Michael Fury 
Melodic rock fans have long held the Canadian outfit Refugee in particularly high regard. ‘Affairs In Babylon’ and ‘Burning From The Inside Out’ are albums considered essential to any self-respecting aficionados’ collection. Yet the Refugee story didn’t start with the release of the aforementioned ‘Affairs In Babylon’ album back in 1985. Indeed, if this were a movie franchise we were talking about, there would very much be a prequel revealing much more than that ‘debut’ album offered. 
Refugee’s singer, Myles Hunter, had once been the frontman for the Ottawa based pomp rock band Avalon. He recorded and released the ‘Voice Of Life’ album with the group through London Records in 1977. The foundations of the band that would ultimately become Refugee arose from Hunter being drafted in to sing on a temporary basis for a Toronto based group that Liverpool born bassist Martyn Jones was playing in at the time.

“I was born in Liverpool, but grew up in Canada. My dad, a star soprano choirboy in his day, got an engineering job in the high Arctic village of Frobisher Bay when I was 14,” offers Martyn in response to my query on how he personally first got involved in music and would lead him to meeting Myles Hunter. “There were a couple of other kids there with music in them, so we put together a band. The only band for 2000 miles in any direction! And tapes exist! We spent some time working Western Canada, did some stuff in a studio and I learned how to work in that environment.
“My family eventually settled in Edmonton, where I played in dance bands, lounge bands and even a country band till I met a progressive rock outfit called Majesty in 1978. As a bass player it’s kind of expected of you to jump in and out of styles. So becoming a bassist was better for me than just playing guitar, as I learnt how to handle a wide variety of styles.
“I first met Myles in 1979, after he had joined a band from Toronto that I had originally hooked up with in Edmonton, but had moved back to Toronto with after disco just blew up the local scene at home,” Jones recalls. “The band broke up not long after and Myles and I kept in touch and decided to continue to work together. Someone Myles knew in a managerial position hooked us up with a drummer by the name of Dave Mihal. The three of us then held auditions for a guitarist over a couple of days. Rob Kennedy walked in the room. He was the first one that came in who didn’t play blues based guitar. He could play in a major key and still make it sound cool. He met our criteria, because we were doing radio pop kinda things, but we wanted to bend them into something that also would add elements of The Who with Bruce Springsteen and Tom Petty in the mix as well.
“Of course, Myles had been with Avalon back in Ottawa, but after that band split he had moved to Toronto and wanted to do songs, as opposed to the epic, progressive material he’d been playing in that band. When we first started working together as a group, with Rob, Mihal and Greg Bociek (the keyboard player from Ottawa the quartet had recruited, who would eventually go on to pursue his main career as a doctor) it was a bit mad cap. We had Ian Dury style ideas and faster riffy things right through to tender ballads. Whatever Myles came up with we would take on. But we would, of course, develop our own musical style over time.”
By this point the band had adopted the name of Michael Fury. 

“Myles identified with a character in a short James Joyce story called ‘The Dead’”, explains Martyn on the subject of the rather unusual moniker. “It was about a troubadour who falls in love and dies outside the girl’s window.”

In this tale by the Irish novelist and poet Joyce, first published in his 1914 ‘Dubliners’ collection, Gretta, one of the central characters, tells her husband about a young man named Michael Furey (note the slight difference in spelling), who had courted her in her youth in Galway, Ireland. He used to sing ‘The Lass of Aughrim’ for her. However, Furey died at the age of seventeen, very early in their relationship. She believed that it was his insistence on coming to meet her, while already sick, that killed him.
“I don’t ever believe that Myles had intended the album cover would feature his picture underneath the name ‘Michael Fury’, as that caused some problems with people thinking he was Michael Fury,” furthers Martyn, “but it happened because once you sign with record companies certain things suddenly become out of your control. So that’s where the band name came from. He didn’t want to present himself using Myles Hunter as the band name initially.”
The quintet quickly got into a heavy schedule of gigging throughout Canada. Six nights a week and four sets a night. “It’s a lot,” opines Martyn, “but it’s the best thing you’ll ever do as a musician to become very proficient at playing. And you wouldn’t believe how wickedly tight a band will become too. We got back to Toronto after six months of doing this and booked a showcase gig to see if we could get the record label A&R guys to come to check us out. There were a lot of deals to be had, but to get one you had to catch somebody’s eye. 

