Interview with Mike Derosier
When I decided I wanted to do interviews for A Dancers Place Rick and I sat around talking about who would be interesting people to ask. I was telling him I didn’t want to just do the front people or the band managers, I wanted to get drummers, bassists, a little of everything, and maybe even get some well known groupies, you know the people who are out there every weekend supporting the industry. It was inevitable that Mike Derosier’s name would come up, even though it wasn’t my idea. Rick said, “He’s been around for years, and you know he’s one person that people probably don’t try to tell their partying with Heart stories to.” (Leave it to Rick to find the humor in everything).  For those of you who don’t know who Mike is he is the Drummer for Dana Osborne’s Band Changes (whom it is rumored will be changing their name soon) and also drummed for the band Heart among other well known bands (you have to read on to find out who).
It didn’t take me long to score an interview with Mike, he is very friendly, and I wasn’t intimidated much until Rick started going through his old Heart collection and scaring the hell out of me with it. Then I started thinking about how back in 1977 when I was attending Arlington Junior high we chose Barracuda as not only our school Mascot but our school song. Argh. I was getting a little nervous. The morning of my interview I sat there drinking my coffee reminding myself that I had nothing to be nervous about. I have shared Nacho’s with Michael Stipe in the parking lot of the Edgewater, I have dined with the retired Rear Admiral of the Navy, I have attended the ballet regularly for the last 3 years with a 37 million dollar lottery winner, and no matter how rich, powerful, or famous, I have always found that people are people…Same worries, same hopes, same fears, same planet. I could do this, I just needed to remind myself to relax and have fun. 
Mike and I met before a recent Changes show at Marco’s just prior to their performance. He was running a bit late, and hadn’t eaten, so while he satiated himself over a prime rib, I nibbled away at him with my questions.
So Mike, where did you grow up and how do you think that influenced you as a musician?

Edmonds Washington, Lake City by way of Northgate Hospital, which doesn’t exist anymore. We moved to California for a year, but came back to Edmonds, mostly Edmonds, I went to Edmonds high school. Oh god, how it affected my life? Err my musical life, probably through school doing band in junior high and high school. Marching band, concert band, jazz ensemble all that stuff. Rock bands, garage bands, I was playing all the time from the time I was in 9th grade until I graduated. I started playing drums when I was 12.
What was your first instrument?

Drums. Well my mom tried to get me to play the clarinet, but that didn’t work out. 
(at this point in the interview we got interrupted by the waitress and I didn’t really get an explanation of why the clarinet didn’t work out). 
So I started playing drums when I was 12, took lessons from a guy for about a year and a half or so and then from there I just started getting into all that school junk, school band, as much of it as I could do ‘cause I liked it and I was pretty good at it. I got good grades at it so it helped my grade point average, jacked that up a bit.

Are the drums your favorite instrument?
Yah, absolutely.

Any other instruments you like in particular?

Ah I think bass would be cool. I’ve horsed around with it. Piano-that’s another one.  I don’t know how guys do it. I know enough about scales and octaves and theory but I don’t get how they really do it. It’s cool though.

Are the drums that you play custom made?

Some of them, yes. I make them myself. I order the wood, wraps, all that stuff and put them together. If you take your time it’s doable.

How long have you been making them yourself?

Well I use to endorse Lugwig drums, but then I decided I wanted my setup a little different. I’ve been putting them together myself 15 years or longer.

How big is your bass drum?

The new one I just built is 18 by 26.
What bands have you been in and when?

Local bands, high school bands, garage bands, and then I was working, playing in an originals band playing with some guys just out of high school, we kind of broke up, I had a day gig at the time, I was going to college taking music and stuff, not playing much, and then I decided I wanted to get back into playing live, so some people that I worked with told me that there was some friends of theirs looking for a drummer. So I went and talked to them and saw them play and then they came down- 4 of them, came down and saw me play in my bedroom at my parents’ house and they liked what I played so- and so- (short pause) that was Heart. I went to Canada and finished recording the first record and that was 1975. So I did that until about 1982. ’75 to ’82 all the records during that period of time a bunch of em, all the greatest hits, all that stuff.
Then I was in a band in 1984 called Orion, with a couple of guys from a band called Boston. We did an album, had a couple of songs on it that did real well. We were together for about a year and a half, but then that band blew up for various reasons.

Then in 1987 I played with a guy named Richard Marx, you probably don’t recognize the name, but you’d probably know a bunch of his songs.

