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The Rockford Files

An Interview with Cheap Trick’s Rick Nielsen

By Martin Popoff

I’m totally diggin’ the new Cheap Trick album, and can’t stop playing the damn thing. Perfect pop of a loud disposition, Rockford is a symphony of great songs of all sorts of swooping emotions. Zander is singing stronger than ever and, as you will see, Rick’s chirping in a few lines just for good measure. Here’s a look at this yummy roar of a perfect storm, courtesy of the band’s checker-boarded hat-topped ringleader, Rick Nielsen.

  

Martin: How about a bit of a contrast between the assembly of  Rockford versus the self-titled or Special One?

Rick: Well, this one wasn’t done like, you know, we're going to make an album. We didn't sit down and block off one month in one place. We did it over a year. We mixed it all at one time, but we recorded it… well, just look at the credits: L.A., New York, Boston, Rockford Chicago, Nashville, Florida. So that's really it. I think the longest we were in one spot was maybe a week.

Martin: How is that even practical? I mean doesn't that drive the expense and hassle up?

Rick: No, we travel all the time. Sometimes they say, they don't pay us to play, they play us to travel. So we’re already traveling. We say, let's try out this studio; if we've got extra time available, and our gear is here, let's do it. Sometimes it costs more money to go the other way. That way we’re kind of on the road. And it's not like, if you get stuck, and something is not working, you're sitting there for a month trying to figure out something. You decide, well, that's good enough. But this way we get to let the songs breathe a bit. There was good stuff we left off. It's not like we took only the best. Of course, good stuff, but there's some other stuff that is equal or better than some of the things that are on there that was left off because, well, I don't want to put it out until it's finished. Robin’s got one great song we took off. But he was uncomfortable with it. Hey, you've got to respect that. I chose to have it on, but he decided to leave it off. Being a songwriter, I know when something is missing and you don't like it. And if you settle; you're mad forever, because it's on an album.

Martin: Has Robin ever rejected any of your lyrics?

 Rick: Yeah, sure. No, he never changes one thing. Of course he does! When I write lyrics, I usually write three times as much as we need, or sometimes I don't write enough and I have to write more. But yes, of course he does. We change stuff. Sometimes a line in a song, and we’ll say, OK, let's instead of doing it like this, we'll do it in half time, which means you need half the lyrics. And then you do the choruses twice as long. Sometimes the stream of conscious just flows and there you go, and it changes, and you dot the i’s and cross the t’s, and the “we” goes to an “I” or whatever. But for the most part… I don't think I've ever done a song that was a rough draft.

Martin: Any examples of Robin saying “This isn’t my personal politics” or “This is too much of a tongue twister.”?

Rick: “Come On Come On Come On”… there was a lyric to it, and I think he basically went in and redid the whole thing. Because he just took it a different direction. It was a great instrumental basic track, and certain tracks, you can go one way or you can go completely another way. But you know, we work together, so it's not like, this is my idea or your idea - who cares?

Martin: How about a bit of a comment on the lead single “Perfect Stranger” or “One More” or “Decaf?”

Rick: “One More” is like a song for every addict of everything. I need one more day or one more hour, give me another cigarette, give me one more drink, dope, sex, whatever. I think the chorus is kind of cool. All I need is one more this, one more that, sunshine, not the sunshine of your love, but it could be that. The sunshine of what the thing does for you, the obsession or whatever. What was the other one? “Decaf.” Well, don't get too wound up. “Hey buddy, take some decaf.” But if you listen to… are you a musician?

Martin: Well… a drummer.

 Rick: Do you know any chords, piano at all? Bass, guitar?

Martin: I hack away at bass and guitar.

 OK perfect, well… D-E-C-A-F. So… you get too much anxiety from drinking coffee, or it could be talking about something completely different or, hey, here's the chords, D-E-C-A-F (laughs).

Martin: "Perfect Stranger," is that your lyric or would you say that’s Robin’s voice there?

