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INTRODUCTION 

 In September of 2002, I arrived at my very first orchestra rehearsal at the 

University of Guelph, violin in hand, ready to delve into the post-secondary classical 

music world. I had no idea that on this particular day, my scholarly pursuits and musical 

career were about to take a significant turn; before the rehearsal was over, I had been 

recruited to join my first indie band and soon after, I found myself performing more 

frequently in bars and clubs than in my school’s concert halls. By 2005, my band was 

playing shows in other small Southern Ontario towns while looking into the possibility of 

embarking on more extensive tours. I was excited by the prospect of playing in big cities 

like Toronto and Montreal, but above all, the venue at which I really wanted perform was 

a little place called the Ford Plant in Brantford, Ontario.   

 Indeed, since 2002, Brantford has been one of the most beloved destinations for 

touring Canadian indie bands.  A small city that lies about an hour and a half west of 1

Toronto, Brantford is home to the legendary Ford Plant, an all-ages indie music venue 

that is held in high esteem throughout the Canadian indie music scene. Since its 

inception, tales of the Ford Plant's incredible shows have resonated across the country; 

the unique energy and unbridled excitement of the crowd is supposedly unparalleled.  

 I made my first trip to Brantford in the summer of 2006. Despite the stories I had 

heard about the venue, no one had ever told me about Brantford itself, and, upon arriving, 

I was shocked by what I saw; there were blocks upon blocks of boarded up storefronts 

 I mainly heard about Brantford by word of mouth from musician friends, but formally published praise of 1

the Ford Plant can be found in Lee (2006), Whitson (2010), Yates (2008), and Delaronde and Luksic. 
(2007). The Ford Plant was also voted one of the top 20 music venues in Canada in 2009 (Thiessen 2009). 
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and row upon row of beautiful, historic buildings, long abandoned and crumbling. The 

streets were empty; it was practically a ghost town. The Ford Plant was one of only a 

handful of downtown buildings that showed any signs of human life. I could scarcely 

believe that this barren city could house any sort of cultural activity, let alone a music 

scene vibrant enough to garner such veneration from Canada's indie music community. 

But to my surprise, by the time our show started, the Ford Plant was teeming with eager 

young concert-goers, most of whom still appeared to be in high school. It was then that I 

realized what all of the fuss was about. The energy that these young people brought to 

these concerts certainly was unique; it was fresh, and it was enthusiastic. It filled up all of 

those silent, forgotten spaces in the city's dilapidated downtown and brought life back 

into Brantford’s empty streets.  

In 2008, my touring travels took me to another indie music enclave in Sarnia, 

Ontario. Sarnia's downtown was not as shockingly empty as Brantford's, but it did have a 

large number of abandoned buildings and appeared to have very little activity. Sarnia 

does not have a permanent indie music venue like the Ford Plant, but rather a monthly 

concert series called "Empty Spaces" which rotates between different downtown venues. 

Like the Ford Plant, Empty Spaces boasts an audience of enthusiastic youngsters who 

greet each band with an outpouring of warmth and excitement. I first played the concert 

series with a quiet folk-pop band, but despite the mellow nature of the music, these young 

audience members found a way to dance to nearly every song.  

Between 2006 and 2011, I toured extensively across Canada, the United States, 

and Europe, and through all of these travels, I have found that the most intriguing, and 
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often the most fulfilling places in which to perform are smaller cities like Brantford and 

Sarnia. Some of my most memorable concert experiences have taken place not in 

Brussels, or Paris, but in places like Medicine Hat, Alberta and Kamloops, B.C. Many 

bands skip over these smaller towns in favour of bigger city markets, so when a group 

does pass through, it is often regarded as something special; there is a sincere 

appreciation and an electric excitement in the audience that is often lacking at bigger 

shows in bigger places. 

But, in my mind, there was always something exceptional about the Ford Plant 

and Empty Spaces; I was fascinated by the fact these little pockets of cultural activity 

could exist in such struggling urban centres. I wondered what it was like to grow up in 

cities like these, and what these kids would be doing with their time if it weren’t for these 

concerts. I was especially curious about the relationship between the Ford Plant and 

Brantford’s urban wasteland, and between Empty Spaces and Sarnia's own empty 

downtown spaces. Has this musical activity had any effect on these cities? 

The study of music-making has traditionally focused on music made by 

professional musicians, traditional music, folk music, religious music, music that has 

been printed or recorded, or music that has gained widespread attention. Until recently, 

very little research had been done on local, everyday, independent, small-scale, non-

professional music-making. Over the past two decades, as scholars and researchers have 

begun to fill in these gaps in our musical knowledge, the importance of everyday musical 

activity to the fabric of urban life has become increasingly clear (Finnegan 1989, Craft et 

al. 1993, Denora 2000, Cohen 2007, Homan 2008, Pacheco 2009).   
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Indeed, the consumption of music is far more than a simple cultural activity; 

music has the power to forge bonds between people, to inspire, to educate, to motivate, 

and to incite change. Furthermore, when that music occurs at the local level, and music 

consumers are invited to participate in some aspect of the music-making process, be it 

creative, technical, or logistical, communities are formed, and music’s power, along with 

all of its benefits, are intensely magnified. Dillon (2006) and Koopman (2007) have 

identified the potential that active musical participation holds as an effective tool in both 

community development and in education, while the writings of Stewart (2010), Kruse 

(2003), and Azerrad (2001), make a case for the particular power of indie music.  

The production and consumption of music can also be a specifically situated 

activity that connects people to particular geographic places and physical spaces (Bennett 

2000); in addition, it is a cultural industry that has significant clout on a city's social and 

economic well-being (Florida 2002, Cohen 2007).  For this reason, music is often used as 

a tool in urban regeneration programs. Bianchini and Parkinson (1993) have compiled a 

collection of articles that document the use of cultural programs in the resurrection of 

ailing urban centres across Europe. Similarly, Sarah Cohen (2007), Ray Hudson (1995), 

and Marina Peterson (2010) have looked specifically at the role that popular music has 

played in alleviating the effects of urban decline. According to Sara Cohen, the 

connection between music and cities runs extremely deep; one does not simply contribute 

to or affect the other, but both exist together in a sort of symbiotic relationship.  

In this paper, I explore the value of holding indie music concerts in small cities 

such as Brantford and Sarnia. Based on my own ethnographic research in these two 

!  4



towns, I investigate how young people can benefit from participation in a local music 

community, and how these communities can in turn help to plant the seeds for urban 

change in small, ailing urban centres.  

I begin by introducing the urban contexts for my research. Chapter one is devoted 

to Brantford and the Ford Plant, while chapter two focuses on Sarnia and Empty Spaces. 

These sections provide a brief history of each city, paying specific attention to the reasons 

behind their states of urban decline, as well as a detailed description of the music scenes 

fostered by each concert series.  

 Chapter three explores the value of local culture and local music-making in the 

lives of participants; I look specifically at how cultural activities that occur within one's 

own town give rise to unique experiences and interactions that differ from those 

generated by more global or large-scale enterprises.  

 In chapter four, I dive into a deeper discussion of "indie" music. I outline its main 

features and explore how it can be used as a tool in community development. I again 

bring the Ford Plant and Empty Spaces into the discussion, describing how their success 

can partially be attributed to their status within the realm of indie music, particularly as 

they make effective use of indie's strict DIY ethos, independent attitude, and community 

operating structure. 

 Chapter five investigates the relationship between culture and cities. I describe 

how local culture has been used in urban regeneration and cultural policy programs 

around the world, and explore what sort of limitations this government involvement 

imposes on artists and their cultural output. I then demonstrate how the Ford Plant and 
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Empty Spaces have been able to avoid such limitations due to their status within the 

realm of indie music. I conclude this chapter with a short discussion of gentrification, a 

contested process which often results from the interactions between cities and culture. 

 Chapter six is an epilogue of sorts which focuses on the current state of Brantford 

and Sarnia’s music scenes and downtown cores, filling in the gaps between the time of 

my main fieldwork (2009) and the time of writing (2012). It details the urban changes 

that have occurred in Brantford and Sarnia, and how these changes relate, on some level, 

to the increased cultural activity brought about by both the Ford Plant and Empty Spaces. 

 In this exploration of Brantford and Sarnia’s music communities, I hope to 

highlight a powerful connection that exists among three elements: local music-making, 

community building, and urban regeneration. In exploring the ways in which both of 

these small cities has benefited from the existence of a well-nurtured local music scene, it 

is my hope that my research can someday be used to spread awareness of, generate 

acceptance for, and justify support for small indie artist communities such as these. 
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CHAPTER 1 

BRANTFORD AND THE FORD PLANT 

1.1 BRANTFORD 

 Brantford is a small Southern Ontario city situated on the banks of the Grand 

River, approximately 100 km southwest of Toronto. It was founded in 1784 when 

Mohawk Chief Joseph Thayendanegea Brant led the Six Nations people up from New 

York State to settle in the Grand River basin. The fertile land in this area continued to 

attract settlers from both the United States and Europe, and soon Brantford was the centre 

of a thriving agricultural community (The City of Brantford website 2011). To service the 

surrounding farms, a number of factories that manufactured agricultural implements were 

established in Brantford, and this became the city's main industry throughout much of the 

eighteen and nineteen hundreds. For over a century and a half, business, as well as 

Brantford, flourished; the old Victorian mansions, ornate churches, and century-old 

buildings that line the city centre reflect the prosperity of this era (The City of Brantford 

website 2011).  

 So what happened to Brantford’s downtown? What sank one of Ontario’s oldest 

and most successful cities into such a decrepit state? The situation was summed up in one 

succinct phrase by several of the Brantford residents with whom I spoke; they told me 

that the city essentially “put all of its eggs in one basket” (Michalchuk 2009, PC).  

Manufacturing farm equipment was Brantford's main industry, and when business began 

to fail, the entire city felt the impact. 
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 The recession of the early 1980s caused many people to fall on hard times, but 

this economic downturn, in combination with stagflation and high interest rates, proved 

to be lethal to Brantford's agricultural businesses.  Farmers' income suffered significantly, 

and as a result, they could no longer afford to buy the equipment produced in Brantford. 

Massey Ferguson and White Farm Equipment, the city's two main industry giants, began 

laying workers off. Before long, they were forced to declare bankruptcy and permanently 

cease production (Brantford and District Labour Council website 2011).  These closures 

devastated thousands of workers; Brantford's unemployment rate rose to 25% (Groarke 

2010) while the city's economy took a significant blow. 

 To make matters worse, Brantford's economic disaster happened at a time when 

city planning was taking a new turn towards suburban, rather than urban, development. In 

the early 1980s, two new malls were built in the north part of the city to service its 

expanding suburban neighbourhoods. This drew business away from the downtown core, 

forcing numerous independent shops on the city's main streets to close their doors 

(Goddard 1999, Kulig 1996). In an effort to lure consumers back downtown, Brantford 

commissioned the construction of a new city centre mall, the Eaton's Market Square 

complex, in 1986. But the damage had already been done; within a few years, the new 

complex was almost entirely vacant (Kulig 1996) and in 1997, Eaton's itself went out of 

business. Wal-Mart and other big box stores continued to spring up around the city's 

periphery while boarded up, abandoned storefronts began to dominate its downtown 

streets (Michalchuk 2009). By 1996, Colborne Street, which used to be Brantford's main 

shopping strip, had a 61% vacancy rate for ground floor property and 89% for upper floor 

!  8



commercial space (Kulig 1996). That same year, the city's mayor, Chris Friel, was 

famously quoted by the Toronto Star admitting that Brantford had "the worst downtown 

in Canada" (Friel quoted in Kulig, 1996).  

!  

Figure 1  
Abandoned storefronts on Colborne Street in Brantford. 

 During the late 1990s, city officials employed a number of tactics aimed at 

improving the downtown situation and solving the city's unemployment problems. In 

1999, Brantford qualified for a 1.6 million dollar job-creation assistance package from 

the federal government. This allowed the city to secure a deal with RMH Teleservices, 

who installed a call centre in the abandoned Eaton's Market Square building and 

employed around 1000 people (Goddard 1999). 1999 continued to be a hopeful year for 

!  9



Brantford: an Ontario government casino was established near the city centre, and the 

Waterloo-based Wilfrid Laurier University opened a satellite campus in the downtown 

core. Instead of building their own facilities, the University was given a grant by the city 

to renovate and redevelop its abandoned historic downtown buildings, the first of which 

was the old Carnegie library (Groarke 2010). Over the next few years, employment rates 

rose and activity within the city increased, but the decrepit state of Brantford's downtown 

remained unchanged. When I first visited Brantford in the summer of 2006, Colborne 

Street was still ghostly and crumbling. 

