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Sammy Hagar – history in music…. 

By: Scott Schinder

A few words from Ted Nugent…

The soundtrack for the American Dream is a firebreathing riproar of R&B and R&R with attitude, outrageous spirit, defiance, piss and vinegar with

massive heart and soul. As I celebrated the birth of electric soul music

with the founding fathers in the 50's, the masters like Howlin’ Wolf, Muddy

Waters, Robert Johnson, Bo Diddley, Chuck Berry, Otis Redding, Sam & Dave,

Wilson Pickett, James Brown, Elvis Presley, Little Richard, Jerry Lee Lewis,

Wayne Cochran and so many more, a 2nd generation of intensity erupted

when we got clobbered by the Stones, Beatles, Yardbirds, Dave Clark Five,

Mitch Ryder & the Detroit Wheels and many, many more. Sammy Hagar stands with these legends when it comes to sheer energy, deep musical soul, dynamic

vocal emotion and sheer firepower on record and on stage. Sam's a man who

puts every ounce of passion into every note, scream, wail, twist and shout.

If ever there was an American Blood Brother of rock-n-roll, Sam's it. I've

jammed with Sammy for 30+ years, and last week's was the most vibrant yet.

And I respect my elders. He's a wild thing and he moves me. I can't rock 55.

"The reason I got into this wasn't to be a rock star or be a billionaire, it was just to play music," Sammy Hagar recalled to Rolling Stone in 2000.  "The first time I ever picked up a guitar, I dug it.  My first band, we could only play one song, but we played it all day—that was "Misirlou" by Dick Dale.  Finally we learned another one, and then we had two songs we'd play again and again and again."

That unpretentious spirit has carried Hagar through a colorful three-decade recording career that's established him as one of America's most beloved hard-rockers.  From his trailblazing early work with Montrose, to his prolific and popular solo career, to his massively successful time with Van Halen, the veteran singer/guitarist has continued to make melodic, hard-charging  rock that's short on subtlety but long on punch and personality.

Born October 13, 1947 in Monterey, California, Hagar flirted with a boxing career before fully committing his energies to music.  Performing through the late '60s and early '70s with such combos as Skinny, the Fabulous Castilles, the Justice Brothers and Dust Cloud, he established himself as a popular presence on the California rock scene.  Hagar's regional reputation led to ex-Edgar Winter Group guitarist Ronnie Montrose inviting Hagar to sign on as lead singer and rhythm guitarist in the eponymous combo that Montrose was launching.  

Many observers consider Montrose to be America's first full-fledged heavy metal act, achieving a level of respect and influence that carries through to this day. On the group's first two albums, 1973's Montrose (which eventually became a multi-platinum seller) and 1974's Paper Money, Hagar's fiery vocals and nascent songwriting skills were well-suited to Montrose's inventive guitar work.  It's also worth noting that the debut LP—which included the souped-up classic "Bad Motor Scooter"—was produced by Ted Templeman and engineered by Donn Landee, with whom Hagar would be reunited when he joined Van Halen over a dozen years later. “Bad Motor Scooter” was the first song Hagar ever wrote.

Hagar exited Montrose in 1976, signing a solo deal with Capitol.  Through the remainder of the decade, Hagar built a loyal audience with such albums as Nine On A Ten Scale, Sammy Hagar, Musical Chairs, the live All Night Long, Street Machine and Danger Zone, featuring a road-honed band that often included Montrose bassist Bill Church and drummer Denny Carmassi.  Representing this period is "I've Done Everything For You," originally issued as the B-side of Hagar's 1979 reworking of Otis Redding's "(Sittin' On) The Dock Of The Bay" and subsequently a hit for Rick Springfield. “My version stiffed,” laughs Hagar. “I didn’t write it for him (Springfield), but was very happy things turned out the way they did.” 

Although Hagar had managed to build a substantial following during his Capitol years, it was his 1981 move to the Geffen label that led to his real commercial breakthrough.  Hagar's sleekly crafted Geffen debut Standing Hampton marked a quantum sonic leap, and the public responded accordingly.  It became the artist's first solo platinum album, spawning memorable hits in "There's Only One Way To Rock" and one of Hagar’s all-time favorite songs, "I'll Fall In Love Again." 

“There’s Only One Way to Rock” was written by Hagar “while listening to a station that called themselves ‘The Rock of the Bay.’ They were playing anything but …all soft, all safe. I kept thinking, ‘you people ain’t even rocking for a second. THIS is how you rock.” 

Standing Hampton also included "Heavy Metal," a surging mini-epic co-written by Hagar and noted tunesmith Jim Peterik for the animated sci-fi rock film of the same name and also the first soundtrack Hagar worked on.  Hagar received further big-screen soundtrack action with his title theme for the teen comedy hit Fast Times At Ridgemont High.  Interesting to note that Hagar and Sean Penn (who got his first big break in the film) are now good friends.

Hagar's next longplayer, 1983's Three Lock Box, maintained its predecessor's catchy, hard-rocking approach, exemplified by the chugging Top 20 hit (“Highest charting/biggest Top 40 single in my solo career,”) "Your Love Is Driving Me Crazy" and the slyly humorous title track that Hagar feels is one of his most misunderstood songs. “Spiritual, physical and mental, not sexual.” 

Although Standing Hampton and Three Lock Box had firmly established him as a solo star, Hagar next made the unexpected move of forming a one-off supergroup with Santana/Journey guitarist Neal Schon, noted bassist-to-the-stars Kenny Aaronson and Santana drummer Michael Shrieve.  The quartet, bearing the somewhat unwieldy acronym HSAS, released Through The Fire, a 1984 live album that is remembered partly for its studio-recorded reworking of Procol Harum's '60s opus "A Whiter Shade of Pale." 

