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DVD Review
Randy Bachman
Unplugged: Every Song Tells A Story
(MVD, 2002)

I’ve made no secret of my admiration in this column for the guitar and song writing skills of Randy Bachman, Canadian co-founder of The Guess Who, Brave Belt, Bachman-Turner Overdrive and Iron Horse. And yeah, I’ve taken a considerable amount of flack from friends and colleagues who seem to think the man’s entire catalog consists of “American Woman” and “Takin’ Care Of Business.” Thankfully, I’ve always had the secret satisfaction (well, it’s not really a secret, but I guess some folks just don’t wanna hear things they don’t wanna hear) of knowing that universally admired rock anti-hero Neil Young feels the same way I do about Randy. And finally, here’s a video documentary of Randy and some friends pickin’, singin’ and story-tellin’, live onstage on April 12, 2002, at the Vancouver East Cultural Center. The proof, as they say, is in the pudding. Sitting on a stool with just a mic and an acoustic guitar, Randy leaves no doubt that there was always a whole lot more behind the bands he was in than thundering electric bass and guitar, fluttering piano riffs and egomaniacal lead singers. 

(Sorry, Burton Cummings fans!) Backed by longtime compadres Colin Arthur Wiebe (keyboards, guitar, vocals—he takes up vox duties for the conspicuously absent B. Cummings here), bassist Mick Dalla-Vee and drummer Roger Belanger, the hirsute, self-effacing Canuck lays down not only the basic music to some of his most popular songs, but also light-heartedly banters and reminisces about what first inspired them. Kicking off with “Prairie Town,” a post-BTO solo number, Bachman explains how this ode to his birthplace in the frozen North found its way to Neil Young’s ears—a story that ultimately connects neat as a pin to the finale of this video. But more on that in a minute. Bachman includes the meat of the Guess Who catalog here (but only songs he wrote or co-wrote, no re-covering covers like “Shakin’ All Over”) laughing along with the audience as he recounts the inspiration for “No Sugar Tonight/New Mother Nature.” It seems he caught a moment of a mini domestic drama unfolding on a street corner back in the ’60s—an extremely irate woman was shrieking at her obviously drunk husband/boyfriend, trying to get him in her car before he got arrested or worse. Once she finally convinced him to climb in, Bachman says, he heard her shout, “That’s it! You ain’t gettin’ no sugar tonight!” Though he doesn’t delve too deeply into the personal situations that eventually led to the break-up of the Guess Who, he does allude to those days later, as he talks about and plays an acoustic rendition of the BTO cut “Hey You,” which he now admits was a bit of a jab at the old gang, as well as a small tribute to Van Morrison. (“Hey you, you say you wanna change the world...you realize now/The music’s gone now/You lost it somehow/Sha la la la.”) That “sha la la la,” he jokes, was his Van moment.

All in all, a marvelous journey through the ups and downs of a major player in the ’60s/’70s music biz, and a great opportunity to hear some alternate versions of tunes that have been (sadly) burnt to death by overzealous classic rock radio programmers. Trust me—you’ll even get a kick out of hearing the origins of that pesky Top 40 single, “Takin’ Care Of Business.” I know I did. The real icing on the cake here, though, is the inclusion of two versions of the actual video for “Prairie Town”—one slow, one fast—both featuring Neil Young on guitar. Seems Neil was so impressed by the song (and why not, since he’d been a very outspoken vocal fan of Randy’s for years, and he’s actually mentioned in the tune’s lyrics?) that he insisted on making an appearance in the video. Whether you’re a closet Guess Who/BTO fan, a curious music nut or just an obsessive Neil Young completist, you’re bound to find something to like about this DVD. Highly recommended. For more info, check out Randy’s site at RandyBachman.com. 

That’s it for this time around, gang. Tune in again, same space, same time, for more of the ‘Dial. Until then—make yer own damn news. ||

