On The Floor of Heaven Song Notes by Jeffrey Hatcher


Disc 1

“Coming On Strong” – This started with the phrase from Bill that eventually became the title. He also had the seven-note melody that accompanies the first line of each verse. Like a lot of our tunes which became duets, when I started to sing the melody and Billy sang the higher harmony, the song suddenly had its personality and it started “to write itself,” as he and I would come to say of many of the Blue Shadows’ songs.

“The Fool Is The Last One To Know” – Writer, musicologist, and friend Paul Cantin, who notices such things, jokingly asked me at the time if I was aware of the high prominence the word ‘fool’ had achieved on our first album. Count ‘em. At the time this song arrived – in about late ’91 or early ’92 – we were just starting to add original songs to the repertoire. It was the period before the Blue Shadows had their name, a record company and management team with Larry Wanagas and Dave Chesney, and when I was the new guitar player and singer in town who had passed the audition. While we played regularly in the local clubs, Billy was writing with other songwriters, in Calgary, in Vancouver, occasionally heading down to Tennessee to work with Nashville writers. One time he showed up with this one, co-written with Ralph Bowden, and we added it to the set. I was getting some feeling about the kind of songs I thought we should be writing/playing and I clearly recall thinking that I had soon better get moving to assert myself as a writer for the band. 

“If I Were You” – I began to sing some lead vocals early in the band partly because Bill liked the break, and partly due to his consistent trashing of guitar strings when we played the local clubs. Even when he had two guitars he regularly broke a string on each. He would announce, “I’ve got two down, boys,” and head off to the dressing room to put on some new strings. So I started singing some songs. I think I did the lead vocal to “If I Were You,” though, partly because Bill found the phrasing of the first line of each verse awkward to sing. This was unheard of for him, and we had a laugh about this auditory hiccup that blocked his ability to get on top of the line. It’s the first song that Billy and I really wrote together. Again, it was in the very early days. I was very eager to get a song into the band. I remember we were in the ‘dressing room’ – really a sitting area at the edge of the staff room - of The Fairview Pub, a club we played regularly. I showed Bill this new tune I had just started. When I played him the chorus that I had he added the harmony that immediately ‘made’ the tune for me, and we knew the song was off in the right direction. We called that effect ‘ringing the bell’ ever after and if a song had that moment in it then we knew we should keep it. 

“Think On It” – This was a song I had played with my brothers Don and Paul in The Big Beat days. At that time we were rocking and rolling most of the time though this was kind of a Don Williams-inspired effort. I thought it would suit Billy’s voice. He liked it and – he who could do vocal arrangements even in his sleep - suggested the vocal parts that the Blue Shadows eventually used. It took the song into what I thought was an original area of country music for the time.

“Deliver Me” – Another song from my earlier band. Larry had, at that time, located the Bumstead organization in a set of offices with a recording studio in the back. After Bill and I had learned the song, we recorded it twice, with each of us singing the lead vocal once. We played it for Larry and Dave in the studio one afternoon and it was quickly decided that Billy should sing the lead. I was used to it as a faster rock and roll song. Now it was a mid-tempo country tune that became a very strong live number.

“A Thousand Times” – Another song that Bill brought back from one of his early Nashville trips. We often played this one as a duo in concert, with just our guitars, in a mini acoustic set in the middle of the rocking.
 
“If It Ain't Rockin'” – Again at the Fairview Pub. After the last set one night, packing up while still onstage, I played Bill the melody and chords for this song I had just started. He liked it right away and told me, jokingly, “Don’t finish it on your own. I want a piece of that puppy.” The next night I told him I had finished writing the song that afternoon, though I hadn’t. He sagged almost completely onto the stage floor and I quickly told him I was joking. We did soon finish it together, writing, as we did many times, in the Bumstead studio.
“On The Floor Of Heaven” – I had a mental picture of George Jones singing the opening melody to this song – I had no lyrics yet except the “all men/amen” play on words – and brought it to Bill. We were playing in Calgary and Bill was staying at musician Tim Leacock’s house. I went over one afternoon to write. We started and finished the song that afternoon. We were quite proud of it and played it that night with lyric sheets all over the floor at the base of our microphones. The band liked to perform new songs as soon as we had learned them. They were always completely ragged and messy the first time, and never sounded so raw again, but sticking the necks out that way tends to inject adrenaline into a group.

