A Piece of the Rock in I Mother Earth

By Aidan Crawford

You’d have to think back very hard to remember the last time a frontman left a band to pursue a solo career and the band carried on without him. It would be even harder to think of a band that went on to become even more popular. 

Indeed, the only real instance I can think of in recent memory would be Van Halen and the departure of  Diamond David Lee Roth well over a decade ago. But it was a similar scenario for I Mother Earth back in 1997, when former lead singer Edwin left under a cloud of acrimony to become the Canadian modern rock equivalent to Ricky Martin - all be it a more muscular, less appealing alternative.

But I Mother Earth shared something else in common with Van Hairline. And that was the principal song writer was never the front guy. And as such it was just a matter of replacing a part to keep the machine going.  And so it was after a well publicized search, that IME chose an unknown from Newfoundland by the name of Brian Byrne to take over vocal duties.

On the phone from Bellville Ontario, where IME is about to undertake a mini warm-up tour before taking to the Air Canada Center stage with Live at the end of the month, Byrne seems a little surprised by the  Van Halen analogy, and his position as the CanCon Sammy Hagar.

“As long as I’m not remembered as the Gary Cherone,” Byrne says with a laugh referring to the latest and certainly not the greatest Van Halen frontman.

 “Everybody knows where the music comes from in this band,” he says in reference to the brothers responsible for the majority of the tracks on the bands first two records, Dig, and Scenery and Fish. “There was two great albums. So there is a track record that is pretty hard to argue with. And I think in picking me, it wasn’t  because I was the greatest singer. They already had to go through a really rough relationship with another singer, so they knew they had to get someone who they could deal with everyday, in a living situation.”

But joining one of Canada’s bigger rock outfits is a lot of pressure for anyone, let alone a stranger to the trappings of fame. After all two years ago nobody even new who Brian Byrne was outside his family and friends. And he was taking over for a proven commodity in Edwin. But Byrne insists that any pressure he felt was self imposed. “I think most of the pressure about re-establishing any kind of momentum for the band came from within me, because I knew what kind of status the band had achieved. And at first I didn’t know if I could live up to those expectations.”

Some may remember the search as it was presented to the nation. Indeed, it was run almost like a MuchMusic Summer Temp Contest, with the rock and roll wannabes having to send along a picture with a cassette of themselves singing.  The aspect of having a band solicit for a new singer based upon how that guy looked has surely hit the band in the “street cred” department. Frank Black of the Pixies is pretty ugly. So is Bob Mould of Sugar. And anyone who thinks of any  grunge forefathers of today’s Modern rock sound are cute, needs thicker glasses. But Byrne defends the practice. 

“I think that what maybe got their attention in a good way, was that I got a passport photo done at Sears, and just blew it up. So it was a really stupid picture. But that is just one part of the package. I don’t think they were just looking for some cute guy. They wanted anything that might indicate what they should expect before they call somebody in. But really, my picture was ridiculous.”

And the other pictures? “Oh yeah, I’ve seen them, and I didn’t feel so bad at all.”

Thankfully for Byrne, even after the recruiting process was complete he was quickly accepted into the band. “The whole time we were writing the new record, the rest of the guys seemed very confident in not only me, but just the direction. It was like they were clear that nothing was going to change in the way the band functioned.”

But a fatalistic streak afflicts Byrne in the same way it would anyone whose fortunes had changed for the better almost overnight.  “But even as we were recording Blue Green Orange, I still wasn’t  totally confident. But when we finally released the album, the response  was great.  And the fans reaction was that there wasn’t a loss in momentum. In fact there didn’t seem to be that space in between at all.”

Byrne’s first big test outside of the studio came during the 1998  Summersault Tour. And the memory of that day is described in surrealistic terms of a small town boy thrust onto stage to face a crowd of equally apprehensive fans. “I always tell everybody that on that day everything went by in slow motion. Everybody else who was playing was either on tour, or just finishing off a tour, and they were all in fine form. So for them is it was just another show.” 

“And the guys in our band, had all done it before, but for me it was something really different. But it worked out well.”

To say it worked out well is an understatement. Since the new record was released last summer, I Mother Earth has continued to build on it’s already expansive fan base across the country. “ Obviously, I can’t speak for the other guys, but they have told me that we are selling out live shows now that we didn’t sell out before. Which I think is pretty amazing”

 So  just how is the little guy from the rock adjusting to his newly minted star status? “I’m hardly a rock star. But things are going really good, and I’m still the same arsehole to my friends as I always was.”.

