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Riding back west with the “Roots on the Rails” tour
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n the summer of 1970, a 12-coach train paint-
ed with day-glo hippie flowers carried Janis
Joplin, the Grateful Dead, The Band, Ian and

Sylvia Tyson, Buddy Guy and other folk-rock
and blues icons from Toronto to Calgary in a
hooze- and drug-fuelled party on wheels. The
Dead’s Jerry Garcia called the Festival Express
the best five days in rock 'n’ roll, because musi-
cians jammed together unfettered by agents,
media and fans, between the scheduled concerts
in Toronto, Winnipeg and Calgary. “The train
ride itself was the high point of the trip,” recalls
guitarist Amos Garrett, of Black Diamond, who
was on the train as part of the Tysons’ band,
Great Speckled Bird. “I have very dim memories
of the shows.” He describes how Joplin charmed
the train’s engineer into stopping somewhere in
the middle of Saskatchewan to replenish a dwin-
dling beer supply. There was no station, Garrett
says. Passenger trains hadn’t stopped there for
years, especially not ones painted psychedelic
colours. A troupe of tie-dyed musicians, led by
Joplin, jumped off the train, marched down the
main street and into the liquor store. Once they
had bought all they could carry, they headed
back to the train, past a group of local teenagers.
“The kids were stunned,” Garrett says. “They
knew who we were.” On July 4, after the tour
promoters had tallied more than $500,000 in
losses, the bands performed at Calgary’s
McMahon Stadium. It was the last concert of the
tour, and one of the last for Joplin. She died
three months later at the age of 27.

This past spring, Charlie Hunter, a Vermont
artist and music manager, put together a railway
music tour with more than an echo of the
Festival Express. For the tour, which he called
“Roots on the Rails,” Hunter rented three sleep-
er cars, a dome car and a dining car (which he
decked out for performances) on via Rail’s vin-
tage “Canadian” passenger train. He booked
more than a dozen musicians and, unlike the
Festival Express, invited fans to take part—for
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$2,000 each. Beginning on March 11, Fred
Eaglesmith and his Flathead Noodlers, song-
writer and mandolin maestro Willie P. Bennett,
the irrepressible one-man music machine
Washboard Hank, Canadian folk icon Ian
Tamblyn, Victoria’s alt-country maiden Carolyn
Mark, Winnipeg’s bluegrass D. Rangers and oth-
ers played music for four days, from Toronto to
Vancouver, to about five dozen well-heeled,
mid-career folkies from Canada and the United
States.

‘Tom Fodey of the D. Rangers, who plays a
charming homemade stand-up bass called a
muck-bucket, thought wistfully of the Festival
Express before boarding the Roots train in
Winnipeg. Fodey’s older brother Jim had hitch-
hiked to Calgary to see the final concert.
Everyone knew about the musical train, he says.
It had become a legend on the prairie. I joined
the tour in Winnipeg too, curious about the cen-
tury-old trinity of trains, music and people. |
could think of no better classroom than a roots-
music train trip through western Canada.

Days on the train were filled with gourmet
meals; music workshops; long, smoky conversa-
tions about melodies and mountains; formal per-
formances; and midnight jams, which, when
lubricated with whisky, rolled along on a seem-
ingly endless track of old standards and new
offerings. Songs by Hank Williams, Johnny Cash,
Pee Wee King, Townes Van Zandt, Jimmie
Rodgers, Anne Murray, Stompin’ Tom Connors
and countless others swelled and receded until,
bleary-eyed, the weary minstrels would pack
away their instruments and surf down narrow,
rocking halls to bed. Each morning, after hang-
overs were tamed with beer and tomato juice, we
enjoyed a fresh Canadian panorama, courtesy of
three diesel-electric locomotives. Under the
wheels, 4,467 kilometres of track gradually
slipped behind us. “This is Canada,” says Tom
Funasaka, a guest from Calgary travelling with
three others. “You work in an office all day and



you forget what the country looks like. We're corporate
people from Calgary. We work in the oil patch. It’s a way
to take it out of your mind.”

MODERN COUNTRY MUSIC is rife with cliché and hackneyed
images. The “new country” of artists like Shania Twain is
produced to suit a sexy, radio-friendly format. Her latest
album, Up, is available in three different mixes—pop, coun-
try and “world”—to broaden its market. Musicians and fans
on the Roots train didn’t talk much about Twain or any of
the other “new country” stars. “Country music has bad con-
notations,” says George Wolf, a bureaucrat and Roots on
the Rails guest from Long Island. “We don’t want to be
associated with Garth Brooks and Shania Twain. I'm not
trying to be purist, but what they pawn off as country music
is crap. The reality of country music is that it's what the
nation brings. It’s cowboy history. There are no cowboys
riding into the sunset anymore, but we love the cowboy
myth and we love it told through people like Jimmie
Rodgers, the singing brakeman.”

Canadian country music doesn’t it comfortably into the
rraditional Nashville sound. Inspired by a variety of ethnic
heats and instruments, it leans more toward folk music.
Two Alberta musicians, lan Tyson and k.d. lang, are good
examples of the Canadian country music anomaly, says
Wesley Berg, who's taught Canadian music at the
University of Alberta for more than three decades. Tyson
was once part of a folk duo, with his then-wife Sylvia, but

he eventually made a full transition to country about two
decades ago. “lan Tyson lives the life, but it appeals to a
small audience. It points to a simpler life where emotions
are strong and deep,” says Berg. “Cowboys nowadays ride
quads and helicopters. They don't ride horses anymore.
Even lan Tyson is evoking this mythic, once-upon-a-life-
time lifestyle.” When k.d. lang was asked what made coun-
try music here unique, Berg says, she explained it was the
Scottish, Métis, Ukrainian, Irish and other cultures that
introduced new rhythms and singing styles and created a
made-in-Canada country music unlike the songs emerging
from Texas and Tennessee. While she liked to tell reporters
she was Patsy Cline reincamated, lang never considered
herself just a country singer. Like Anne Murray, Tommy
Hunter, Hank Snow, Murray McLauchlan and other
Canadian stars, her musical influences ran the gamut.
Musicians on the Roots train shared that diversity of
influence, but when it came time to play they drew mostly
from the established country music canon. During late-
night jam sessions, almost everyone knew the old songs, or
learned them after a few choruses. From the younger musi-
cians, in their 20s, to the elders, in their 60s, they shared
an unspoken common language of rhythms, chords and
harmonies. Carolyn Mark, a cowgirl by way of British
Columbia, says it was the singing that drew her from pop
music to country when she was a teenager. “Sure a lot the
songs sound the same, melody-wise,” she says. “The lyrics
and vocals are the main thing. It’s all about the singing.”

Left to right: Fred Eagiesmith and the Flathead Noodliers; Washboard Hank; Jaxon Haldone of the D. Rangers encouraging Roger Marin of the Flathead Noodiers.






