In the late ‘60s, popular music came to a crossroads. One sign read “rock”, the other “country”. And popular music headed off in either direction, rarely to meet again. 

Billy Cowsill started off down the rock and roll trail, achieving fame and fortune as a teenage warbler with the family band, the Cowsills. (Remember “Hair” and “The Rain, The Park and Other Things”?) But being a teenage idol in “Americas’s First Family of Music” soon lost its allure, and Billy left the family nest at the height of their success.

To paraphrase Neil Young, Billy left the middle of the road and headed for the ditch; in his words, “getting my ass kicked left and right, spittin’ in the devil’s eye and watchin’ it sizzle”.  Cowsill had a vision of forging the honest emotion of stone-cold country with passion and energy of rock and roll. The vision took him to L.A where he studied production with Harry Nilsson to Oklahoma where he played with J.J. Cale, to Lubbock where he hung out with Joe Ely. He opened a bar in Austin with the last of his Cowsills cash, and “drank it dry”.

Eventually, he wound up in Vancouver. There, he ran across standup bassist Elmar Spanier, a snappy dresser who could sing harmony, play his monstrous instrument like he was ringing a bell and was blessed with supernatural ability to score gigs. 

They joined forces and set about conquering the world. But it proved to be a long, hard struggle. On any given night, Cowsill and Spanier could be devastating, reeling off spellbinding renditions of classics by Hank Williams and Roy Orbison alongside snazzy originals like “Embers”. But Western Canada is no Nashville, and the duo found themselves plying their trade to a small, but devoted cult following.  
By day, they demoed their originals. By night they played in bars. Some excellent musicians came and went in their group, but drummer J.B Johnson came and stayed. J.B. had the beat, he had the feel, and he had the look-a neo-George Jones brushcut.

Enter Jeff Hatcher. As singer, songwriter, and guitarist for a number of fiery bands in Winnipeg and Toronto-the Fuse, the Six, the Big Beat- Hatcher was well know across Canada amongst connoisseurs of ‘60s pop/rock. 

Something happened when Hatcher signed on as guitarist- something magical. The quartet now know as the Blue Shadows headed back to the aforementioned fork in the road and found a lost highway, a place where country rocks and rock twangs. 

Hatcher’s touch on the guitar fit in perfectly with Spanier and Johnson’s subtle way of delivering a tune. But it was the vocal harmonies between Hatcher and Cowsill that really took the audiences breath away.

When Billy and Jeff harmonize, their voices blend so well you can’t tell who’s singing. Cowsill sings high harmony and Hatcher low, but at certain points they intersect and switch, seemingly unconsciously. Their harmonic camaraderie recalls Don and Phil Everly, Nick Lowe and Dave Edmunds, or John Lennon and Paul McCartney. It’s like they’re twin sons of different mothers.   

Angels weep on “The Floor of Heaven” when their voices ripple across the sky. Their sweet, sad harmonies take listeners to a blue side of lonesome on the barroom balled. “Think On IT”. The dramatic Beatlesque harmonies and flourishes of acoustic guitar on “If I Were You” make it sound like a C&W outtake from Beatles ’65.

Strong men break down and cry when Cowsill evokes the spirit if the Big O on “Is Anybody Here”. The big guitar twang and swinging beat of “The Fool is the Last One to Know” sounds like Johnny Cash playing lead for Buck Owens and the Buckaroos. “When Will This Heartache End” may be the best Everly Brothers tune Don and Phil never wrote.

They call their sound “Hank goes to the Cavern Club”. Hank being Hank Williams. The Cavern Club being the Liverpool nightspot where the Beatles began their musical revolution. It’s a sound that is simultaneously fresh and familiar, a sound that uses the past as a springboard to a brave new musical future. And somewhere in the stars, Hank Williams, John Lennon and Gram Parsons are smiling. 

-John Mackie – music critic, Vancouver Sun
“In the back room was a radio, an old one, very heavy, the cabinet all wood with silvery cloth covering the speaker. Not a sound came out of it anymore except a low hum. The back part of it had been taken off for some reason so now when the machine was switched on, he could see the tubes in the back warm up and glow a dark blue color. It was best to do this at night because the radio’s tubes would throw shadows on the wall and ceiling. He thought they were mysterious, alive. Blue Shadows. The words even sounded good. A name for something. A train. Or maybe a song.”

From “The Circle Time Parade” by J. Henry