“When Will This Heartache End” – Again, we were in the Bumstead studio. We were taking a break – a ‘break’ meant Bill was smoking and leaning out a window while I was fiddling at the song we were working on – and to refresh my mind I started on something new. I thought of Ray Charles’ version of “I Can’t Stop Loving You” and came up with “When will this heartache end” because it has the equivalent number of syllables. At first I sang it like “I Can’t Stop Loving You.” Billy got excited by it and came back to sit down. It soon switched into a country tune, became very Everly Brothers-ish, and soon “wrote itself.” It was a Sunday and the offices were closed except to us with our key. When we were done we found that somehow we couldn’t get out of the building without setting off the door alarm. We climbed out a window, jumped onto a dumpster and thus made it down from the second story like the Little Rascals.

“The Embers” – Again in the early days – in about ‘92 - Billy taught me this tune he had written years before in the 70’s when he was living in Los Angeles. I suggested it could use a middle section. It was very short and direct as it was, which isn’t necessarily a problem, but I thought this tune needed to “ring the bell” and reach a crescendo of some kind. A couple of days later we got together at my place and I played him my idea. Billy suggested a couple of word changes and a new way to sing ‘eternity’ which did ring the bell. It was finished very quickly.

“I Believe” – One day, while labouring on another song, I took a break. Using a head-clearing technique I discovered long ago, I just started banging away at the guitar on some chords that became the accompaniment to “I Believe.” I started singing a melody with no words. I put together the lyrics to the verses later although I didn’t finish the middle section. I liked the song but thought of it as a bit of a throwaway – in the best sense - and let it sit while we continued to play and prepare to record. We hadn’t yet played the song live when it was time to begin recording On The Floor Of Heaven. The day it was time to do the vocal for “I Believe” I had to make up the bridge in just a couple of minutes because that was all the time we had, and I had left it until the last minute. Dear Bill, who would happily make jokes about his memory faculties, once asked me if he had written “I Believe” with me or not because he wasn’t sure.


“Is Anybody Here” – Anyone who tries to sound like Roy Orbison sounds like someone trying to do something they shouldn’t. No one anywhere could get away with it, and still make it sound original and dramatic, except Bill. One day, in my head, I heard him singing in the Roy style and I came up with the first line of the chorus. Billy changed the note of the word ‘song’ from the tonic to the fifth below and “Is Anybody Here” was on its way to ringing the bell. We finished this one the same day we started it, as I remember, and were quite pleased at the cute-yet-appropriate sounding verse where Bill sang, “Is this lonely voice / the only voice” (‘only’ and ‘lonely’ being our wee tribute to Roy O) and me, the guitar player, singing, “Is my guitar the only one / To strum along?” Many times we braved the line between quality and cliché, and we had many discussions about how far was too far. Here, I think, is a good example where we got it right. 

Disc 2 

The Outtakes
 
“A Little Bit Lonesome, A Little Bit Blue” - No offence at all intended to the writers of “The Fool Is The Last One To Know” but I really wanted “Little Bit Lonesome” to be on the first album in place of “The Fool.” Both songs were hardcore country, which I felt the collection needed, but “Lonesome” was a step in the direction the Blue Shadows were going and a step away from where Billy’s club band had come. For those not around in those days, by the way, the band I joined billed themselves onstage as one who played “only dead guys.” Billy was proud to say, tongue in cheekiness: “We don’t play fat Elvis,” and, if someone called out a request for a song by a living writer, Bill would say, “Sorry, man, we only do dead guys. As soon as he’s on the slab we’ll be all over him like a cheap suit.”