  

!  

Figure 2   
A local artist painted silhouettes of customers at an abandoned movie theatre and pets in the window of a 
boarded up pet shop, recalling the ghosts of downtown Brantford’s past. 
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1.2 THE FORD PLANT 

 What's a teenager to do on a Saturday night in a city with a dead downtown 

surrounded by sleepy suburbs? According to my informants, before the inception of the 

Ford Plant, Brantford offered very few stimulating activities for young people, especially 

for those who were musically or artistically inclined. 

 Casey Mecija was a Brantford teen during the mid-90s. She spent much of her 

adolescence playing music with friends in their parents' suburban basements. Among 

Mecija's closest friends was Tim Ford, who would later found and operate the Ford Plant. 

As teenagers, Mecija and Ford would sing together, work on their guitar skills, and learn 

how to play covers, but if they wanted to see a live show they would have to travel to 

Hamilton, 40 km away. Hamilton is the home of Sonic Unyon, one of Canada's first 

successful indie labels which, to this day, still releases and distributes records (Barclay et 

al 2001, 76, Sonic Unyon website 2010). Mecija and her friends would attend indie music 

shows put on by the label at their headquarters in downtown Hamilton. She says that the 

"vibe" at Sonic Unyon was similar to the exciting, community-driven shows that would 

later happen at the Ford Plant (Mecija 2011, PC).   

 Although Brantford did not boast any all-ages venues of its own during the 1990s, 

the city was not completely devoid of musical activity. Brantford historian and local 

musician Rob Michalchuk contends that Brantford has long been home to a thriving punk 

scene, as well as a number of cover and country bands (Michalchuk 2009, PC). He was 

heavily involved in the city's punk community during the 1980 and 90s, and has since 

been compiling information for an eventual book that will trace the history of Brantford's 
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music scene over the past few decades.  

 There were several venues for punk music during the 1980s, according to 

Michalchuk, but many of them were forced to close, relocate, or change management 

during the 1990s as business in Brantford's barren downtown became increasingly 

difficult. One place that provided local musicians with the space and support that they 

needed was the Second Wave Record Store, which opened in 1990. Owner Paul Evans let 

bands practise, record, and put on small shows in the basement of his shop. He also let 

them sell their home-made tapes in his store. Unfortunately, however, this musical haven 

did not last. By the mid 1990s, the downtown situation had not improved, and neither had 

business. Evans was forced to close the record store in 1996 (Friebauer 1995).  

In addition to making music in basements with Casey Mecija and other friends, 

Tim Ford began organizing shows for local bands in legion halls around the city during 

the late 90s. Unfortunately, he ran into numerous difficulties with these events, as most of 

the hall administrators were hesitant to accommodate his loud-music-loving-crew of 

“weird looking kids with mohawks” (Ford 2009, PC).  

 Ford is a warm, funny person full of energy, ideas, and ambition. Mecija 

described him as being a "charismatic young guy," the type who sees that his plans come 

to fruition. After getting “kicked out” of numerous halls, Ford did not give up and move 

on; instead, he decided that the best way to take control of the situation would be to 

create a venue of his own: a permanent, physical place around which a community of 

young music-makers and music-lovers could grow. In 2002, Ford, along with friend and 

co-founder Chris George, rented a storefront on Colborne, the most desolate street in 
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downtown Brantford, and began hosting concerts that not only featured punk bands, but 

everything under the vast umbrella of "indie" music, including pop, rock, folk, and 

electronic music. (I will fully explain the nature of indie music in chapter four, with 

clarification as to why so many seemingly disparate genres are able to fit together in this 

context). Unfortunately, the original Ford Plant was forced to close within a few months 

due to fire code violations. But Ford and George did some research, applied for the 

necessary permits, enlisted the help of a third friend, Josh Bean, and re-opened the Ford 

Plant across the street from the original location. 

 Ford, George and Bean came to be known as the Ford Plant's three founders, and 

first and foremost on their agenda was the formation of a music community amongst 

Brantford’s youth. As the sole all-ages, alcohol-free venue in the city, the Ford Plant was 

the only place where adolescents could go to hear live, original music. And unlike the 

local punk shows of the 80s and 90s, the Ford Plant offered a wider range of music, from 

loud to quiet, and popular to experimental.  

  The Ford Plant consists of two ground floor rooms, with bathrooms and storage 

space in the basement. The front room is used as gallery space, where local artists can 

display their work. This is also where bands sell their merchandise, and where non-

alcoholic refreshments are sold during shows. The second room is the performance space. 

It has a small stage, a PA system, a soundboard, and standing room for about 100 people. 

The last time that I was there, the walls were painted bright green. Shows happen at the 

Ford Plant on a weekly or bi-weekly basis, with an entrance fee of five to ten dollars per 

show. Each event features two or three bands, and the majority of these groups are 
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Canadian. The Ford Plant's concert season culminates in an annual summer festival, aptly 

called the Murdered City music festival; it runs for seven days each August, with three or 

more bands performing each night.  

 The venue is operated by a collective individuals; this initially included the three 

founders and several young volunteers, however, at the time of my fieldwork, Josh Bean 

and Chris George had since moved on to other jobs and other cities, and were thus no 

longer involved in operating the Ford Plant. Tim Ford has taken over the main 

responsibilities with the help of Scott Wilson, a Brantford youth who has been involved 

with the Ford Plant for many years. Ford and Wilson are aided by a team of volunteers 

who take turns setting up the room, taking money at the door, selling refreshments 

between acts, and cleaning up at the end of the night. Some of these young helpers even 

know how to work the soundboard. But no one who works at these shows has ever been 

compensated monetarily, not even the founders; in addition to putting on shows, they 

hold down regular jobs. Throughout its existence, the Ford Plant has strictly been a non-

profit organization operated exclusively by volunteers. On rare occasions, when there is 

some money left over after all concert expenses had been covered, it is put towards rent 

or upkeep for the building. 
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Figure 3  
The Ford Plant. 

 Touring bands are not expected to play for free, but with its small capacity, low 

entrance fee, and lack of outside funding, the Ford Plant can only afford to pay them a 

minimal fee at the end of each concert. Most musicians are not deterred by this small 

stipend, however; even well established bands who would normally command significant 

guarantees at big city venues play at the Ford Plant for next to nothing. There is an 

understanding that exists between the venue and the bands that compensation will not 

only come in the form of dollars. Indeed, the Ford Plant has something rare and valuable 

to offer musicians who take the time to stop in Brantford: it provides a unique 

performance atmosphere with an incredibly appreciative and enthusiastic audience. There 

is a certain energy at Ford Plant shows, a fresh excitement that is hard to find amongst the 
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jaded concert-goers in big cities. These sorts of concerts do not occur every day in 

Brantford, so when a Ford Plant show happens, the audience response is often 

exceptional. 

 Kyle Rose, a Brantford resident and long-time member of the Ford Plant 

collective, affirms that there is an unspoken agreement that exists between the venue and 

the bands, as far as payment was concerned: "The bands that play here sort of know what 

they're getting into" (Rose 2009, PC). According to Rose, there have only been a handful 

of bands that left unhappily at the end of their shows. Casey Mecija left Brantford before 

the Ford Plant opened, but she has made frequent appearances at the venue as the front-

woman of the Toronto-based indie band Ohbijou. The extraordinary energy that existed at 

Ford Plant shows has not been lost on her: 

The Ford Plant was a place that gave the younger kids a place to go, and a place 
to party and meet friends and hear music and things like that... The Ford Plant 
housed a lot of crazy fanatical kids and people who were so devout to that scene. 
(Mecija 2011, PC) 

 Toronto-based musician Ryan Carley has played at the Ford Plant on numerous 

occasions with Ohbijou and another band called We're Marching On. He was always 

impressed and inspired by the young audiences there: 

 The kids weren't very critical. They would like things and they would celebrate  
 them. And I think that's why they got such diverse bands from different places  
 coming in there; I think word got around that it was a great place to play.   
 (Carley 2009, PC) 

Ryan Carley's attitude reflects that of the majority of musicians who pass through the 

Ford Plant. He never thought twice about payment; as he sees it, "your music is a 

donation to their cause." He told me that the shows had a "joyous ruckus atmosphere," 
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something which is refreshing for a band that has been a bit hardened by life on the road: 

"a show like that can really invigorate your spirit" (Carley 2009, PC). As a hardened 

touring musician myself, I would concur. I have played exquisite rooms that hold 

thousands of people, massive international festivals, and prestigious soft-seat theatres, but 

few of these concerts have been as memorable, as heartening, or as inspiring as my 

experiences at places like the Ford Plant.  

  Since its inception, Brantford has become a regular touring stop for indie bands 

from across the country; as a result, Brantford’s youth have been exposed to some of 

Canada’s most popular groups, such as the Arcade Fire, Wolf Parade, the Constantines, 

Attack in Black, and Julie Doiron. Even Blue Rodeo made a stop at the Ford Plant for a 

rare intimate show.  

Young audience members let loose at these shows; if the music is upbeat, the 

crowd is always dancing. But at the same time, there is a mutual respect among concert-

goers: 

Everyone was always really respectful of everyone else. The shows were just 
really fun. People would jump around and stuff, but there was a mutual respect 
and understanding that it was a show. There was a certain spirit there. You didn't 
want to mess with the spirit. (Carley 2009, PC) 

One would think that in gathering dozens of unsupervised teenagers late at night into one 

small music-infused space, trouble would ensue. But Kyle Rose contends that the Ford 

Plant collective never felt the need to hire security, and that in its entire running life, there 

have never been any serious incidents. Several windows were accidentally broken over 

the years, and one of the founders was once punched in the throat by a rowdy kid, but that 

has been the extent of any audience-driven upheaval at the Ford Plant (Rose 2009, PC). 
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The sudden influx of live music that came with the establishment of the Ford 

Plant quickly inspired many young Brantfordites to experiment with instruments and start 

their own bands. Nadine Rainville started attending shows when she was 15, and 

remembers how excited and inspired her peers were: "When I first started coming here, 

everyone was like 'Let's start a band, let's start a band!" (Rainville 2009, PC). The Ford 

Plant in turn provides the opportunity for these groups to showcase their music by 

enlisting one or two local acts to open for each touring group; as Ford contends, “we 

don’t say no to bands. So if you play original music, especially in Brantford, you can 

literally play. You can just come in with your guitar and play” (Ford 2009, PC). There are 

also impromptu jam sessions after some Ford Plant shows: 

After the bands would leave and amps would be still hooked up, everyone would  
grab instruments and we would jam out in the space, and it would be super hard   
rock outs. It was a good thing. It was a lot of fun! No matter who you were, you   
would just grab something, even chairs and stuff. People would be whacking on   
chairs and banging, and it was just noise, but really positive noise. (Rainville  

2009, PC) 

To concert-goers like Nadine, the music emanating from the Ford Plant is 

"positive noise," but to some nearby residents, it is just noise. As part of a ceaseless effort 

to revitalize the downtown core, several ground-level apartments were erected in central 

Brantford, in close proximity to the Ford Plant; recurring noise complaints from 

neighbours subsequently became the venue’s most serious problem and nearly resulted in 

its closure during the summer of 2007.  Normally, city bylaws prohibit amplified music in 

public spaces between 7pm and 7am, but bars, clubs, and other establishments that 

possess a liquor license usually receive an exemption from this bylaw (Yates 2007). The 

Ford Plant, however, is an all-ages venue that does not serve alcohol, and thus did not 
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qualify for this exemption. The city recognized the complexity of the issue and held a 

community meeting to discuss the issue. Several youths, parents, and other neighbours 

spoke out in support of the Ford Plant as a valuable and vital part of Brantford's 

downtown (Karadeglija 2007) and eventually, the Ford Plant received a Public Hall 

License which allowed it to operate after 7pm as an alcohol-free music venue.  

!  

Figure 4  
A show at the Ford Plant, April 2009. 

From the testimonies of teenagers at this public meeting, and from the dialogues 

that I have had with Brantford youths at shows over the years, it is clear that somewhere 

along the way, the Ford Plant transcended its role as a music venue and became 

something much more. It became a central meeting place for like-minded young people, a 

nexus of activity for teens who had nothing else to do and nowhere else to go. It offered 
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them an accepting, alternative social space, something that their schools lacked. 