Hagar returned to solo work with 1984's VOA, which launched his biggest hit to date in the swaggering ode to speeding "I Can't Drive 55," along with the surprisingly sensitive rocker "Two Sides Of Love."  Both tunes balanced pile-driving guitar riffs with infectious melodies, demonstrating how far Hagar had come since his Montrose days. 

“I Can’t Drive 55” “is a true story from head to toe. In 1983, I traveled all over Africa for six weeks. My return trip took 24 hours. At 2AM I’m driving from the airport from Albany, New York to a summer cabin I had in Lake Placid. I get pulled over by the only other car on the road (a cop) for doing 62 miles an hour in a 55 mph zone. I said to the cop, ‘Man, I can’t drive 55.’ While the cop wrote the ticket, I wrote the lyrics and the music.”

Although VOA had sealed Hagar's status as a solo star, in 1985 he surprised fans and industry observers by accepting an offer to join Van Halen.  Hagar would remain Van Halen's frontman for the next decade.  During that period, all Van Halen studio albums, 5150, OU812, For Unlawful Carnal Knowledge, and Balance, shot straight to #1 on the Billboard charts. Live: Right Here, Right Now peaked at #5 and For Unlawful Carnal Knowledge won a GRAMMY Award for “Best Hard Rock Performance with Vocal” in 1991.  

Hagar also found time to contribute a solo track, "Winner Takes It All," (with Eddie Van Halen on bass) to the 1986 Sylvester Stallone arm-wrestling melodrama Over The Top, and to release a final Geffen solo effort in 1987.  Originally known as Sammy Hagar, the album was rechristened I Never Said Goodbye after an MTV contest invited viewers to re-title it.  Under any name, the album boasted an imposing modern sound that's well-represented by the uplifting hit and “One of the greatest songs I’ve ever written,” "Give To Live."  Hagar bade farewell to Geffen with 1994's Unboxed, a best-of collection whose two new tracks included - "High Hopes,“ which Hagar chuckles and describes as “a song about being stoned and forgetting what the hell you were doing.”

After leaving Van Halen in the summer of 1996, a re-energized Hagar signed with MCA and resumed his solo career with 1997's Marching To Mars, whose large supporting cast included his old band mates Ronnie Montrose, Bill Church and Denny Carmassi.  Despite the decade-long gap between solo albums, the new project recalled the sound of Hagar's pre-Van Halen work, with a lean, hungry vibe underpinning standout numbers like the title song, the #1 Rock hit “Little White Lie” and "Both Sides Now."  “Mickey Hart and I were watching television the day we (the U.S.) took off for Mars. I said, ‘Oh boy, here we go marching to mars.’ Mickey got all excited and right then and there, we wrote the title track.” Marching To Mars hit the Top 20 and instantly re-established him as a vital solo force.  

Marching To Mars' 1999 follow-up Red Voodoo introduced Hagar's impressive new backup band the Waboritas. The original lineup included David Lauser on drums, Vic Johnson on guitar, Jesse Harms on keyboard and Mona on bass. Harms has since left the band. Lauser and Sammy have a musical history going back three decades. The notable party anthem "Mas Tequila," made reference to Hagar's budding business producing his own brand of tequila, which itself was an outgrowth of his ownership of the successful Cabo Wabo Cantina, located in the Mexican resort town of Cabo San Lucas.

The collection includes “Serious Juju” from Ten 13, the album many critics consider to be his best solo release. “’Serious Juju’” is a little reminder of our responsibility to this planet,” states Hagar with a nod to Soundgarden’s “Spoonman” which Hagar credits for the “musical inspiration” on the track. 

Two tracks never released commercially appear here in their original form. Both “Thinking of You” and “Call My Name” were written in 1974 as demos that resulted in Hagar’s first solo record deal (on Capitol Records). “Thinking of You” became “Rock’n’Roll Romeo” on Nine on a Ten Scale. “That’s Scottie Quick on guitar along with me and definitely Bill Church on bass.” Quick passed away in 1977.

As of this writing, Hagar continues to record and tour with the Wabos, completed the 2004 tour as frontman for Van Halen, is celebrating the one year anniversary of his first stateside Cabo Wabo Cantina in the South Shore of Lake Tahoe, Nevada and is enjoying the fruits of his labor by laying claim to the 

#3 premium tequila in the U.S. He’s 57 years young. His most recent Birthday Bash celebration was anything but usual at his Cabo Wabo Cantina in the sunny climes of Cabo San Lucas. A few thousand fans and some friends including country superstar Kenny Chesney, Chad Kroeger from Nickelback, fellow Van Halen-ite Michael Anthony, Jerry Cantrell from Alice in Chains and Billy Duffy from The Cult joined in the fun. He remains one of music’s most beloved personalities, definitely one of the happiest and shows no sign of losing the passion that first inspired him to rock. 

As he told CNN in 2002, "The blues guys—John Lee Hooker, Lightnin' Hopkins, Muddy Waters and all those guys—they sang and played the blues until they died.  They got onstage and played the blues and no one asked them, 'Hey are you getting too old for this?'  But for some reason people think rock is different.  Well, it's not." 

SAMMY AND THE WABOS

Sammy Hagar: lead vocals and guitar

Vic Johnson: lead guitar and background vocals

Mona: bass and background vocals

David Lauser: drums