“Give Give Givin'”  - I brought the turnaround line of “This give, give, giving …” etc. to a writing session and it became one of the tunes Billy and I completed as something of a songwriting exercise. In this case we decided to run with the wordplay. We went over the top with this one – the giving and the taking never quit – but I still kind of like it.     
“Paper & A Promise” – Another one that Billy brought back in the early days from a co-writing adventure. This one seemed to fit the band well both during the “Dead guys” set and the future Blue Shadows, and we kept it for quite awhile.
         
“And The Curtains Close” – During the Blue Shadows period I became interested in co-writing with other writers. Eventually our managers Dave and Larry helped set me up with several of them, among them Randy Bachman, Barney Bentall and Murray McLauchlan. I also set myself up when I could, with Raylene Rankin of the Rankins, and Kim Clarke, a Vancouver musician and writer, now in London, ON, with whom Blue Shadows drummer Jay B. Johnson and bassist Elmar Spanier had played years before (Elmar actually introduced me to Kim). Kim and I wrote several tunes, and are still in musical touch, and this was our first one. I dropped a cassette in his mailbox one day with the melody and chords and he gave it back a few days later with all the lyrics intact. I didn’t change one word, the only time I’ve had that experience. We demoed the tune, and even performed it live a couple of times, but Billy never was comfortable singing the subject matter, and we already had me singing lead on a few, so it was put aside.

        
“Heart of a Lion, Soul of a Dove” – Another from the early days that Bill brought back from a co-writing session. This one fit very well and we kept it in the repertoire until the end of the band. One of the fun ones where we switched vocal parts mid-way during the chorus. That is, though Bill sang the melody in the verses, for the chorus it sounded better that I sing melody and he switch to the upper harmony. This isn’t usually done, if it’s done at ALL, but we had to because my voice is thin in that upper range whereas Billy could sing anything anywhere. We often switched off at moments like that and somehow it didn’t sound incongruous for the lead voice to now sing harmony. One of the odd things about Bill and I singing together was that our voices were very different – mine more nasal and his the rich crooner’s – but together we tended to sound like the same person singing twice. We couldn’t figure it and didn’t try; we just appreciated it. 


“Wonder 'Bout Me” – It’s unusual for me to say it but I remember almost nothing about this one. Billy had a piece of a song from ‘way back and he brought it to an early writing session. I helped a little bit with the lyrics as I recall. I probably don’t remember it well because I thought at the time it wasn’t going to make the cut for our live show or for the next recording.

   
“Learn To Forget” – …and I’ve almost learned to forget this song. A very early writing experience that I don’t think turned out very well though we did start to get our vocal harmonies more together due to the writing of tunes like this (and “Heartache” and “If I Were You,” both from the same few weeks period). I think I started it off and we, again, treated it like an exercise where we had to keep our eyes on the theme-prize: remember, forget, forget, remember, etc. 

  
The Covers

“If We Make It Through December”  - Recorded for a 1993 Sony Music Canada Christmas music sampler entitled Keeping Our Country Christmas Together. Originally released by Merle Haggard, who recorded it in January of 1973, but issued the following holiday season. It became a country #1 hit and was Haggard's only pop top 40 success. 

Writer and friend John Mackie, who all will recall did the lovely liner notes for “On The Floor Of Heaven,” told me he thought the two recordings of “If We Make It Through December” and “Run, Run, Rudolph” were, for him, emblematic of the two sides of the Blue Shadows. I think I remember Dave Chesney encouraging us to get a couple of Christmas tunes together and, in our efforts to select songs we had to deal with my happy agnosticism. “If We Make It Through December,” a beauty of Merle Haggard’s, came to us from either Bill or Dave. I know a lot of Haggard but I hadn’t heard this one. It suited our purposes perfectly and was a great Billy-style tune. I came up with Chuck Berry’s “Run, Run, Rudolph,” though I wanted to change the lyrics. I led the un-Christmassy charge and Bill helped with the lyric re-write. Both went over very well live.