According to Ford: 

There were so many kids who were so alienated by high school. High school is 
football, basketball, rugby, and if you’re not into that, you’re just sort of this 
weirdo kid…. And if you’re one of those weirdo kids, where do you go? We really 
wanted a central spot for these kids to come and know that they’re not alone. 
(Ford 2009, PC)  

Casey Mecija concurs: "A place like the Ford Plant sometimes works as a drop-in. It can 

sort of take on that youth drop-in community centre vibe because it is the only place for 

young kids to go" (Mecija 2011, PC). To Ryan Carley, it also had the appearance of "an 

ad-hoc community centre, for kids by kids" (Carley 2009, PC). 

The Ford Plant is a beacon of hope for the future of a struggling city; it is a 

meeting place for idle teenagers, an outlet for artistically inclined residents, and a 

gateway to a wider world of culture. In subsequent chapters, I will further explore the 

Ford Plant's significance to the city of Brantford by examining its value as a centre for 

live, local music, a community-building indie music collective, and a seed for urban 

regeneration. First, however, I turn to another Canadian city that boasts a burgeoning 

music community that is partially inspired by and modeled after the Ford Plant. 
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CHAPTER 2 

SARNIA AND EMPTY SPACES 

2.1 SARNIA 

 Sarnia is a small city in Southwestern Ontario with a population of about 70,000. It 

is situated in Lambton County, approximately three hours west of Toronto, where Lake 

Huron meets the St. Clair River. Sarnia is a border town, lying directly across the river 

from Port Huron, Michigan (The City of Sarnia website 2008). The temperate, fertile 

lakeside land of Lambton County was occupied mainly by the Chippewa until the arrival 

of a group of French Canadian settlers in the early 1800s. The Chippewa relinquished 

most of their land to the Crown in 1827, and European settlers of various backgrounds 

continued to flock to the area over the next century (Horn 1987, 11).  

 Oil was discovered nearby in the mid 1800s, which prompted a number of 

refineries to spring up in Lambton County (Horn 1987, 26). Sarnia soon became a centre 

for the manufacturing of commodities such as kerosene and paraffin wax (Horn 1987, 

42-43). In 1942, the Polymer Corporation set up shop just south of the city centre. 

Several other petrochemical plants followed suit, and this thriving industrial area soon 

came to be known as Chemical Valley (City of Sarnia website 2008). Chemical Valley 

has since become Sarnia's main economic drive, producing a number of petrochemicals 

used in the automotive, energy, and plastic industries, to name a few, and employing a 

large portion of the city's population (Horn 1987, 100-123).  Though a few of the plants 
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have undergone layoffs and closures over the past few decades, there was no massive 

industrial collapse as there was in Brantford. Indeed, Chemical Valley continues to thrive 

to this day. But despite the city's consistent economic prosperity, Sarnia's downtown took 

a serious turn for the worse in the 1980s and 90s, at one point nearly equalling the ghostly 

state of Brantford's city centre. Mark Woolston, a long-time Sarnia resident and chemical 

company employee told me that Sarnia’s downtown collapse was not "a function of the 

employment situation in Sarnia." He reasoned that the key factor contributing to the 

situation was a growing "mall-mentality" among the population (Mark Woolston 2011, 

PC). 

 Throughout the 1960s, Sarnia's downtown was bustling with activity, and local 

independent businesses thrived.  In 1971, the Lambton Mall was built in the East end to 

service the expanding suburban neighbourhoods at the edge of the city (Lambton Mall 

website 2011). Like Brantford, Sarnia's downtown was hit hard. Stores like Woolco (a 

discount retail chain that preceded Wal-Mart) drew customers away from downtown 

businesses. In 1982, the city responded with the establishment of a downtown shopping 

centre, the Sarnia Eaton’s Mall. Business improved slightly in the mid-80s (Horn 1987, 

87-88). In 1997, however, the downtown mall lost its main tenant when Eaton's declared 

bankruptcy. Though the large vacancy left by Eaton's was quickly filled by government 

offices, Sarnia's downtown never fully recovered from the previous two decades of 

economic and urban change. The suburbs continued to expand, and big box stores 

continued to dominate throughout the 1990s and early 2000s (Killgore 2005). 
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2.2 EMPTY SPACES 

 I spoke with several Sarnia residents who were teenagers during the 1990s. When I 

asked them what their impression of the downtown area was when they were growing up, 

most of them said that they would never even venture into the city centre back then. 

Reflecting on his adolescent experiences, Sarnia native Torrie Seager told me:  

It was all suburban. We never went downtown because there was really nothing to 
do... My life revolved around going to that crappy suburban mall and hanging out 
there. We rarely ever made it downtown. Even though we  would walk every other 
place in the city - we would walk to the north end and all around - but never really 
downtown because there was just nothing to do. Nothing for teens to do. (Seager 
2011, PC) 

  
Danny Alexander, who would later co-direct the Empty Spaces music series and involve 

himself in a number of community-based arts initiatives, had similar adolescent 

experiences as Torrie: 

 Growing up in Sarnia I didn't come downtown at all. We have a really terrible  
mall called the Bayside Centre [formerly the Sarnia Eaton Centre], and I'd go to the 
food court every weekend, but I would never venture onto the street. But I think 
that could have been the state of the downtown back then. There wasn't much going 
on, especially for a young teenager (Alexander 2009, PC) 
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Figure 5  
Some of downtown Sarnia’s empty storefronts. 
 Eric Woolston was also a Sarnia teen during the 1990s. Like Casey Mecija and Tim 

Ford, Eric had a keen interest in music, and spent many weekends jamming in suburban 

basements with friends. He played in several bands over the course of his adolescence, 

but was discouraged by the lack of venues for underage musicians in his city. The only 

option his bands had for public performance was a recurring Battle of the Bands series at 

a local public hall.  

 In 2005, Eric completed his Bachelor of Music degree at Sir Wilfrid Laurier 

University in Waterloo, after which he started working in Toronto as a percussion teacher 

and free-lance drummer. He began touring with a number of indie bands, and it wasn't 

long before stories of the Ford Plant's incredible shows in a decrepit downtown reached 

him. Reminded of his own hometown, Eric was inspired to initiate something similar in 
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Sarnia. 

 Though he was no longer living in Sarnia, Eric rallied a few friends who still lived 

in the area to help him start a monthly all-ages concert series. True to the spirit of the 

Ford Plant, his initial idea was to hold these concerts in abandoned downtown spaces, but 

legal matters complicated this venture. Though the shows are now regularly held in 

established downtown bars and community spaces, the concert series still goes under the 

original monicker, "Empty Spaces" (Woolston 2009, PC). Like Brantford, Sarnia’s punk 

scene was the primary outlet for local, original live music up until the emergence of 

Empty Spaces in 2008. Local blues bands and cover bands were also staples of Sarnia's 

nightlife. Touring bands usually bypassed Sarnia in favour of the larger music markets in 

London or Windsor, but Woolston hoped that his concert series would help Sarnia 

become “a viable touring destination” (Woolston 2009, PC).  

 A typical Empty Spaces show features three groups: one or two local Sarnia bands 

and one or two bands from out of town, depending on budget and demand. Eric books the 

out-of-town bands while one of his on-site partners books the local groups. At first, Eric 

had to solicit his Toronto musician friends to make the three-hour trek to this unknown 

music market, but the shows have been so successful that he now receives numerous 

requests for a spot on the Empty Spaces bill, and often communicates directly with 

booking agents. According to Danny Alexander, Eric's Sarnia-based partner since 2008: 

It's kind of insane. The past few months it's probably quadrupled the amount of 
people that want to play. And it's all over the country too, and North America to 
some extent. We have a band from the UK, some American bands, which is kind 
of new. It used to be almost strictly Toronto. That's mainly because Eric lives 
there and he's part of the scene. It's encouraging that it's become so widespread. 
(Alexander 2009, PC) 
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 All Empty Spaces shows take place in downtown Sarnia. Most of them happen 

either at a bar called the Trinity Lounge or at a community space called the Story. Every 

show is all-ages, including the ones that take place at the bar; those who are underage are 

marked with a wristband and forbidden from purchasing alcoholic beverages at the bar. 

Over the course of the evening, bar employees prowl the room to make sure that there are 

no drinks in the wrong hands. Eric drives in from Toronto for nearly every show. He 

often has to bring his own PA system, as the Trinity Lounge is not set up as a permanent 

live-music venue and does not provide a sound system. Recently, more shows have been 

taking place at the Story, which has its own sound system and its own trained sound 

technician. Shows happen on a monthly basis. Additionally, there is a three-day 

anniversary festival that happens in April called Empty Fest, and occasionally the Empty 

Spaces team puts on a two or three day summer festival in alternative venues such as 

houses and back alleys. Cover is usually between $5 and $10, and unlike the Ford Plant, 

Empty Spaces has always compensated touring bands with a guaranteed fee. Since Empty 

Spaces does not have a permanent home, they do not have to worry about monthly rent, 

and can therefore afford to pay their performers more. In the beginning, this fee was a 

nominal $100, but now the standard guarantee is between $250 and $400. 

 Much like the Ford Plant founders, one of Eric's main goals was to create an 

alternative place for youth. Though he is not able to provide a permanent physical space 

akin to the Ford Plant, Empty Spaces is still able to lay the foundations for a music-

oriented community by fostering a network of like-minded individuals. Nick McKinley 

was in high school when the first Empty Spaces show took place, and reflects on that first 
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concert experience: 

It was really refreshing. There was kind of a community going on. You could feel 
it right away from that first show. All these people sort of banded together in a 
place that felt like we weren't even supposed to be in it. And we were all just 
loving live music and loving being there for live music. And it was just really 
inspiring to be there while that was happening. I remember wishing that i could 
do it every week, that I could just go again and again and again, that that could be, 
like, where I went after school or something like that. (McKinlay 2009, PC) 

 In exposing Sarnia’s youth to original live music, Eric also hoped that they would 

be inspired to make music themselves (Woolston 2009, PC). When Empty Spaces first 

started, he visited a number of local high schools in order to promote the concert series 

and encourage young musicians to perform; whenever possible, he tries to include high 

school bands in his programming. Again, Sarnia-native Nick McKinlay, who has played 

Empty Spaces on numerous occasions, was among the local youth who were swept up in 

the initial excitement of the concert series: 

Seeing live music can kind of inspire someone who can play guitar to actually sit 
down and write a song on guitar, and then play that song you wrote for an 
audience. It is about helping you realize a potential at the end of it, I guess 
(McKinlay 2009, PC). 

Empty Spaces proved to be an exciting event for non-musicians as well. One adolescent 

audience member told me that he comes for the music, but also for the energy and the 

experience: 

 I've been coming here for almost the whole two years it's been going on. It's  
an experience for me, every time, coming here, seeing people actually dance  on the 
floor in a different way. That's really inspiring to me. That's why I come.  

!  27



!  

Figure 6 
An Empty Spaces show at the Trinity Lounge, April 2009. 

 Empty Spaces was created in order to fill a gap in Sarnia's social and cultural 

climate. So far, it has succeeded in creating a place for young people, fostering a 

community of like-minded individuals, and attracting the attention of touring musicians, 

both near and far. In subsequent chapters, coupled with discussions of the Ford Plant, I 

will further explore the wider effects of Empty Spaces by examining its value as an 

effective vehicle for community music, and as an aide for urban change in Sarnia. First, 

however, I move to a discussion of the significance of live, local music. 
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CHAPTER 3 

LOCAL MUSIC: VALUE AND POTENTIAL 

 Before the launch of the Ford Plant and Empty Spaces, both Tim Ford and Eric 

Woolston were troubled by the fact that there was very little live, original music being 

produced in their towns. Young people could go to concerts in nearby Toronto, Hamilton, 

or London, or they could listen to recordings at home, but there was a lack of musical 

activity in their own towns, an absence of local culture suited to their tastes; to Ford and 

Woolston, this was a grave deficiency. In this chapter I will discuss the value of having 

local musical activity in one's own place of residence, considering its significance in 

structuring individual lives, in providing live, in-the-moment experiences, in affirming 

local knowledge, and in generating communities.  

 Ford and Woolston are not the only ones who attribute great importance to the 

presence of local culture. In recent years, local, everyday music-making has been 

increasingly placed under the scholarly lens. Both Bennett and Cohen attribute this rising 

interest in "the local" in part to globalization; instead of generating fully homogenous 

societies, globalization has created a heightened awareness of what is unique about local 

culture in the minds of scholars and participants alike. As a result, the local has become a 

hot topic across disciplines, as it sheds light on a variety of issues, including identity and 

place (Finnegan 1989, Bennett 2000, DeNora 2000, Cohen 2007). 

