude, “Hey, Darkie, can you tell me what time it is?”

The black guy did not hesitate a second. Bam! One punch and Whitey was laid out cold. He probably wasn’t unconscious, but he knew enough not to move after the punch. The dumb white guy didn’t know any better; this was probably the first black guy he had ever talked to. Canadian schools did not address the race problem because, as far as they were concerned, there was no problem.

The Chinese in Canada were also treated poorly by the white ruling class. The Chinese were brought in as slave labor to build the railroad and were then told to get lost when it was finished. The blacks came to Canada to escape the hatred and dangers of the American South. They wagon-trained all the way to the area north of Edmonton, where they settled in the beautiful Amber Valley. And the Native Americans, or Indians, were there from even earlier, when some of the southern tribes were chased up to Canada by the U.S. Army.

So there we were—Tommie, a descendant of slaves; Dick Bird, a Native American from the Sarcee tribe; and me, of Chinese-Scottish-Irish descent. Together we represented the different shades of color, so we called ourselves The Shades. Although Tommie and Dick sang lead, I was the unofficial leader because I had more show business experience than the others. When I was ten years old, my fiddle-playing neighbor taught me two important things: the first was to keep it simple, and the second was that the audience rules. Always give the audience what they want. If they came to dance, then play dance music. If they came for a show, then give them a show.

The Shades were high-energy. We were playing at the very beginning of rock and roll, the fifties—Chuck Berry, Little Richard, Bo Diddley, and the King himself, Elvis. We quit doing Elvis when Dick left the band to go solo; Chuck Berry was our rock-and-roll model. We learned every Chuck Berry song ever written. I even have a deformed right thumb from playing Chuck Berry–style boogie guitar.

Chuck Berry had a sound all his own. He would play eighth notes on downstrokes on the fifth and sixth strings with a boogie rhythm while he sang, and he played in sax and piano keys, which were C, D, E-flat, and B-flat. He seldom played in guitar chords like E or A, where you had open strings to play with. No, it was the goddamn C and D, where you had to do bar chords and play boogie on the top strings all at a frantic tempo. The reason Chuck played these chords was because he always played with jazz piano players! The early black rock-and-roll artists were really great jazz musicians who just wanted a paycheck, so they played rock and roll with jazz techniques. Motown would come along later and really exploit these great jazz musicians, who played on hit records and were paid scale to help create the songs, while the songwriters and producers took the bulk of the cash.

Bo Diddley was another rock and roll hero of mine. I loved Bo’s lyrics, as did the Rolling Stones and Buddy Holly. In addition to playing Chuck Berry and Bo Diddley songs, The Shades performed Little Richard, Sonny Boy Williamson, and Muddy Waters tunes to a blues-starved Calgary audience, who would get so riled up listening to us that they would practically riot in the streets after the dances.

Our band was so hot that the owners of Bowness Park hired us on reputation alone. But we were so new to the music business that when the local musician’s union representative came by rehearsal to tell us we had to join the union, we thought the guy was a nutcase trying to extort money from the band. The guy who ran the dance hall finally paid our dues and we were an instant success.

We had that gig for the entire summer. Eventually, I put a group of singers behind Tommie that made us sound more like another one of our heroes, Fats Domino. A singer from New Orleans, Fats was riding high with his hits, “Blueberry Hill,” “Blue Monday,” and “Walking to New Orleans.” We covered his songs and had the dancers in Calgary following us to every gig within two hundred miles. And when Tommie sang “What Am I Living For?” by Chuck Willis, girls would always cry at the beauty of the lyrics.

We were the hot band in Alberta. Rock and roll was a religion back in those days and we were its high priests. We toured the region, playing wherever we could find a venue, and a loyal group of fans followed us everywhere. The interior of Alberta is the heart of Canada’s wheat-growing bread basket, which meant we played to a lot of farm folks. Most members of the younger generation who attended our dances were very cool and respectful, but now and then a drunken idiot would show his ignorance and the fight would be on. We were so compelling onstage, however, and our show would put everyone in such a good mood, that we would get through the night with maybe just a fight or two at the end.

One time we were in a resort area called Sylvan Lake for a gig at a dance hall. During the day we found a horse rental stable and rented most of their horses. The locals, upon seeing black men on horses, freaked out and called the local cop, who immediately rounded up all the black people he could find and held them until he was satisfied that we were indeed a group of musicians and not a band of escaped chain-gang convicts. The redneck cop had to let us go because we had not broken any laws. In fact, the rental stable had been more than glad to get our business. This incident made me aware of the extreme ignorance that existed in the country of our birth. If you white, you all right, if you brown, you can stick around, but if you black, get back!

The Shades had a fabulous run in Calgary in the late fifties, but all good things must come to an end. And in the end, our success and popularity drove us out of town.

One day we were summoned to the mayor’s office, where we were met by the chief of police, the mayor, and a representative from the Canadian Legion Hall, where we performed every Saturday night. The mayor of Calgary at the time was an ex-DJ by the name of Don McKay, who was famous for giving white cowboy hats to visiting celebrities and dignitaries. We ran a teen dance club and the money we collected went into a teen fund—after the band was paid, of course. When I look back now, I see very clearly that I had a social conscience. Because we had formed the teen club, the city could not just shut us down. No, they had to ask us to leave town in a quiet, polite manner, which they did over the objections of the Legion Hall official, who loved renting out the hall to us.

Leave town? Did I just hear the mayor of Calgary ask us very nicely to “leave town”? This was something out of a Wild West movie! “Say, partner, y’all best be leaving town now. Don’t want to have to put you in jail, so you boys best take your black rock-and-roll asses out of Calgary!”

We looked at one another and smiled at the prospect of going on the road. Our drummer-manager at the time, Sunny Caruthers, called some connections in Vancouver and got us work in the most beautiful city in the world. This was in the winter of 1958, probably one of the coldest winters on record. I can say that without research because every winter in Calgary during the fifties was the coldest fucking winter on record. My father was born in Vancouver and every once in a while he would talk about the fruit trees, the ocean, and what it was like growing up there. I had an image of the place in my mind and I was ready to move there. I was a twenty-year-old blues musician and had lived in one cold-ass place all my life, so I was more than ready for a new location.

We arrived in Vancouver during one of the worst snowstorms in the city’s history. Driving was all but impossible. But Sunny’s old Buick just cut through the snow like a plow and took us right to our first gig. The club was a supper club that featured family-style entertainment in the form of a doorman who would sing songs from Oklahoma! It was located on the second floor of the hotel where we were staying, which made it easy to show up on time. But when the club manager saw that we were a band of color, he immediately made it clear that his club was owned and operated by the IMF—the Ignorant Motherfuckers union of fat gangster wannabes. We were told to eat in the kitchen and not to associate with the waitresses. Our first reaction to their orders was, “Where are the waitresses?”

The club owners did not know who they were dealing with—we were, in essence, a punk band that played rhythm and blues. You tell us we are not welcome as equals and you will suffer the consequences. Our band was made up of some tough Canadian fuckers who enjoyed fighting against assholes! We had Tommie Melton, the semipro football player who had fought in the ring as a pro boxer, and Bernie Sneed, who played football, hockey, and spent quite some time in the gym working on his perfect build. Bernie was a tough street fighter—so tough that he would fight for fun. But our toughest fighter was probably my brother, Stan, who had played semipro football and industrial league hockey. Fortunately, he stayed home with his wife and baby girls or else he would have been butting heads with the club owners.
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