“We got turned down by a few labels, including Capitol, but at some point we picked up Cliff Hunt as our manager. This was at the point when Zon, who Cliff managed, were breaking up and Greg Bociek was leaving for his medical career. So we stole Howard Helm, who had of course been in Zon, from Bill Durst of Thundermug. Bill was engaged in a solo career by then (and Howard played on his 1983 ‘Call Billy’ album). We did an east coast tour after Howard arrived, but once that had been completed Dave Mihal quit.”
The drummer’s initial replacement, Terry Martell, would soon depart as well. It was at this point that former Helix man Brian Doerner joined the band.

“We had the enormous task of having to audition a number of drummers before Brian Doerner came in,” Howard Helm once told me. “He was the last guy we auditioned, and he had the most perfect beat. He was the strongest candidate. He and Martyn just locked in together as a rhythm team.”

“Brian was working as the drum technician for Kim Mitchell’s guy Paul DeLong at the time because he didn’t have a gig. He was aggressively precise as a drummer and I worked with Brian next to me for nearly ten years. All that energy he had just made me a better player,” enthuses Martyn. 

The long awaited record deal eventually arrived thanks to the aforementioned Cliff Hunt negotiating a contract with the Passport label. The South Plainfield, New Jersey based company had a fine roster of bands. In addition to having released albums from fellow Canadian acts The Hunt, FM and the Lydia Taylor Band as well as the aforementioned Billy Durst album ‘Call Billy’, Passport had also issued product from the Good Rats, Pezband, Private Lines, Nektar, Three Dog Night and Link Wray.
Michael Fury’s debut album, ‘Affairs In Babylon’, was released through Passport, with distribution through A&M, in 1984. A beautiful package full of typically mid 80’s sounding AOR, the credits betray the fact that the material had actually been recorded in stages, with Greg Bociek and Howard Helm both credited as playing keyboards.
“The album was recorded at Phase One in Toronto,” recalls Martyn. “We worked with two of my favourite engineers in Robin Brouwers and Garth Richardson. It was a laugh a minute. Alice Cooper was recording there at the time too. We felt like we were really moving forwards and it really was a very musical experience for me personally making that record. 

“The thing is, we had toured relentlessly before we recorded the album, and there were high expectations for it, but I don’t have any recollection of us actually touring together as Michael Fury once the album was released. It came out on Passport in the States and A&M in Canada. The label in Canada was behind it, but then the music publisher in New York saw the lyric sheet for ‘Through The Thunder Of Another Night’ and she contacted Jeff Aldrich at Chrysalis Records (who held Head of A&R and then Executive Vice President roles in his time there) and told him about us. He got in touch with us and came to see us at our rehearsal room in Toronto two days later. We put a real assault of a showcase on for him and we got a commitment out of him to give us a deal. The thing is though, that we were still signed to A&M in Canada and Passport in the States as Michael Fury, but it wasn’t long before the whole thing got turned over to Chrysalis.”
It was around the time Michael Fury got signed to Chrysalis that the name change happened. According to Howard Helm, he suggested they call themselves Refugee, but made sure there wouldn’t be any rights issues with the band Patrick Moraz had in the early 70’s with that name before they went with it. 
“Stone Fury had released their debut album in 1984, so that was why we changed the name. I personally had no influence on the change of name, but Refugee we became,” adds Martyn.

A new version of ‘Affairs In Babylon’ was released by Chrysalis, with some new material recorded at Phase One in Toronto, now firmly under the Refugee name. Of the ten songs on the Michael Fury version of the album, five made the transition to the 1985 issued Refugee debut. The songs in question being ‘Affairs In Babylon’, ‘Through The Thunder Of Another Night’, ‘Hot Words’ (“that was one of our earliest songs”), ‘Here We Go Again’ and ‘These Are The Good Times’. Five completely new tracks were added.

“Those five tracks that were also on the Michael Fury album were the songs that we personally wanted to keep,” states Martyn. “’These Are The Good Times’ was later covered by Eric Martin. His version first appeared on his ‘I’m Only Fooling Myself’ album in 1987 and then also featured on the ‘Iron Eagle’ soundtrack. A chunk of it was used in the movie.

“I was surprised that we kept the ‘Affairs In Babylon’ title of the album for the Chrysalis record though. The new cover photo was shot in a cold alley in New York. So we got to be a New York band for a while, which was fun.”