 The significance of local culture has now penetrated the consciousness of 

academia, and subsequently, musicologists have begun to realize that a very large gap 
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exists in our knowledge of music history. According to Pacheco (2009), music history 

texts often focus exclusively on composers of the era in question, music made by 

professional musicians, church music, or music consumed by the nobility, while most 

unofficial, amateur musical practices have been left undocumented. Pacheco tries to 

broaden the history of music making by examining the everyday musical activities of the 

citizens of 16th century Valladolid, Spain. Her research was done primarily by looking at 

records of amateur musical employment, instrument purchases, household possessions, 

music lessons taught and taken, and music books published and sold. She found that 

numerous amateur musicians were frequently employed for various civic, religious, and 

theatrical events, and that many people owned musical instruments or took music lessons, 

regardless of their profession. Though she has no way of determining what sort of 

musical practices occurred amongst the local population, the widespread presence of 

musical instruments in common households indicates that music making was not an 

isolated activity reserved for the church, the nobility, or the professional stage; music 

played an important part in everyday lives of the citizens of Valladolid.  

 Ethnomusicological literature was similarly lacking in information pertaining to 

local, amateur musical activity until the publication of Ruth Finnegan's 1989 monograph, 

The Hidden Musicians. Finnegan's research indicates that local music-making is much 

more complex and much further integrated into daily urban life than one would imagine: 

 Local music, furthermore – the kind of activity so often omitted in many   
approaches to urban study – turns out to be neither formless nor, as we   might 
suppose, just the product of individual endeavour, but to be    structured 
according to a series of cultural conventions and organized   practices, to be 
explained in this book, in which both social continuity and   individual choices 
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play a part. (Finnegan 1989, 10) 

 Finnegan was astonished not only at the amount of music-making that occurred on 

an amateur level in Milton-Kenyes, but at the importance that these musical activities 

held in the lives of her participants. In her book, she is quick to dissolve any 

preconceptions about music, or culture in general, as nothing more than a leisure activity. 

Instead, she finds these activities, amateur or professional, to be vital components of both 

urban life and national culture: 

And far from music-making taking a peripheral role for individuals and society – a 
view propagated in the kind of theoretical stance that  marginalises ‘leisure’ or 
‘culture’ as somehow less real than ‘work’ or  ‘society’ – music can equally well be 
seen as playing a central part not just in urban networks but also more generally in 
the social structure and  processes of our life today. It is true that local music-
making in the sense of direct participation in performance is the pursuit of a 
minority. But this minority turns out to be a more serious and energetic one than is 
often imagined, whose musical practices not only involve a whole host of other 
people than just the performers, but also have many implications for urban and 
national culture more generally. (Finnegan 1989, 5-6) 

 Instead of focusing solely on previously existing music communities, Craft, 

Cavicchi, and Keil take a closer look at the everyday musical habits of individuals of 

various ages and backgrounds in their 1993 study My Music. Through extensive 

interviews, they attempt to shake off any generalizations that link musical taste to 

homologous social groups, and instead try to build a greater understanding as to how 

music creates meaning in the lives of individuals: 

As one would expect from any practice so laden with emotional investment and 
so central to the invention of one’s own identity, the use of music inevitably 
becomes conflated for these individuals with other important issues: how they 
make meaningful connections with others, how they monitor and remake 
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themselves, how they remember the past, and how they dream of something better 
for the future. (Craft et al. 1993, xiii) 

Sara Cohen's study on musical culture in Liverpool yielded similar findings on the 

importance of everyday music-making in the lives of her participants. She links these 

musical activities to the social fabric of the city: 

We were also taken aback by the extent of people’s involvement with music, and by 
the fact that for so many of our interviewees music was a way of life. Through their 
 involvement with music the people we met established regular routines within 
the city and well-trodden routes around it, thus contributing to the dynamism and 
general flux and flow of urban life. (Cohen 2007, 37) 

Indeed, Finnegan, Craft et al, and Cohen found that participating in local musical culture 

was an extremely valuable activity to residents primarily because it provided structure to 

their urban existence and connected them to their locale in a meaningful way. Whether 

participants were going to band practice twice a week, helping to put on shows once or 

twice a month, or simply attending concerts, local musical organizations provided the 

framework for these significant social and aesthetic experiences. 

 Wallis and Malm's 1984 study looks at the state of the music industry in small 

countries, rather than isolated cities, but reaches similar conclusions about the broader 

importance of local music to the culture of an entire country: 

The informal and formal local groupings in the music sector comprise the backbone 
of any music culture. The activities of these groupings are interwoven with other 
activities in the local community. Together with language, music seems to play a 
decisive role in the formation of the identity of individuals and their feelings of 
belonging to a group. Such a group can have historical dimensions, carrying on the 
traditions handed down from its ancestors, or it can be a revolting 'here and now' 
group. All these groupings are very important actors on the music scene. (Wallis 
and Malm 1984, 43) 

 Many of the musical activities described by Finnegan, Cohen, Craft et al., and 
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Wallis and Malm involve live performance. For local musical culture to be truly fulfilling 

to participants, it seems that a large component of it needs to occur in a live setting. I 

asked several of my participants why seeing live music was important to them, but most 

of them had difficulty answering this question. Clearly, hearing live music was an 

appealing, even vital aspect of their cultural experiences, but they had trouble articulating 

exactly what it was about witnessing an in-the-moment musical execution that gave it this 

elevated position in their lives. Even in an age in which recorded music is omnipotent in 

our environment, and videos of musical performances are constantly at the tips of our 

fast-typing fingertips, watching a live musical performance is still considered to be 

something special, something that is "outside and above the usual routines of ordinary 

life" (Finnegan 1989, 339). Perhaps what my interviewees weren't aware of, and what 

Finnegan articulates quite nicely, is that the live musical experience carries with it a 

deeper, symbolic significance: 

 the act of performance represented the high point and validation of a  whole series 
of both musical and back-up activities by performers and supporters before and 
after the event, something which, apart from its utilitarian purpose, also gave a 
special symbolic value to these specially framed moments in time (Finnegan 1989, 
144) 

 Whether one is seeing, hearing, or playing live music, he or she is involved in the 

act of performance; live music would not be possible without the presence of performers, 

audience members, organizers, or technicians. According to Small, all of these 

individuals are integral participants in the execution of a musical performance. He 

proposes that the term “music” be expressed not as a noun, but as a verb. Subsequently, 

“musicking” is an action that is accomplished not just by musicians, but by all 
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participants in a musical performance: 

To music is to take part, in any capacity, in a musical performance, whether by 
performing, by listening, by rehearsing or practicing, by providing material for 
performance (what is called composing), or by dancing. We might at times even 
extend its meaning to what the person is doing who takes the tickets at the door or 
the hefty men who shift the piano and the drums or the roadies who set up the 
instruments and carry out the sound checks or the cleaners who clean up after 
everyone else has gone. They, too, are all contributing to the nature of the event 
that is a musical performance.  (Small 1998, 9) 

Similarly, Finnegan points out that a musical experience is not limited to the moment of 

execution, but is tied to a host of other actions by all those involved: this could include 

rehearsing for the show, organizing the show, discovering the band that is playing online 

before seeing the concert, chatting with band members after the show, or talking about 

the show afterwards with friends. It is both the participatory status of the individual and 

the deeper symbolic meaning of the experience over time that lend value to the act of live 

performance. 

 The simple fact that the live music being produced is local, or that it is being played 

in a local venue could also contribute to its value in the minds of participants. Bennett 

ties the attraction to local culture with local knowledge: 

 what becomes important here is a consideration of the way in which   
patterns of music consumption in particular urban and rural locations are   
simultaneously products of the local and creators of particular forms of   local 
knowledge and the sensibilities to which such knowledge gives   rise. (Bennett 
2000, 60) 

The full enjoyment of a local music sometimes requires a certain knowledge base which 

is only possessed by those who live in its place of origin. Perhaps the participants know 

the performer, know what their songs are about, know the other people at the show and 
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take pleasure in seeing them; all of this knowledge helps to enhance the experience of the 

live local show, and sets this experience aside from those that occur outside of the 

participant's hometown.  

 Perhaps the most significant source of value in local culture stems from the 

community that it creates. The Ford Plant and Empty Spaces created a gathering place for 

individuals who would not normally interact; there were teenagers from different schools, 

residents from different parts of the city, and people of different age groups. In attending 

live indie music concerts in Brantford and Sarnia, these people took part in a collective 

experience and, quite often, formed connections with others in attendance. For one 

teenage musician from Sarnia, meeting new people was the highlight of attending an 

Empty Spaces show: "The fact that Empty Spaces shows are so intimate is great as well 

because you can meet and network with a load of talented like-minded 

people" (McKinlay 2009, PC). 

 Craft et al. maintain that “one factor in making music meaningful is the way in 

which it is shared with a larger community” (1993, xvi), while Finnegan and Cohen both 

contend that taking part in a local music community can be extremely important for 

individuals, both socially and emotionally: 

 Their music-making structured their daily and weekly routines, and it   
provided them with a particular means of communicating ideas and    
feelings and developing and performing a sense of self. It also offered   them a 
context for the development of close friendships and social    networks, 
whilst music performance presented them with a challenge and   a sensual and 
emotional experience that could be pleasurable, exciting   and rewarding. 
(Finnegan 1989, 46)  

 Music provided an occasion and focus for social gatherings and social   
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interaction, sometimes leading to social mixing and an exchange in    
musical styles and influences. (Cohen 2007, 38) 

 The Ford Plant and Empty Spaces create a social platform for like-minded 

individuals, thus allowing for shared experiences and community growth. For the 

moment, I will have to leave the value of these music communities in these rather vague 

terms of social and emotional importance; I will delve further into their specific benefits 

in Chapter Four. 

 In this chapter, I have explored the value of small-scale musical establishments 

such as the Ford Plant and Empty Spaces as sources of local culture. Though local, 

everyday music-making has only just begun to enter the scholarly realm, its significance 

in structuring and enriching the lives of individuals has widely been recognized. 

Additionally, local music provides unique, live experiences that affirm and expand local 

knowledge. Local culture also has the ability to draw people together, to create a space 

for shared social and aesthetic experiences, and to generate communities. I take the 

concept of community creation further in the following chapter, coupled with a 

discussion of indie music. 
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CHAPTER 4 

INDIE MUSIC 

 Thus far, I have freely used the term "indie" with no explanation as to what this 

term actually refers to, or what indie music sounds like. "Indie" is not a term that can 

easily be defined; it requires its own chapter, rather than an introductory paragraph or 

two. In this section, I will fully expound on this elusive term by describing the history of 

indie music, its adaptation to changes within the music industry, and finally, its musical 

features. I will also draw on certain inherent characteristics of indie music to explore its 

value as an effective form of community music. 

4.1 A BRIEF HISTORY OF INDIE MUSIC 

The ancestry of indie music is one that is better traced through ideology than 

through genre or style; in identifying its origins, one must look not at the music itself, but 

at the ways in which that music is produced and consumed. Indie music is, as the name 

indicates, that which is independent of the dominant systems: major record labels, major 

distribution, even, to a certain extent, the commercial mainstream (Hibbett 2005, 58). 

These tendencies towards institutional autonomy are said to have their roots in the punk 

movement of the late 1970s, but according to Azerrad, the seeds had been sewn as early 

as the 1960s (Azerrad 2001, 7).  

In the wake of the commercial pop and teen idols of the 1950s, the late 60s took a 

turn towards music that was more emotionally expressive of individual artists, both in 

rock and in folk (Harron 1988, 180). Azerrad pinpoints the similarities between the folk 
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and the indie movement:  

Both hinged on purism and authenticity, as well as idealism about the power of 
music within culture and society; both were a reaction to shallow complacent 
times and their correspondingly shallow, complacent entertainment.” (Azerrad 
2001, 8) 
  

Big stars such as the Beatles, Stevie Wonder, and Bob Dylan were also influential 

because of the amount of control they retained over their music, “a radical development 

at the time” (ibid, 7).  