 Rick: It's Linda, Rick and Robin. If you listen to the bridge, we all start as strangers. Everybody does. And, to this day, people that you've known for years, they tell you something that you've never heard from them. Or I have people that I know well that don't know what I'm doing, let alone somebody that doesn't know me telling me what I don't know. That's one of my sentiments on it.

Martin: Why exactly is it that you do all the press, or DO you do all the press?

Rick: I’ll lie about anything. I don't know. I don't ask to do it all, but I seem to get a lot of it (laughs). I've been going since 7:45 this morning. And then eight, and then you're my about fifth or sixth.

Martin: And you get mistakes all over your driveway because of it.

Rick: Oh yeah, there already are! They went over my garage. I don't have a garage anymore. Wait a minute! No, it's on the other side of the house!

Martin: Are the other guys press-shy? Have they had bad experiences with the press?

Rick: I don't know. I wish they would do them all. I mean, they're so sick of me anyway. OK, they do hate me. Do you hate me because I'm beautiful? No, we really just hate you. You know, I was with Robin all day yesterday. I'm just used to yapping all the time. I'm the guy who announces every song on stage. Not that the others can't do it, but I'm not gun-shy. I'm more afraid of two people in a room than I am of 10,000. You know, I don't know. I like doing them. I'll do an interview for 20 minutes or an hour or whatever, and sometimes it seems like, oh, that went well. And when I read it I go, wow, they cut all the good stuff. Or, well, what a moron I am. A lot can happen. That's like sending emails. It's hard to get your humor across, your sarcasm across. You can say one thing and it's mistaken at the other end as totally something else.

Martin: Here's a three-part question, where did the origins of the straight man/funny man thing come from, and the checker pattern, and the courier logo?

Rick: Well, let's see. Well, I've always been good looking, so I can't help myself there. You know, I play in a rock band, and I never was what I would consider a rock guitarist, with my shirt off, hair blowing in the wind (laughs), all the junk and all the trappings, all the stereotypes. So it's like, ‘Rick, why do you wear the checkerboard shoes?’ Well, because I like them. You know, I design stuff. I designed those five neck guitars. Why? Don't ask me why. Because they weren't available at Sears where I shop. Why did you like the Explorer when nobody else liked it? Well, maybe I liked it because nobody else liked it. I don't know. I never went to a prom unless I was playing. I never went to football games in high school. Not because I didn't like it, but because I was musician; I liked to play. I never wanted to be anybody else but I never wanted to be some oddball freak where you don't fit in anywhere. And you know, the music was a good thing for me, but like I say, I didn't fit the mold of what everybody thinks you're supposed to do. So, you know, why fake it? If you fake it, you're going to be miserable all your life. Especially if something good happens. You know, Pee Wee Herman, that guy's great, but he got tired of being that. Because he was talented in other ways besides sitting in a movie theater. But it's like, I've done that, get over it, whatever. He was excellent at that. Who wants to dress like that and act like a goof like that, yet he did it great.

Martin: Was there a previous band or movie or thing in the media that made you come up with that idea?

Rick: We didn't really come up with it. There were fans, way back in high school, they called me Screaming Chicken. I'm not afraid to jump up and down and make a fool of myself. The music was the thing. Guitar players, I mean, how many guitar solos can you listen to. Crud like that. I built my own amplifier that was taller than any amp ever built. It sounded good. I made it because nobody else made anything that ridiculous. It was impossible to get into places. I think I finally axed the thing. It had like eight 12 inch speakers, tall and heavy, just ridiculous. I don’t know why I did it in the first place. But have you ever seen another one? No. And the checkerboards, you know, when I was a kid, I used to watch… in the old days there were only like three TV stations, before cable and all that stuff, and the TV on most nights would go off at 10 o’clock at night. Still does in England and stuff. But I would watch it until it went off, and there was the test pattern and it looked like bug races, little black and white dots. And if you look really close, you can see my guitar in there. And if you don’t see it, just keep watching.