“Raised On Robbery” – previously unreleased by The Blue Shadows. Written by Joni Mitchell in 1973 and released the following year on her LP Court & Spark. The Band's Robbie Robertson played guitar on Mitchell's session, which became a top 40 Adult Contemporary hit in the U.S.
We had a brief fit sometime in ’95 where we decided to learn some tunes by Canadian giants whom we admired. Joni Mitchell’s “Raised On Robbery” was great fun to play live and it led us to consider others. Soon we had Michel Pagliaro’s “What The Hell I Got” and then we got too busy on the road to learn our other planned-for tunes: Leonard Cohen’s “Tower of Song” and “You Were On My Mind” by Ian and Sylvia. Shame.

        
“Soldier Of Love” – Previously released on The Blue Shadows EP Rockin', released in 1994. Credited to writers Buzz Cason and Tony Moon and originally recorded in 1962 Arthur Alexander (1940-1993). The Beatles performed the song in 1963 on a BBC radio show and acts as diverse as Marshall Crenshaw and Pearl Jam have essayed their own renditions. The Blue Shadows also included Alexander's "If It's Really Got To Be This Way" in their live repertoire. 

We loved doing this song. Those who love Arthur Alexander are a rare army. People have to dig to discover him because he wasn’t a big recording star and never even, as far as I know, appeared on television. Others did Alexander’s tunes with great success so those who discovered him were usually young musicians who, as Bill and I had been, read album covers obsessively as kids. In the pre-Blue Shadows band we often did Arthur’s “You Better Move On” and “Anna” even though he was still alive at the time (see “dead guys,” above). That’s how good Arthur Alexander is. 

       


“What The Hell I Got” – Previously released on The Blue Shadows EP Rockin’ released in 1994. A fondly remembered single by Canadian artist Michel Pagliaro. Pagliaro is one of the few Canadian artists to have hits in both French and English. This song originally appeared on his 1975 Columbia LP Pagliaro I.
Part of the Blue Shadows Canadian pavilion, as I mentioned. It went over very well in Montreal, I remember, as did our French translation of the bridge to “Coming on Strong.” No, we weren’t running for office; it seemed like it would be a nice tickle to do, and it was.


“Hell Stays Open All Night” – Released as the b-side to the original vinyl 78 rpm promo release of "Coming On Strong." Credited to writer Bobby Harden and originally recorded by George Jones in 1990 as the lead-off track for his album You Oughta Be Here With Me.

Very early days when the Shadows were finding their feet. Bill was very much the lead singer and this George Jones tune suited him well. I think Dave brought it to us. Following the completion of all instrumental tracks it was felt that the song’s tempo was too fast. We had no time to redo it before we had to hit the airport and resume touring so we (ssshhh!!!) slowed the tape down to a speed that sounded right. Bill then did the lead vocal in the new key and then he, Elmar, and I did the background vocals, and we called a taxi. BTW: a similar but not identical thing occurred during the recording of “Tell Me,” on the “Lucky To Me” album. That time, after all recording including the vocals was done, it was felt the tune was too slow. Forgetting that the vocals were already completed, that in fact the song was already mixed, we asked our engineer and producer to speed it up to I-forget-how-many-more-cycles per second. We then stopped thinking about it. When it was time to master the recording we treated it like the rest of the tunes. Bill and I realized at a very late date that we were putting out a speeded-up recording that made us old-timers – I was about 37 and Bill 48 – sound like the teenaged Don and Phil Everly. So there they are: two quite musical though slightly fraudulent representations, here revealed. We didn’t have this conversation.

* italicized cover song notes by Paul Cantin