 Despite these new trends, many fans and musicians were still unhappy with the 

direction in which the music industry was going in the 1970s, a direction that still 

favoured mainstream commodification, major label co-optation, and omnipotent rock 

stars (O’Hara 1999, 24). In the early 70s, the term “punk” began to be used to describe an 

emergent new music that, in comparison to the mainstream music of the time, was 

essentially simplistic, repetitive, loud, and lacking in “technical virtuosity” (Laing 1985, 

12). In a review of a 1975 festival at New York’s CBGB’s, the central venue for emergent 

American punk, James Walcott states: “The very unpretentiousness of the bands’ style of 

musical attack represented a counter-thrust to the prevailing baroque theatricality of rock” 

(Wolcott 2005, 311). Despite these initial musical trends, punk soon came to be defined 

more by its ideologies rather than its musical features; by the late 70s, the term was being 

applied to a variety of musical styles “held together by a common attitude toward the 

growing gentrification of rock” (Brackett 2005, 309). 

 While punk was making its mark on the US, it was also spreading throughout the 

UK, a country that was much worse off economically at the time than America. Because 

the English used this music as a vehicle to express their dissatisfaction with society, 
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British punk was said to have much “more social and political relevance than U.S. punk 

because of the identification of British working-class youths with punk’s nihilism, an 

identification facilitated by rampant unemployment and a depressed economy” (Brackett 

2005, 314). According to Laing, one of the main features of punk was its “hostility to the 

status quo in popular music” (Laing 1985, 14). This hostility was manifested in the form 

of controversial subject matter in the lyrics, a lack of technical skill in the performance of 

the music itself, and, most importantly, the do-it-yourself, or DIY attitude “which refused 

to rely on the institutions of the established music industry, whether record companies or 

music press” (ibid. 14). Warren Kinsella, a former punk musician himself, concurs that 

DIY was “the very heart of the punk movement” (Kinsella 2005, 44).  

 The punk scene developed its own network of fanzines to circulate the dogma of 

the movement and to keep followers abreast of new bands and local shows. Independent 

labels also emerged (Laing 1985, 14-16) along with independent distribution systems 

(Flipside 2005, 383) and independent record shops (Hesmondhalgh 1997, 258). College 

radio stations, rather than mainstream stations, became the on-air source for this 

independent music, while local clubs and pubs hosted shows (Brackett 2005, 181-2). 

According to Hesmondhalgh, this “institutional intervention was achieved through a 

more reflexive understanding of the dynamics of the record industry than had existed up 

to that point” (Hesmondhalgh 1999, 37). Because of the resulting “decentralization” of 

power, increased “participation” in and “access” to music, Hesmondhalgh claims that 

punk democratized the music industry (Hesmondhalgh 1997, 255-256). Though 

Hesmondhalgh’s writings refer mainly to his observations of the British music industry, 
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Kruse contends that the American industry was undergoing similar changes: "With the 

advent of college radio and college charts, it became possible for a band to break through 

to national popularity without airplay on commercial radio stations" (Kruse 2003, 5). 

It was also possible for a punk band to maintain a following without performing 

in stadiums, concert halls or other massive venues with high ticket prices. Shows 

typically took place in smaller clubs, or in alternative spaces such as halls, community 

centres, basements, or backyards. Many bands tried to maintain low entrance fees and 

accommodate under-age fans whenever possible (Azerrad 2001, 389). 

As the 1980s progressed, a variety of subgenres emerged out of the punk 

movement, including new wave, no wave, hardcore, post-punk, and alternative. By the 

late 1980s, the term indie was being used to label numerous bands that differed musically, 

but shared to some degree the punk DIY ethos (Brackett 2005, 435). Eric Weisbard, a 

critic for Spin and Village Voice, asserted that indie in the 80s was 

a form of rock that could thrive on voluntarism, subsistence, and obscurity, where 
the distance between fanship and participation was no distance at all, so one could 
be a consumer without the traditional associations of gross commodification, 
audience passivity, and massness. Indie rockers essentially formed a cultural 
community, people whose attitudes towards consumption give them an 
oppositional identity similar… to that provided for others by race, gender, class, 
or sexuality. (Weisbard 2005, 448) 

4.2 INDEPENDENT MUSIC IN CANADA 

 Though there are very few sources that document the development of Canadian 

independent music, the punk ethos has been alive and well in Canada since the 1970s.  

Toronto and Montreal, with their close proximity to New York City, and Vancouver, 
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which is within reasonable touring distance from California, were the first Canadian 

cities to feel the impact of the changes that were occurring within the American music 

industry. They subsequently became the main centres for emergent Canadian independent 

music in this time period. 

 Throughout the 1980s and 90s, Canadians embraced the network of independent 

labels that was quickly spreading across the country. Not only were these labels 

alternatives to the commercial aspects of the majors, but they also gave Canadians a 

musical outlet in what was otherwise a British and American-dominated industry. 

According to Jeff Rogers, who was involved in the indie scene as both a manager and 

label owner, it was easier for Canadians to start their own labels rather than attempt to 

attract the attention of a US or UK company (Barclay et al 2001, 76-77). Subsequently, 

most of the major Canadian albums of that era came out on home-grown independent 

labels (ibid. 59). 

 Radio play, particularly on campus radio and the CBC, was crucial to the success 

of Canadian independent music (Barclay et al 2001, 52). When, in 1975, it became 

possible for campus radio stations to get licensed to the FM band, stations started 

cropping up across Ontario: Ottawa, Waterloo, Hamilton, Guelph, and London were 

among the first. Toronto, Vancouver, Montreal, and Halifax joined in the mid 80s, and 

Winnipeg in the late 90s (ibid. 47). Campus radio was especially important because it 

spread local music and created a network of music communities across the country, 

which in turn made it much easier for independent bands to tour this vast nation (ibid. 

30). 
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Independent music also managed to find an outlet in Canadian commercial radio; 

CFNY started broadcasting independent music across the greater Toronto area as early as 

the late 70s. Though the station did meet with some criticism for favouring British indie 

music, CFNY still featured a number of programs that showcased new independent 

Canadian music throughout the 80s and 90s, the only Canadian commercial station to do 

so (Barclay et al. 2001, 46-47). 

 The CBC was also an important vehicle for transporting sounds from coast to 

coast. In the late 70s, BC punk music got “unlikely national exposure” through a 

Vancouver-based show called Neon (Barclay et al 2001, 30). By 1984 there were two new 

overnight programs, Brave New Waves and Night Lines, that broadcast a wide variety of 

Canadian independent music nationally, another invaluable aid to touring bands (ibid. 

29). 

4.3 INDIE MUSIC IN A CHANGING INDUSTRY 

 Local indie scenes continued to spread throughout the 1980s. Of particular note 

was the Seattle scene of the late 80s, which revolved around the independent label Sub 

Pop. In 1991, Sub Pop released Nirvana’s Nevermind, which reached gold status within a 

few weeks, an unprecedented feat in the world of independent music (Azerrad 2001, 3).  

According to Weisbard, “Nirvana’s explosion onto the charts convinced the rest of the 

world to believe in indie” (Weisbard 2005, 444). As Azerrad recounts, one journalist went 

so far as to say: “We won” (Azerrad 2001, 3). Even before the release of Nevermind, 

however, the mainstream had begun to take the indie scene much more seriously. Major 
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labels began paying attention to college radio charts and hiring people with a background 

in independent music, either as musicians, college radio employees, or sound engineers, 

to scout out new indie talent with their A&R (Artist and Representative) departments. 

MTV also began to feature videos by lesser-known indie artists (Weisbard 2005, 444). 

 A faction of the indie world heeded the calls of major labels and entered the 

mainstream to form what became known as the "alternative" genre in the 1990s, but a 

strong underground indie culture continued to operate within the infrastructure 

established by the DIY ethic. It should be noted, however, that there are many different 

levels of "indie" in the music industry today. Rather than the binary opposition of major 

versus indie, or mainstream versus DIY, I have found that it is more useful to think of 

indie bands, labels, and other musical organizations as operating on a continuum of 

independence, with some having more in common with the corporate music industry 

(larger distribution networks, the involvement of management or booking agents), some 

staying closer to the grassroots DIY philosophy, and others existing somewhere in 

between. The music industry has been democratized in such a way that such variation is 

possible, as is crossover from different levels along the continuum.  

 The Ford Plant and Empty Spaces remain closer to the DIY end of the spectrum, 

as they continue to present all-ages shows in alternative spaces with minimal cover 

charges. These two music communities, however, are not anomalies in the North 

American music scene; rather, they are part of a wider network of DIY-style venues. 

Shannon Stewart's 2010 book In Every Town: An All-Ages Music Manualfesto surveys 

America's most successful, innovative, and interesting all-ages indie music venues, 
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establishments which are much like the Ford Plant and Empty Spaces in terms of 

philosophies and goals. As the founder and operator of a successful non-profit arts 

organization herself, Stewart's primary goal in the "Manualfesto" is to provide the 

necessary framework for those who want to start something similar in their own cities. 

She explains the basics of show promotion and execution, provides tips pertaining to 

group dynamics and organizational structures, and tackles legal issues often faced by 

venues, show promoters, and independent arts organizations.  

 Stewart talks about her own experiences growing up in a small suburban U.S. 

town, experiences that were quite similar to those of TIm Ford: 

If there wasn't a game or you didn't belong to a church with a hip, guitar-playing 
youth minister, there really was nothing else to do except go to parties in the 
middle of nowhere, try to escape via ingesting a substance, and hang out in 
convenience store parking lots. (Stewart 2010, xi) 

For Stewart, indie music has become much more than just an alternative to the corporate 

music industry. As suburban expansion continued to eclipse city centres throughout the 

1990s and early 2000s, the social lives of teens became increasingly limited to things like 

sports, "god-related activities," drinking, drugs, and gangs. She argues that all-ages 

venues, shows, and arts organizations provide a constructive alternative for those who do 

not, or choose not to partake in such endeavours, and that every town could and should 

have one. The Ford Plant and Empty Spaces are part of this trend of using music to fill 

the gaps in the social lives of adolescents. 
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4.4 ISSUES OF GENRE 

 So far in this discussion, I have not described the actual music that is being 

produced in either Brantford or Sarnia. Indie music is a complex genre that is difficult to 

define simply in musical terms; a complete understanding requires a certain historical, 

sociological, and ideological knowledge of the genre. In 2005, Ryan Hibbett published a 

paper devoted entirely to defining "indie." His thoughts on the exclusionary aspects of the 

the genre are perhaps more useful than any concrete definitions; he claims that indie 

"exists largely as an absence, a nebulous 'other,' or as a negative value that acquires 

meaning from what it opposes" (Hibbett 2005, 58). Though punk, a distinct musical style, 

paved the way for independent music, "indie" has traditionally been defined not by its 

musical features, but by its complete lack of contact with corporate record labels, major 

distribution, and other mainstream ideals.  

 Azerrad asserts that "the key principle of American indie rock wasn't a 

circumscribed music style; it was the punk ethos of DIY” (Azerrad 2001, 6). Though 

today's independent music industry is made up of bands and labels that have diverged in 

various directions from the original punk DIY ethic, there still remains an element of the 

alternative and an attitude of self-reliance which unites them all and upholds the 

independent spirit. This DIY ethic can be manifested in a variety of ways; every group, 

every venue, every label is different. However, most indie bands tend to present a few, if 

not all, of the following six DIY elements: self-taught musicians; music recorded at home 

or in local studios; hand-made album packaging; home made merchandise, such as silk-

screened band t-shirts; albums released on independent labels, or on no label at all; 
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complete artistic control over music.  

 Indie shows themselves usually also uphold the DIY ethic to some extent: many 

concerts are put on by local music enthusiasts, rather than promoters who work for larger 

companies. In addition, many shows are volunteer-run, or occur in alternative spaces such 

as houses, alleyways, stores, or outdoor spaces. Though indie bands do like to come away 

from a show with a few dollars in their pockets, and show organizers would rather not 

lose money, significant financial gain is not usually the primary goal of anyone involved 

in smaller indie shows such as these. As stated before, the Ford Plant is not able to 

provide large guarantees to its performers, but this does not stop bands from playing 

there.  

 Because indie music is more ideologically than musically bound, it can 

encompass a number of different musical styles, such as pop, rock, folk, punk, electronic, 

or any combination therein. In my visits to Brantford and Sarnia, I heard solo singer-

songwriters, loud hard-rock bands, upbeat pop-rock bands, orchestral folk-pop groups, 

and an electro-infused dance band. One Empty Spaces show even featured a sitar and 

tabla duo.  What unites these disparate groups under the umbrella of "indie" is the way in 

which their music is produced and consumed, the attitudes of the performers, the 

promoters, and the audience members. 