Martin: What about the logo?

Rick: We used to play this place called Sammy G’s Flying Circus in Kenosha, Wisconsin, and this guy from, I think it was Sheboygan, he would come and see us and his dad had an advertising agency, and he came down one day and said, I think this would be cool for you guys. You know, not one line of Cheap Trick, six lines, and that’s our logo. Our logo is the whole six, not just one or the two. The name is Cheap Trick, but the logo is all six, and each one is kind of getting cruddier looking as it goes down, and Tom immediately thought it was terrific, and the rest of us were like, well, it’s different, and it looks good on a shirt. And it looks good on a shirt, that’s good. And the guy’s name is Christopher Crowe, and he went on to be a producer and director of The Untouchables and Last Of The Mohicans, all kinds of stuff. And he had a TV show called The Watcher. And he’s a pretty famous well-known guy, knows what he’s doing, and he just really gave it to us. Yet, he did give it to us. So the original artwork we got from him, and it was ready-made, and we stayed in contact. And we’re still Cheap Trick. We already had the name but the logo came from that.

Martin: How about any tough songs on here technologically, or just arrangement-wise? Did any take hours and hours to assemble?

 Rick: You tell me the names of them, and I’ll say yea or nay.

Martin: “One More” kind of struck me that way.

 Rick: Well “One More,” that was cool and fun to do - that’s me doing that high voice. You know, it’s not really tough once you do it. There’s a lot of little details to that song.

Martin: The first one has got some ear candy to it.

Rick:  “Welcome To The World?” Well, that’s what we do. It’s “Hello There” with just a different rhythm, and as the guitar solo is going (sings it), it’s that ascending sequence; if you think of “Dream Police,” it’s the same kind of sequence. It’s not something that is new. We play 1-2-3-4, start over. We do that most of the time.

Martin: I love “Dream The Night Away.”

Rick: Tom will be happy; that was his idea. You know, everybody I talked to has a different favorite and that’s great. We’ve always had different cuts on our records, and nobody has the same idea at the same time.

How about just briefly, “O Claire,” with a throwback to the old “Oh Claire,” I guess.

Rick: Well, it’s a song I wrote a long time ago, and I always wanted to finish it. That’s me singing the intro (sings it). It’s tough, I had to do it 5000 times to make it sound that bad; Robin could do it in two seconds. But it’s the emotion of… you know “The World’s Greatest Lover,” with me singing? I’m nowhere near as good a singer as Robin, but I just have a different emotion to it; he’s just great. He’s too good, sometimes (laughs). But it’s like, if we did all the harmonies with him singing all the background harmonies, like other bands do, it wouldn’t sound like a real band. They get me because it sounds kind of crummy. It makes the stuff sound more believable or something. With him singing the whole thing, it was just too linear. And by breaking it up with me doing the intro… it’s a song like “World’s Greatest Lover” in a way. It’s like somebody you met, grew up with, got old with, “World’s Greatest Lover” - how I pictured that was a soldier in a foxhole writing a letter to his woman before he gets killed, or is going to get killed or whatever. Same with “O Claire.” It’s kind of old-fashioned. I always say like, even the toughest guys you see - good friend of ours like Revolting Cocks or Ministry - you know, those guys are, yeah, they’re tough and this and that, and there’s an aggressiveness there. But when they’re with a girl, the girlfriend, they’re all sissies just like we are. So you know, that emotion, I don’t mind doing a song that sounds old-fashioned, because we’re all kind of old-fashioned. We all kind of miss something that we didn’t experience ourselves, or something we experienced in the past that doesn’t happen anymore. And then when Robin came and did the chorus, and the song really just built up to what I had envisioned. We tried it through the years; it was never right and we finally got it.

Martin: Does anything else go back a few years of these songs?