“The stuff we did for Chrysalis was really good, but we didn’t do as much touring to promote ‘Affairs In Babylon’ as we should’ve,” Howard Helm recalls. “The most adventurous trip we did was in 1986 when we became the first rock band to ever play in Zimbabwe....”

This would, believe me, take up a completely different essay to fully detail, but resulted in the band effectively having to be smuggled out of the country after the whole experience went a little pear shaped when the organizers were unable to procure the sound and lighting equipment for the planned stadium shows they’d wanted to put on. The band wound up playing local community shows in a rather prolonged stay that ended after four and a half weeks. The whole ‘tour’ was captured on film by the Canadian music channel MuchMusic.

Switching labels from Chrysalis to PolyGram, Refugee’s second album - recorded at Le Studio, north of Montreal, with producer Pat Glasser (Rail/Giuffria/Night Ranger) - was the exceptional ‘Burning From The Inside Out’. This was a real contender to the might of Bon Jovi at that time; the band being set up very much with the same musical dynamic and Myles Hunter was certainly in the same ballpark as a vocalist as Jon Bon Jovi. As a lyricist, Hunter was a guy that Howard strongly believes gave a very interesting take on things in the words he penned. The songs were indeed glorious! How could any self-respecting melodic rock fan not be stirred by the likes of ‘Survival In The Western World’, ‘Power’ and the album’s title track, to name but three of the nine songs on the record?  

“We went on tour with the Jeff Paris Band after the second album came out,” Howard notes. “We were both signed to PolyGram and we flipped the headlining spot each night. We started off in California and went across the States and finished up in New York. The problem was that the whole thing was badly promoted by the record company. Our album always seemed to be two weeks behind us in the stores and at radio. We’d get into a new city and go to the local radio station to promote the show and they’d ask us if we’d brought any CD’s with us because they hadn’t been supplied with it from the record label! Of course, the local label reps would just make excuses. It got to the point where Cliff Hunt Fed-Exed us a couple of boxes of CD’s so we could carry them around in the bus and have some to bring along to our radio appearances. But if they hadn’t been given the album to begin with, how could they play anything for people to check out and then want to see the live show?!

“When we got to New York the Jeff Paris Band was told they’d lost their deal. We wanted to go back out to continue to promote our record. We told PolyGram they’d screwed up the whole tour, so wanted them to put us on other tours, but they said they didn’t have the budget to do that. The thing was that we did have a video for ‘Survival In The Western World’ out at that point that was on heavy rotation on MTV, so something could’ve clicked from that. Sadly, it was not to be, but we at least did a much better job of breaking in the US than Zon ever did.

“Refugee was a tremendous band that had a lot of potential,” adds Helm. “We were really strong, all five guys could sing and it was a great group to play with live.”

“We felt the momentum going up, but just like you get that feeling when you’re in a plane that starts slowly descending, that’s how it felt to be in Refugee,” offers Martyn. 

Howard Helm left the band as the subject of a third album loomed on the horizon and they were actually in rehearsals for commencing work on that project in 1988. He would get a gig touring with Ian Hunter and Mick Ronson. Following Helm’s departure the band carried on, albeit as a Hunter solo venture, with the vocalist recording his first solo album, ‘Northern Union’ in 1990 released by Island Records, backed by Kennedy, Jones and Doerner. 
“I had suggested to Myles that as he was a song writer we should go with his name as opposed to the band thing that we had been doing. We had established who he was through Refugee, so let’s just remarket it as him. Maybe he was waiting for someone to say it to him, but we went with that (for ‘Northern Union’). I was all for anything he wanted to do.”
A second solo album, ‘Tales From Stoney's Bar & Grill’, followed in 1994 on the independent Flood Ross label. However, this was credited as a collaboration between Hunter and Ken Greer and did not feature any of Myles’ former Refugee bandmates. 

On the subject of his time with Michael Fury/Refugee, Martyn observes that “it was a dream to be in this mobile musical unit that was self-contained and self-possessed. We had a well thought plan and we got to see Canada in the way that few people get to see it. The chase was better than any catch. We didn’t quite get the catch (in terms of huge success), but we were in the game and could certainly see the catch from there.”
Myles Hunter sadly passed away on December 20th 2017, but is far from forgotten by those who played with him and all who discovered his music; especially his contributions to the world in the 80’s with Michael Fury and Refugee.  So here then is the prequel to Refugee. ‘Affairs In Babylon’ as viewed by Michael Fury.....
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