 Stuart Duncan, owner and founder of a Toronto-based independent label called 

Out Of This Spark (or OOTS), contends that "indie" music is less about typical musical 

genre constraints, and more about sharing a musical "philosophy" (Duncan 2009, PC). 

Over the past five years, Duncan's label has been home to a loud pop-rock band, a quiet 
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orchestral-pop group, a solo singer-songwriter who plays an omnichord in place of a 

guitar, and a spooky-bluesy band, to name a few. As far as musical styles are concerned, 

numerous genre boundaries have been broken down and criss-crossed in the world of 

indie music.  

4.5 INDIE MUSIC AS COMMUNITY MUSIC 

 Do-It-Yourself is the prime directive of indie music, but the "yourself" part of the 

mandate should not always be taken literally. Indie music scenes are not founded on the 

actions of one single person, but rely on the participation of a group of people: 

organizers, promoters, musicians, and audience members, among others. Due to the 

participatory nature of its operational structure, community formation is often an inherent 

characteristic of indie music. Thus, I believe that indie music has immense power as a 

collective activity, and in this section, I will explore its value as a community-building 

tool.  

 According to Koopman, successful community music involves “collaborative 

music-making, community development, and personal growth” (Koopman 2007, 153). In 

addition, it must cater to the needs and desires of the community. Based on these key 

features, both Koopman and Dillon (2006) make a case for community music as both a 

social and educational tool. By examining the Ford Plant, as well as the burgeoning indie 

scene in Sarnia, Ontario, I will expand upon the previously identified features of indie 

music culture to illustrate how this genre is a galvanizing form of “community music” 

with the tremendous capacity to engage young people and aid in community 

development. 
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 Further to the previously mentioned notion of indie music as a community driven 

phenomenon is the idea that a certain amount of equality exists between people within the 

indie music scene. There is very little distance between the performers and the audience: 

they dress the same, they frequently share the same knowledge and ideals about music, 

and they often interact freely before and after the show. Akin to indie’s DIY attitude is the 

understanding that anyone can be a performer, even untrained or imperfect singers and 

instrumentalists (Kruse 2003, 120). Indeed, Michael Azerrad asserts that the dawn of the 

indie movement was marked by the “breakthrough realization that you didn’t have to be a 

blow-dried guitar god to be a valid rock musician” (Azerrad 2001, 6). This realization has 

certainly resonated amongst Brantford and Sarnia residents. According to Nadine 

Rainville, in the early years of the Ford Plant, “everybody wanted to start a band. If a new 

person showed up at the Ford Plant, everyone was like: ‘Who is that person? Let’s start a 

band with them!’” (Rainville 2009). Similarly, as one young Sarnia musician told me, 

“I’ve met probably over twelve people that I’ve jammed with now just for fun through 

this show.” 

 The “collaborative music-making” and “community development” aspects of 

indie music culture go hand in hand. Local musicians are encouraged to perform at 

Empty Spaces and the Ford Plant, but there are numerous other ways in which 

participants can become involved in the indie community and contribute to the music-

making process. They don’t necessarily have to be artistically inclined. At the Ford Plant, 

for example, Brantford youth take turns collecting money at the front door and doing 

sound for the show. There is also often a team of people who help set up the show or 
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clean up afterwards.  

 Woolston hopes that in fostering a music community amongst the youth of Sarnia, 

the administration of Empty Spaces will someday be passed into their hands. To further 

his efforts, he has visited a number of local high schools in order to spread awareness of 

the concert series and encourage young musicians to perform. He also initiated an Empty 

Spaces T-shirt design contest for the one-year anniversary of the series in order to get 

people involved in a different way (Woolston 2009, PC). 

 Though both Empty Spaces and the Ford Plant stress the involvement of high 

school age youth, their main goal is to integrate like-minded people from various age 

brackets into their communities. For one teenage Sarnia musician, this is one of the 

highlights of going to an Empty Spaces show: 

A lot of high school people come here, but it also seems like something to get out 
of the high school drama. Because you're hanging out with College people, 
University people, adults. And I think that's much better. We all just get along and 
have fun with the music. 

 Reflecting on her own experiences attending indie shows at a Washington state 

all-ages venue called the Hoedown, Shannon Stewart asserts the importance of 

communities such as these in the lives of young people: 

The Hoedown wasn't a perfect and safe environment, but its existence made me 
realize how important it was as a young person to be part of community that felt 
real, that wasn't dividing us based on our academic excellence, our class 
backgrounds, our religions, or our genders. Music set the stage for that experience. 
(Stewart 2010, xii) 

Young people in Brantford and Sarnia had similar feelings about the communities 

generated by the Ford Plant and Empty Spaces. When Empty Spaces celebrated its first 

birthday, one young Sarnia musician told me about the palpable effects that the music 
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series was having on the entire arts community in Sarnia: 

Over the past year it has been really exciting to see the interest grow and grow, 
and what has happened is a demographic of musicians and music fans have sort of 
found themselves because of it.  You can ask anyone in Sarnia really, this past 
year has been very exciting for the emergence of bands and artists of all mediums 
in Sarnia.  The local record store, Cheeky Monkey, has started putting on shows at 
the library with artists like Royal Wood, and I have no doubt in my mind that this 
year's Artwalk [Sarnia's annual arts festival] will be the biggest and best yet. This 
is because of a growing interest and awareness being cultivated by the Empty 
Spaces shows. (McKinlay 2009, PC)  

 Above all, Koopman stresses that in order for community music to be successful, 

it must be tailored to the needs of those involved (Koopman 2007, 153-154). Fulfilling 

the needs and wishes of its patrons is central to the Ford Plant’s mandate, and it has 

remained financially independent so that it can maintain this community connection 

rather than following the sorts of guidelines that would be set by a higher funding body 

(this will be further discussed in Chapter Five). At both the Ford Plant and Empty Spaces, 

the music itself caters to the tastes and desires of the community. As previously discussed, 

“indie” is a term that is used to encompass a wide variety of musical styles, from pop to 

rock, folk to dance, or any combination therein. These differing styles are often only 

united ideologically in the way they are produced and consumed. Because of the all-

encompassing nature of the “indie” genre, Brantford and Sarnia musicians are able to 

produce whatever style of music suits their individual tastes. This open forum also 

increases the likelihood that audience members will find something they like at every 

show, be it loud, quiet, energetic, or introspective music. The variety of music that is 

found along the “indie” spectrum is wide enough to satisfy the tastes of anyone involved. 

 Koopman’s final element of community music, “personal growth,” is somewhat 
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subjective. It is difficult to gauge whether the Ford Plant and Empty Spaces have 

personally affected the lives of all of those involved. The Ford Plant has been around for 

so long that many of the current teens in attendance seem to take its existence for granted. 

For the Sarnia teens, however, Empty Spaces is still a fresh and exciting addition to their 

lives. In speaking with them, it was evident that this influx of indie music has changed 

the way in which they situate themselves in the world of music:  

As far as being an artist or musician or whatever in Sarnia, it can be really easy to 
feel kind of trapped, like "well why do anything because nobody is paying 
attention to Sarnia anyway."  Having bands like [Forest City Lovers] or Ruby 
Coast or Green Go come down and play, and be interested in what is going on 
here is very inspiring.  Especially when you look at these bands on myspace and 
they are touring Europe or playing with major label, big-hype bands like Tokyo 
Police Club.  I know personally it makes you feel like there might be a chance for 
you as a musician in Sarnia to have a chance at doing these really exciting things 
without getting a six album deal with Geffen (McKinlay 2009, PC). 

 Stewart points out that indie music offers valuable experiences not just for 

performers, but for those involved in organization capacities as well: 

Knowing how to put on shows or put out records - and to be able to do it well, 
resourcefully, while working with lots of different people and creating good vibes - 
is a powerful thing. People doing this on their own constantly get to learn new 
things, while intervening and reworking the dominant music-production methods to 
create new and interesting music scenes. (Stewart 2010, 18) 

 Empty Spaces and the Ford Plant certainly increase the odds for personal growth 

by providing community members with new and unique experiences, as well as the 

chance to meet new people. They both offer a creative outlet for those who are artistically 

inclined, as well as the chance to be involved in other capacities. If nothing else, they 

provide something to do in these otherwise quiet cities. As one Empty Spaces audience 

member told me: “If I didn’t have this, I’d be sitting at home. Or sitting at my buddy’s 
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house. This is something to go out and do. And it’s fun. It’s better.” 

 The musical communities that have emerged from Empty Spaces and the Ford 

Plant are evidence of indie’s potential as a powerful and effective form of community 

music. Both have fostered “collaborative music-making” by encouraging local groups to 

perform, instigated “community development” by involving participants in both musical 

and non-musical capacities, and made room for “personal growth” by offering new 

experiences to the residents of these small cities. 

 Indie music defies the traditional boundaries of genre. Rather than defining itself 

according to musical characteristics, it is a philosophically-based movement that marks a 

shift from a music industry based on corporate, commercial values, to one founded on 

grassroots initiatives and artist control. Though the music industry has changed in 

response, even "democratized" itself to a certain extent, the founding principle of indie 

music, the "do-it-yourself" ethic, still carries weight with most indie operations. This DIY 

element separates indie music from much of the established infrastructure of the music 

industry, thus making group participation and community formation prerequisites for its 

success. Indie music is therefore an extremely effective community building tool, with 

numerous educational, social, and personal benefits for participants. The success of the 

Ford Plant and Empty Spaces are partly due to the fact that they were established within 

the realm of indie music; with very few resources, they have been able to provide 

enriching experiences for young people, build communities, and change the cultural 

climate of their cities. In the next chapter, I undertake a deeper discussion of this last 

achievement, as I explore the relationship between music and cities. 
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CHAPTER 5 

MUSIC AND THE CITY: FROM URBAN 
REGENERATION TO GENTRIFICATION 

 The first thing that one sees upon entering the Ford Plant is a large homemade silk-

screened banner that reads "Save Our Downtown."  The Ford Plant founders have always 

been passionate about Brantford's history and extremely eager to bring about change in 

their community; indeed, the fact that the Ford Plant is situated in the most dilapidated 

section of downtown Brantford is no accident. Ford and his colleagues hoped that in 

creating a space for music and young people in the city's downtown core, the Ford Plant 

would breathe new life into Brantford's abandoned buildings and empty streets. 

!  

Figure 7  
The Ford Plant’s banner. 
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 Eric Woolston had a similar vision when he established his music series in Sarnia. 

He chose the name "Empty Spaces" because initially he wanted to hold his shows in 

abandoned downtown buildings; he hoped that by regularly bringing culture, youth, and 

activity into Sarnia's downtown core, Empty Spaces would help to fill some of the city's 

physical voids. Though most of the concerts are now held in established downtown bars, 

Eric chose to keep the original moniker, as his original philosophy still stands. 

 The overt relationship that exists between these two music communities and their 

urban surroundings was what inspired this project and generated the central question of 

my research: what effects have the Ford Plant and Empty Spaces had on Brantford and 

Sarnia’s ailing downtown cores? In this chapter, I will focus on the relationship between 

music and cities by examining the economic factors which link culture to urban success 

and by exploring how this link has been exploited within the realm of governmental 

cultural policy. This chapter will demonstrate how the Ford Plant and Empty Spaces have 

been able to avoid the pitfalls of such government involvement. I will then touch on the 

process of gentrification and propose some ideas as to how it could affect Brantford and 

Sarnia.  

5.1 MUSIC, PUBLIC POLICY, AND URBAN REGENERATION 

 The connection between music and the city runs deep. Commercial popular music 

emerged in conjunction with industrialization and urbanization during the 1800s, and has 

remained an integral, and often inseparable, component of urban life (Cohen 2007, 2). 

Indeed, many American cities are often associated with specific musical genres; New 
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Orleans is closely tied to Jazz, Seattle with Grunge, and Detroit with Motown. Shane 

Homan looks more specifically at how music venues contribute to and characterize cities: 

The suburban or inner-city rock pub, jazz restaurant or dance nighclub has always 
played an important role not just in the lives and careers of individual musicians, 
but in the life of cities. The famous jazz clubs of New York or the 'swinging' 
London nightclubs of the 1960s remain vivid examples of how music venues can 
come to represent distinct regional experiences, as signifiers of a wider cultural 
milieu. (Homan 2008, 243) 

Drawing from her research on Liverpool's popular music scene, Sara Cohen asserts that 

this relationship is not one sided, but complementary: 

music has not just reflected Liverpool and its particular characteristics but has also 
shaped the city, influencing the way that the city is lived, thought about and 
reflected upon. It thus pointed to a reciprocal relationship between music and city. 
The city is not simply a place where music happens, or a container or inert setting 
for music activity. Instead, music can be conceived as contributing to the making or 
'social production' of the city. (Cohen 2007, 35) 

Richard Florida would agree with Cohen's statement that music shapes the way that the 

city is "thought about and reflected on," not just by locals, but by outsiders as well. 