Then about 1989 I did a thing called Alias with 2 other ex-Heart guys, and 2 Canadian guys that were from a band called Sheriff. They had a #1 or #2 single and the band had broken up. So it was very cool circumstances, the band had broke up just as they were getting some notoriety.  They were from Toronto and some radio in Phoenix had started playing one of their songs, and it just kind of spread like it could back then, it doesn’t happen like that so much now days because of the way the business is. But back then a station could start playing your music and people would pick it up then all the colleges would be playing it, and so this band Sheriff had a #1 single, a song called ‘When I’m With You’. #1 or #2, something like that. So anyway, I got together with this band called Alias that was with the guitarist (Roger Fisher ) and bassist (Steve Fossen) from Heart and the Vocalist(Freddy Curci) and guitarist (Steve DeMarchi). We did an album that had some songs that did well, top 10 or 15. We were up for something really cool called the Juno…It’s an award they do in Canada kind of like our Grammy, we didn’t win, but that was cool. And then it (the band) exploded again, some personal things. But we had done some pretty cool things. One of the things we did is we got to be on the Tonight Show…Something I had always wanted to do. Once with Jay and once with Johnny right before he retired. So Alias was fun and so yeah…that’s about my whole discography.
Oh so after that, that’s when you got in with Dana and his band?

Oh no, there were more projects. Alias took me to about ’91 or ’92, the band broke up and I bought a farm in Eastern Washington and did that for a bunch of years. I taught drums for a bunch of years at a store. I liked it, but it took up too much of my time. And I missed playing, I missed playing live. I didn’t want to play in an originals band anymore, I was kind of burnt out on it so I just decided to get into a band and play some clubs. Not make a big deal out of it, but have some fun. I had met Dana previously, he had gave me some CD’s to listen to and I liked them, nothing I could do about it as far as the business goes, and he just wanted to know what I thought of it anyway. So I ran into him at a restaurant and we talked about doing something and here I am. I’ve been working with him for about a year and a half.  The only motive I have at this point for drumming is to have fun, I don’t really want to travel much or anything like that.
Besides Changes, what other cover bands do you like on the North end? Do you have any favorites?
I like Lynn Sorensen. I use to play with him in an originals band a couple years ago. Do you know Lynn? He’s in like 4 bands.
Mmm, I’d probably have to know the names of the bands (don’t panic Lynelle, it’s not a test).

Lynn’s in Magic Bus, he’s a bass player and singer.  I like them a lot.

Oh yes, I’m familiar with them.
Any other bands?

I really don’t get to get out there and see that many bands.
(I googled Lynn, turns out he was in a little band called Bad Company and is slated to tour with them again this summer for a short reunion run.)
It’s been said that Cover musicians are not as good as Original musicians, that they are whores, do you agree with this?

Well, there’s a distinction and it’s huge. It’s a distinction that at least, well, this is sort of a grey area, most original bands start out being cover bands, I mean we all do, almost every musician. BUT!- the huge distinction is do you have ‘Style’ and ‘technique’ to be creative enough to do something that is “Original”, and most cover band guys don’t have that. They don’t have a desire to write or be that stylized. So that distinction is the difference to making 3 or 4 hundred dollars a week or making 100s of thousands or more a year.-If you’re successful that is.
What do you think are the vital elements in creating a successful cover band?

Wow. Hmm, just feeling out the crowd and seeing what they are responding to and being able to sell it. You have to have enough fun with the music that it spreads around the room. If you don’t have that then you’re boring. 

What is the hardest part about being in a cover band?

Playing songs that you find boring, that don’t have any dynamic quality to them. They just kind of start and go bleeeeip. The problem is there is constant negotiating going on in a band. One guy likes one song another doesn’t. It’s constant, and that’s no different in an originals band. So you have to be smart about it. You try to be diplomatic and please everybody. The thing that I believe is that you should only do songs that allow everybody to get into it, to shine. Everyone should enjoy it, just because one guy really likes some song that doesn’t mean everyone else can get into it. There are too many songs for that. If someone doesn’t like a song, just get another one.
So what is your weekly schedule like?

Exercise, taking care of two houses, various projects and hobbies, that kind of stuff. Things come and go. I have the luxury of not being tied to a day job…And it is a Luxury.
What do you think has been the biggest change in the club/music industry in the last 10 to 20 years?

Casinos. 10 years ago there weren’t any. There use to be nice big rock rooms that were fun to play. Now the only big rooms you can play are casinos. It’s kind of a negative, the bigger rooms were fun to play, and they just can’t compete with the casinos. Since I am a non smoker I hate that the casinos allow smoking. It’s a nightmare, my drums smell like smoke, everything, it’s just bad. Casino’s can be kind of stodgy sometimes. It use to be people would go out, dress up, dance a lot, go a little crazy, drink, but everyone sort of behaving themselves. Dancing and having fun. Casinos have alternative motives; its how much dough can we glean out of the patrons before they leave the building. The crowd is different too, it’s hard to explain.
If you could change something in the industry what would it be?