 Rick: I don’t think so. That was the only one that was kind of old. But I rewrote that part (sings it); that wasn’t in the original one. So that part was new, because “O Claire,” the parts were there were good, but it was missing that part. So I threw that in there, sort of like reminding myself of what it said in the song.

Martin: Last question, looking back at the years, did the label or management or anybody ever ask you to do anything completely off-the-wall, like a duet with these guys, or record with this guy? Just something strange business-wise that people asked you to do?

Rick: Well, there’s a bunch of stuff we said no to, back in the ‘80s, a few things like that. We did some stuff where there was definitely some keyboard stuff and some songwriting people that were brought in that, you know, we all cringed. But our manager and the record company people all said, Oh, this is going to be terrific. And after some of these guys… you know they’re going to work this harder because they don’t like the other stuff you’re doing. It’s like, you don’t want to do it, but we tried to do it right. And once in awhile you do need direction. But we look back now and say, we should’ve known better.

Martin: Yes, you had that revival during the hair band years, just like Alice Cooper, where you sold a lot of albums again.

Rick:  Yeah, you know, I always thought that if we would have put out the whole  Budokan album, one and two, as opposed to just the one… I mean, it did great, but it was more the pop side of us. Budokan two, the other half of the same concert, which the Japanese loved just as much, was the heavier side of Cheap Trick.

Martin: Did you like those heavy songs in the old days? 

Rick: "Stiff Competition," "Auf Wiedersehen," I love that stuff. That stuff was fun. Because that’s what we are. We are diverse. We like a ballad, but we also like “The world is falling apart.”

Martin: And it’s funny, in the late '70s, it was probably the heavy side of you that was fueling the sales rather than the light side of you.

Rick: Well, you name it.

Martin: Well, it’s like Kiss, Ted Nugent, Aerosmith… you were drawn into their stadium world by the heavy songs, in a way.

Rick: Ooh, I don’t know. Because, we had stuff like, you know we had stuff like “The Ballad Of TV Violence,” which is really the ballad of Richard Speck, on the first album, and “Daddy Should Have Stayed In High School,” which are not happy topics, and “Auf Wiedersehen” and “Heaven Tonight.” I mean, that’s not like rah rah rah kind of stuff. “Heaven Tonight;” it’s really funny, on tour with ZZ Top, Billy Gibbons, that’s his favorite song. We toured with Aerosmith, that’s Steven Tyler’s favorite song. It’s not like anything those guys do or what you think they would like.

Martin: I just looked back at the Circus charts, and it was all heavy stuff.

Rick: Well, maybe I’m off. I look back at those Circus magazines, if you look at this stuff, the interviews or so… you know, everything is different today. Everybody is in a bad mood, everybody has an ugly tattoo, everybody is mean (laughs), and then it goes back to what I said about the Revolting Cocks and Ministry - they fell in love to “The Flame” (laughs). It’s like, ‘What?!’ I would think, me, somebody else’s favorite, I would think, that’s a song they would hate. We did a show, Jonesy’s Jukebox, with Steve Jones, Sex Pistols; we were talking this, that and the other. I was saying, “Well, you know, my favorite was “I Want You To Want Me” from Budokan, because it didn’t have that tinkly keyboard and all that kind of stuff, and the studio one was his favorite. The one I thought was tinkly, that’s his favorite! It was the same record where we told our producer, you know, “We don’t want to sound like Ted Nugent; we want to sound like the Sex Pistols.” And he thought they were just trash. We liked our songs, but we wanted that in-your-face kind of stuff. So we didn’t get that. That was one of our records we always wanted to record again. We like the songs, but he fluffed us down too much.

Martin: Was that Tom Werman on that one?

Rick: Yeah, and then I tell people that, and they say, well, that’s my favorite. Some heavy metal guy that likes the other, it’s like whoa. It’s the perception of it. I’m happy that we all don’t like the same girl and we don’t all like the same song, because then every guy in the world would be fighting over this one girl, and there would be no album charts. There would be one song we all listen to – "In-A-Gadda-Da-Vida.”