Florida, like Finnegan, contend that local music is essential to the social fabric of a city, 

but while Finnegan highlights its importance in the lives of local residents, Florida goes a 

step further to point out that local culture also has a hand in attracting prospective 

residents. In his monograph The Rise of the Creative Class, Florida attempts to pinpoint 

what attracts an economically important workforce to certain cities. He calls this 

workforce the "creative class," a sector which includes people employed "in science and 

engineering, architecture and design, education, arts, music and entertainment, whose 

economic function is to create new ideas, new technology and/or new creative 

content" (Florida 2002, 8). A "cutting-edge music scene," which encompasses "street-
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level" (his term for local) music, as well as a vibrant downtown, are two closely-linked 

elements which, according to Florida, attract the creative sector and thus contribute to the 

economic success of the city (Florida 2002, 55).  

 Music is therefore closely tied to social and economic factors within the city, but 

what of the city's physical elements? What sort of connection exists between music and 

its material surroundings? Sakakeeny's (2010) research explores the ways in which 

traditional New Orleans music adapts to physical changes within the city's built 

environment. He documents the changes that have occurred in jazz funeral and parade 

practices after the installation of an interstate highway through the Tremé neighbourhood. 

Music-making also has the power to affect the built environment in indirect ways due to 

its aforementioned connection to social and economic elements of city life. Indeed, the 

Ford Plant's goal to "Save Our Downtown," and Eric Woolston's vision of filling Sarnia's 

"Emtpy Spaces" were not as far-fetched as they might seem; because music is so 

intimately tied to the city, it has often been used as a tool to help revive and renew ailing 

urban spaces. 

 Brantford was only one among many cities that suffered from the coupled blows of 

de-industrialization and economic recession in the early 1980s. Sheffield, England was in 

a similar state after the collapse of its steel industry, as were numerous other European 

and North American cities during that decade (Cohen 2007, 127). According to Cohen, 

this period of decline provoked a paradigm shift in the ways in which culture was viewed 

and utilized in Great Britain. British governing bodies were forced to seek out new 

methods of fighting economic collapse and urban degeneration, and the most viable 
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option was through culture. Before any solutions to Britain's widespread urban decay 

could be proposed, however, the definition of the 'arts' first had to be broadened beyond 

“high” art or other traditionally elite cultural forms to include popular music and popular 

culture. The Greater London Council initiated these changes, then proposed that these 

cultural industries be invested in and developed in order to create new economic growth, 

bolster city image, and attract both tourists and professionals (Cohen 2007, 128). 

 Numerous other cities and nations proposed similar solutions to their urban and 

economic problems. Throughout the 1980s and 90s, cultural programs were implemented 

in Glasgow (Booth and Boyle 1993), Bilbao (Gonzalez 1993), Consett (Hudson 1995), 

and Liverpool (Cohen 2007) - cities which, like Brantford, “were dependent on obsolete 

economic sectors and struggling to find for themselves new economic niches and 

functions” (Bianchini 1993, 15).  

 Most cultural programs in these cities were community-based projects before their 

artistic resources were harnessed by governing bodies. According to Bianchini “many 

city decision-makers saw the development of cultural policies as a valuable tool in 

diversifying the local economic base and achieving greater social cohesion” (Bianchini 

1993, 2). With increased funding, new projects, greater exposure, and expanded 

programs, government involvement was beneficial to these cities in a number of ways 

(Hudson 1995). However, the limitations imposed by cultural policy and the damage it 

caused the artistic community often seemed to outweigh these benefits. For example, the 

formation and implementation of these policies and programs inevitably involved people 

from outside the music community; this included government officials, city councilors, 
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and cultural policy consultants. As a result, many community members found that the 

focus of these new and expanded cultural programs no longer directly addressed their 

needs, but were directed more towards the economy and image of the city (Cohen 2007, 

Booth and Boyle 1993, Bianchini 1993). In Glasgow and Liverpool, for example, cultural 

programming was primarily used “as an economic and city marketing tool” to bolster the 

tourist industry (Booth and Boyle 1993, 42). Glasgow artists saw city-run cultural events 

as “urban spectacle” which did not contribute to “local economic development” and did 

not foster any long-term benefits for the artistic community (Booth and Boyle 1993, 46). 

According to Cohen, the concerns and proposals of local Liverpool musicians were 

largely ignored by city officials; as a result, these musicians “found themselves excluded 

and marginalized” from the city-run musical programs (Cohen 2007, 142). They were no 

longer participants in this newly fabricated “street-level” culture. 

 A music program that was implemented in the town of Consett, England, 

however, is an example of a cultural initiative that managed to remain firmly rooted in 

the community. After the demise of the coal and steel industries in this small English 

town, the “Making Music Work,” or MMW, program was launched as a “viable cultural, 

economic and social regeneration strategy” (Hudson 1995, 461). It involved the 

establishment of a community music centre as well as a recording studio for the 

development of local music practices. Contrary to the aims of Liverpool and Glasgow’s 

cultural policies, MMW participants “sought to damp down quantitative expectations”; 

their goal was not to solve Consett’s economic problems. Rather, emphasis was placed on 

the qualitative effects of the program: the feelings of achievement, connection, and 
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empowerment of the community members involved. MMW was successful in its 

contribution to everyday city life in Consett, but it was still not completely free from the 

primary pitfall of cultural policy dependency: money. The scope, function, and longevity 

of the program were severely limited by its reliance on municipal and federal funding 

(Hudson 1995).  

 Tim Ford told me that the Ford Plant has encountered problems with noise 

policies and building regulations, but he made no mention of troubles relating to cultural 

policy or outside funding. The Ford Plant has largely been able to avoid such conflict 

because it is an indie music venue, and therefore a product of indie music culture.  Indie 

music, as explained in Chapter Four, is that which is independent of the dominant popular 

music systems; this includes major record labels, major distribution, and commercial 

radio (Hibbett 2005, 58). It is a genre based more on a philosophy than any distinctive, 

unifying musical features. Central to this philosophy is the DIY, or do-it-yourself, ethic 

which eschews the established commercial music industry and any other governing 

bodies in favour of self-reliance and self-motivation. The DIY ethos is central to Tim 

Ford’s outlook: 

I get offended when people say this city sucks, or there's nothing to do in this 
city… I just don't get that mentality. You're just waiting for someone to give you 
something to do. That doesn't make sense to me. YOU go find it. You don't wait 
for someone to come give it to you. (Ford 2009, PC) 

 In the case of the Ford Plant, the DIY philosophy also encompasses financial 

matters; the venue operates without the help of outside funding, relying solely on profits 

from shows to pay the rent. Unlike Consett’s MMW facilities, the Ford Plant’s set up is 

rather simple and costs very little to run and maintain. They make do with whatever space 
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and equipment is available and affordable, while relying on a team of volunteers to 

organize the shows and operate the venue; at the end of each month, any surplus goes 

towards household costs, such as new paint or insurance.  

 Though the Ford Plant could easily qualify for a number of government grants to 

cover their few expenses or improve the venue, they have chosen to remain autonomous. 

As Tim Ford told me:  

If we can’t do this ourselves, we won’t do it… It has to exist as a community, as 
something somebody wants, not necessarily something somebody has given. So if 
the kids don’t want it and they stop coming, then it ceases to be. (Ford 2009, PC) 

The Ford Plant was created in response to a need within the community and, by operating 

independently, it ensures that the venue remains necessary and relevant to that 

community. Though the city of Brantford has included it in the tourism section of their 

website, the Ford Plant is not a city-run or city-funded cultural program. Therefore, it 

does not have to justify its spending or change its programming to meet the approval of a 

higher body. It simply has to maintain the interest of the people it serves. 

 Empty Spaces operates along similar lines. It is an independently run program, 

free from cultural policy and direct governmental involvement. Woolston, however, is not 

completely opposed to accepting money from outside sources in order to sustain and 

improve the quality of his concert series. In 2011, he applied for and received a $2000 

grant from the Ontario Arts Council, money which he is using to help pay for the rental of 

better sound systems, and to augment the guaranteed fee for touring bands.  

 I asked Woolston how this new involvement with a governing body has affected 

his concerts and his community. He did not seem to feel any severe limitations, besides 
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having to spend the grant money as laid out in his grant proposal. He sensed no real 

differences in the philosophy or execution of his concert series, besides the fact that he 

suddenly had more funds to draw from. Woolston hopes that in attracting more bands and 

putting on better sounding shows, he will be able to keep up with the increasing demand 

for quality music in Sarnia. And if he has to accept money from outside sources, he will 

not hesitate to do so (Woolston 2012, PC). 

5.2 GENTRIFICATION 

 Whether cultural policy is involved or not, community music programs such as 

Empty Spaces and the Ford Plant are often subject to another phenomenon of city-culture 

interaction: gentrification. There is a fine line that exists between the processes of urban 

regeneration and gentrification. My initial reaction in seeing the boarded up storefronts in 

Brantford and Sarnia was to think about how much better it would be for everyone if 

those spaces were filled, if more people chose to spend time downtown, to do business 

and to live there. But in reality, urban regeneration does not always benefit everyone, 

especially those involved in the arts. With urban regeneration comes private investment 

and development, and with that comes gentrification. 

 In his study on gentrification and urban decline, Michael Lang provides a clear, 

concise description of the gentrification process: 

Gentrification will connote essentially private-capital-induced development in 
formerly lower income areas that results in a pattern of higher rents and land and 
house values. This pattern of rising rents and property values displaces many 
existing renters and owner-occupiers on fixed incomes by making the area 
unaffordable. (Lang 1982, 8-9) 
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Before they are developed, these "lower income areas" are very often occupied partially 

by artists and are sites of local cultural activity. This is no coincidence; according to 

Shannon Stewart, artistic communities are frequently the precursors to gentrification: 

As an artist working in a certain place, you are a signifier to someone with an 
interest in knowing what the next "upcoming" neighborhood is. Developers want 
art in "their" neighborhood in order to attract the condo buyers, the same way they 
want the new park that the local community organization fought tooth and nail to 
build so they can turn it into a dog park. But they don't want artists or other locals 
who can't afford their economic scale of living. (Stewart 2010, 132) 

Here, Stewart highlights the contested role of artists in the gentrification process: cultural 

activity is necessary to the attractiveness of a neighbourhood and the initiation of the 

development process, but those involved in the arts are quickly ousted once the 

transformation is well under way, either because they can no longer afford the rising cost 

of living, or because the very activities that attracted the developers in the first place are 

disruptive to the area's new tenants. As mentioned in Chapter One, the Ford Plant was 

frequently subject to noise complaints from the neighbouring, newly-developed 

downtown condos. 

 Similarly, Homan discusses the dual perception of live music venues in Sydney, 

Australia; they are viewed as both important sites of culture, essential to inner-city 

vibrancy and city branding, and as "sites of disruption" and sources of noise, crowds, and 

unpredictable, often uncouth activities (Homan 2008, 244): 

The property boom, and subsequent changes to residential populations, has thus 
provoked a perverse programme of social selection, where the more controlled 
urban environment sought by the new residents is distinctly at odds with its earlier 
vibrant, cosmopolitan reputation. (Homan 2008, 246) 

Homan finds "control" to be a key element in these newly developed areas: residents still 
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desire cultural activity, but they want it to occur on a more composed level. For example, 

the live music venues in Sydney's gentrified areas began to feature quieter forms of 

entertainment such as trivia nights, juke boxes, and pool tables. Others took advantage of 

the increased income bracket of this new clientele, replacing their former menus with 

expensive, upscale food and drink (Homan 2008, 246-247). 

 Lang also explores the concept of control in his gentrification text; he asserts that 

this control must not be relinquished to gentrification, but rather exerted on the process 

itself by city officials (Lang 1982, 29). Lang proposes an urban decline policy program 

that incorporates low-income, city-owned, rent-controlled housing in areas vulnerable to 

gentrification. He reasons that these residences could be partially subsidized by the city 

using the increased tax income from newly gentrified regions (Lang 1982, 94). 