Clubs? Hmm, well there are so many things wrong. It’s changed so much. There are so many things that make it really, really hard for a new band to do something. Where as before the record companies had tons of power, money to spend, tour support, if you sold records you could make a lot of money. Now, there are so many bands, there are tons, and very few record companies that are successful. There is no money being generated. It’s the whole internet thing, piracy, people stealing content. People don’t get paid for their music. It’s bad, all that is working against the industry.
My last interviewer gave some advice and he said, “Don’t piss off your agent.” How do you see agents in this business?

A necessary evil. That’s about it.

So where is your favorite north-end club to play at?

The ones that are around today? Oh wow. It’s probably a casino. I hate to admit it, but it’s probably a casino.

What is your favorite band memory?

It would have to be between being on the Tonight show, which was huge to me. Even though it was, well you don’t make much…It’s not like there’s a big bunch of money involved. But to me, there was Ed Sullivan, the Beatles, everyone was on it and the Tonight Show. Especially with Johnny, every big name star, everybody was on the Tonight Show or wanted to be on the Tonight show. Guys like Jerry Seinfeld, David Brenner, Bill Cosby all of them were on there, it was huge.
I think one of them said, “you knew you had made it when you were on The Tonight Show.”

It certainly meant a lot to me…And as far as bands go, it showed the power of our Manager, and the fact that we had some songs that had done pretty well, we were popular. Johnny and Jay, the producers were thinking, they had musical guests on, but they were trying to get a little hipper and younger crowd watching. They did that from time to time, and hey, they had us on twice. To be on once monstrous, but twice, that was unbelievable. Once on with Johnny, and once with Jay…it was incredible.

So what was your worst band moment?

I was playing in Kyoto Japan with Heart. Outdoors and a big thunderstorm came in and filled the stage covering with water. It held the light truss and all that stuff. It filled with big pockets of water and it collapsed. It hit me in the head, landed on one of my drums, and crushed it-my drum riser. Ended the show. We had to stop playing everybody just-it was bad, a big outdoor show. Us, The Beachboys, a bunch of bands, a big outdoor show. It was just Done.

So what is your funniest band story?

I can’t tell you that!

You can’t tell me?

(long pause)
Yeah. I had a, I rigged up, you know what a dildo is?

Uh huh.

In our light truss, playing in a big coliseum I had the light guy help me rig up this thing. Steve Fossen our bass player had his bass pedals set up so I knew where he was going to be at certain times during the show. During the ballad, where I didn’t play the drums, I had the spotlight guy lower this thing down. It was a big long nasty looking thing with a bunch of tubing I had got at an aquarium place and filled it full of conditioner. So the light guy slowly lowered it down as Steve played. It started dripping. There were like 1000 people in front who saw this stuff dripping as it came down into the light. So they are all pointing and laughing during the ballad. And Steve, he saw something dripping in front of him and finally looks up and you could tell he was just repulsed. Uhhh Ann wasn’t very happy about that. But I love that kind of stuff, it was hilarious. Steve didn’t appreciate it either…it took him out of his cool mode.
Do you have anything about the industry or your experience that you would like people to know about?

It takes a lot of sticking with it, a lot of work. I practiced all the time. My friends were out horsing around and I was practicing. Just keep trying. Do what you want to do. You can’t do anything that’s not fun. You know that’s, why would you do something you don’t like. It seems like common sense, but a lot of people find themselves wasting a lot of time doing things that aren’t satisfying to them. I went for what I wanted; I knew that’s what I wanted to do so-it worked for me.
What is in the future for you?

Retirement.

But probably not retirement from music?

Eventually, not too long.

Oh come on, really?

Absolutely, I’m not going to do this forever. I’ll probably fool around forever.

You can’t quit music, maybe just gig less? 

I’ll play for awhile, but not that long. Maybe a year or two. I’m going to try to get out of it. I’ll be 60 you know, it’s a young mans game.

Argh, 60 is the new 30.

Yah, uh huh (sarcasim).

And with that we ended the interview. It was time for Changes to play.  It was an awesome show as usual.  If you haven’t seen the band Changes, I highly recommend them. All 4 members are incredibly talented. 
Mike was a terrific interview. One of the things that I surmised was that he had wrestled with his own mortality.  He shared with me a little of his health issues and I got the feeling that he was a man who really understood that we only get a short time to accomplish what we want in life. He carried about himself a sense of purpose that wasn’t related to past merits. His demeanor was confident, yet relaxed. Mike seemed at ease with himself and the world.  Coincidentally he shares the same birthday as my friend Frank who is the guitarist for Funaddicts.  Both Virgos. No wonder I found him to be so likeable.