 In some cases, with a little bit of foresight, the artists themselves have been able to 

maintain control over their situations in the face of gentrification. Shannon Stewart 

describes AS220, an arts organization in downtown Providence, Rhode Island that is a 

shining example of a sustainable, independent artist-run centre.  AS220 was established 

in the mid-80s when Providence's urban centre was in a serious state of decline. Bert 

Crenca, the artist who founded the organization, gained the help and support of the city's 

mayor and managed to purchase a dilapidated downtown building. Crenca's operation 

was so successful that the organization was able to purchased two additional downtown 

buildings over the next few years. AS220 now houses a nightclub, a recording studio, a 

silk-screen studio, performance spaces, a darkroom, several live-work studios for artists, 

four galleries, a bar, and a café. When gentrification took hold of the area, AS200 took 
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advantage of the situation by renting out some of its properties as both residential and 

commercial space. With this steady flow of income, AS220 has managed to remain 

completely independent, and has continued to serve as a vital community space in 

downtown Providence (Stewart 2010, 190-199). 

 AS220 demonstrates that it is possible for gentrification to result in a win-win 

situation both for the city and for artists. Though neither the Ford Plant nor Empty Spaces 

own their own music venues, it would certainly be possible for them to maintain their 

relevancy to the community in the face of significant urban changes. Empty Spaces in 

particular presents a model which is especially resilient to gentrification, since it does not 

occupy a physical building and would therefore not be subject to rent increases; even if 

downtown Sarnia undergoes significant development, Empty Spaces could continue to 

serve a faction of youth followers with transitory concerts.  

 The specific pros, cons, and outcomes of gentrification are beyond the scope of the 

paper and the timeframe of my research, but it is most certainly something which 

Brantford and Sarnia city officials should be mindful of. A certain amount of foresight 

and control is required to ensure that the process does not adversely affect the cities' 

burgeoning arts scenes.  

 The city is not just a passive location in which cultural activity takes place; a 

reciprocal relationship exists between cities and the music that sounds within them. 

Music and the city are bound economically, socially, even physically, so much so that 

governing bodies have often transformed local cultural resources into cultural policy 

programs in an effort to remedy urban decline and economic recession. The Ford Plant 
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and Empty Spaces have been able to avoid the limitations of such programs due to their 

status within the realm of indie music, which allows them to operate independently of 

any higher governing or funding body. It remains to be seen, however, how these music 

communities will be affected by gentrification, a process that might soon take hold of 

both Brantford and Sarnia. Though the full effects of both urban regeneration and 

gentrification are beyond the scope of this paper, the following chapter closes the gap 

between the time of my fieldwork and the time of writing, and sheds some light onto the 

future of these cities. 
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CHAPTER 6 

EPILOGUE AND CONCLUSIONS 

 Have Brantford and Sarnia changed? Are they on the road to urban regeneration? 

Or gentrification? Would gentrification be a positive or a negative thing for these cities? 

My research is focused on a specific period in the life span of the Ford Plant and Empty 

Spaces, from their respective inceptions until my fieldwork was undertaken in 2009. But 

both Brantford and Sarnia have changed quite a bit since then, changes that are 

significant when compared with my first visits to each city many years ago. In this 

section I will explore these changes before drawing conclusions from my own research 

and experiences. 

6.1 BRANTFORD TODAY 

 When I journeyed to the Ford Plant to gather my fieldwork in April of 2009, 

Brantford's downtown was already undergoing a major transformation. I was amazed to 

see that a new downtown gathering space, "Harmony Square," had been established; it 

was lined with cafés and pubs, and people were milling about on this warm spring 

evening. This was already a very different Brantford from the one that I had experienced 

as a Ford Plant performer between 2006 and 2007; back then, the only places to go 

between soundcheck and the show were Empire Subs, a little sandwich shop down the 

street that served subs and massive portions of french fries in styrofoam containers, and 

the Rodeo, a bar that served dollar beers.  

 That same April evening, after the Ford Plant show had finished, former co-founder 
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Josh Bean took me down the street to his newly established arts centre, the Brantford Arts 

Block. The Arts Block is a government-funded, non-profit organization that presents a 

variety of arts-related programs, such as visual art workshops, art and craft classes, music 

lessons, and live concerts. The space consisted of one large, rectangular room with a gift 

shop at the front, stocked with local artisanal products, a visual art display in the middle, 

and a performance space at the back, complete with stage, seats, and sound system. The 

Ford Plant was therefore no longer the only indie music venue in town. 

 Also in 2009, while I was doing this research, speaking with concert-goers, and 

wondering about the connection that existed between music and urban centres, the Martin 

Prosperity Institute, a Toronto-based "think-tank," was conducting a study into the 

economic state of Ontario's smaller cities and making recommendations for 

improvement. Partnering this project was none other than Richard Florida, the great 

advocate for the importance of the creative class, whose thoughts about the significance 

of "street-level culture" have helped to inform this paper. This report found that Brantford 

was "performing below average on the overall indicators, and its Creativity Index ranking 

reflected its poor performance of the 3Ts (technology, talent and tolerance)" (Gladysz 

2011, 21). It has been two and a half years since that report was published, and, acting on 

the suggestions put forth in the study, Brantford has certainly made improvements. 

According to Mark Gladysz, a senior policy planner with the city, "downtown Brantford 

has embraced the creative economy," and as a result, it has undergone an extremely 

positive transformation (Gladysz 2011, 21). Some of the initiatives that the city has taken 

involve using grants to attract more "creative enterprises" and establishing a "cultural 
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district" in the downtown core (Gladysz, 2011, 21).  

 The face of downtown Brantford has indeed changed significantly. One of the 

primary projects that has aided in this transformation was put into motion years ago, but 

has only recently come to fruition with the help of these other creative endeavours. As 

mentioned in Chapter One, Wilfrid Laurier University opened a satellite campus in 

downtown Brantford in 1999. Enrollment has slowly grown over the past twelve years 

from 39 to over 2000 full-time students. The university has now expanded to occupy 

several downtown buildings and has established joint programs with Nipissing University 

and Mohawk College (Groarke 2010). The presence of students in the downtown core has 

helped to fuel both business and culture in the area, and this in turn helps to attract more 

students. It is a reciprocal process that took several years to find the right balance, but 

now seems to be changing the face of the city.  

 During the summer of 2010, the city of Brantford demolished 41 historic, but 

crumbling, abandoned buildings on the south side of Colborne Street, directly across 

from the Ford Plant (Wilkes 2010). The city plans to build a YMCA sportsplex in this 

space to service the growing university community as well as city residents (Rodrigues 

2012). The Ford Plant, on the other hand, chose to close its doors permanently in October 

of 2010. As mentioned in Chapter One, Tim Ford only wanted to operate the venue as 

long as it was serving a specific need within the community. After eight years of concerts, 

it appeared that downtown Brantford was finally undergoing significant changes, and that 

the Ford Plant had served its purpose. Touring bands still have a place to play in 

Brantford, as the Brantford Arts Block is now the primary venue for indie music concerts.  
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Following the announcement of its closure, Ford told the local newspaper: 

We think we've accomplished everything we set out to, and exceeded it. We started 
this so we can make the independent scene in Brantford grow, and it grew, and we 
don't necessarily need to do this anymore. We just feel that it's time. (Ford in Kaye 
2010).  

6.2 SARNIA TODAY 

 Sarnia has not undergone as dramatic a transformation as Brantford, but its 

downtown certainly has changed; it has become something quite different from the 

downtown of the 1990s described in the testimonies of my informants. I first visited 

Sarnia in 2007, and since then, a large number of new businesses have opened 

downtown, including several cafés, restaurants, and boutiques. A huge art gallery is also 

currently under construction on the city's main street.  

 After the shopping mall disasters of the 90s, this recent renewed interest in 

Sarnia's downtown can be attributed partially to a cultural event called First Fridays. First 

Fridays, which started just before Empty Spaces, is a monthly walkabout in which 

downtown galleries and studios essentially host open houses, inviting people to stroll 

from one exhibition to the next on a Friday evening. As the event grew, more and more 

downtown business decided to get involved. Restaurants and cafés now host live local 

music, and other stores provide space for artists' displays. Mark Woolston, who is a 

longtime Sarnia resident, a chemical valley employee, and Eric Woolston's father, 

contends that First Fridays have been partially responsible for the revitalization of 

Sarnia's downtown: 

I think it became very popular for the middle class to come downtown. And it was 
almost like trick-or-treating for adults, because they would walk down the street, 
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see all of their friends, they could go inside, have a glass of wine, listen to a band. 
And I think that triggered some interest in downtown (Mark Woolston 2011, PC). 

 Empty Spaces was propelled partially by the steam that was already being 

generated by First Fridays. Instead of catering to the older middle class crowd, however, 

it offered a similar socially important event for young people. Also, unlike First Fridays' 

elaborate, walkabout program that relied on the cooperation of a number of downtown 

businesses, Empty Spaces offers an event model that is easily replicated by others. Eric's 

greatest hope is not that Empty Spaces will go on indefinitely, but that after a few years, 

others will be inspired to either take over the project or start putting on shows of their 

own.  

 No one has stepped up to take over the music series as of yet, but there are 

certainly other shows happening in the city. In some instances, when concertgoers really 

like a band that Eric has booked, they will organize a show themselves and invite that 

band back in a few months time. Shows have also been organized for bands that have 

never played Empty Spaces; most recently, prominent Toronto-based groups such as 

Hooded Fang, Jason Collette, Bry Webb, and Sandro Perri have been invited to play in 

Sarnia by non-Empty Spaces affiliated organizers. Eric could not be happier about this: "I 

feel good. I feel like it's mission accomplished" (Woolston 2012, PC). 

6.3 CONCLUSION 

 This paper has addressed the question of whether the Ford Plant and Empty 

Spaces have helped to bring about urban change in Brantford and Sarnia. Although these 
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music communities may not be directly responsible for the significant changes taking 

place in these two cities (Brantford's downtown University campus and Sarnia's First 

Fridays arts series have certainly been crucial factors) this discussion has shown that the 

Ford Plant and Empty Spaces have played a part in changing people's attitudes towards 

each city's downtown core. Nadine Rainville, who was heavily involved with the Ford 

Plant as a teenager, told me that her parents were hesitant about letting her go there at 

first, not because it was a building that housed loud music and rowdy teenagers, but 

because it was a located in the downtown core. Even though they lived just ten minutes 

away, Nadine’s parents thought that Brantford’s abandoned downtown streets were 

unsafe for a teenage girl (Rainville 2009, PC). Similarly, the young Sarnians with whom I 

spoke told me that there were few reasons for young people to venture into downtown 

Sarnia prior to the music series. In creating vibrant, positive spaces for youth in 

downtown Brantford and Sarnia, the Ford Plant and Empty Spaces have helped to reclaim 

and repopulate those barren streets, and perhaps this has helped to sow the seeds for 

greater urban change. 

 The Ford Plant was only in existence for eight years, and similarly, Empty Spaces 

may be passed on to someone else, transformed, or halted altogether in the coming years. 

The initial excitement generated by the first Empty Spaces shows has begun to wear off a 

bit; Sarnians are starting to take these shows for granted, to be more selective, and to 

demand higher profile bands. The same thing happened with the Ford Plant after its first 

few years of concerts. Running a concert scene is a difficult task, as things tend to change 

very quickly. There are ebbs and flows in people's tastes, attitudes, and knowledge, and 
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the industry itself evolves quite rapidly. Kruse contends that "almost all historical 

narratives of popular music are narratives of rise and fall" (Kruse 2003, 14).  Casey 

Mecija made a similar observation on the subject of grassroots culture: "It seems that 

community music exists in bursts. They all work on a building of steam, and they have 

their high points, and then dissolve" (Mecija 2011, PC). 

 The community experiences generated by the Ford Plant and Empty Spaces may 

be ephemeral, but their effects are long-lasting. When the Ford Plant announced its 

closure on its Facebook page in 2010, it was met with an enormous outpouring of thank-

yous. People were grateful to the venue for everything from giving them something 

exciting to do, to providing a home away from home, to introducing them to new music. 

The Ford Plant founders, in return, were extremely grateful for the experiences and the 

connections that the venue generated for them. Here is an excerpt from the Ford Plant's 

public farewell message: 

If you take anything away from the Ford Plant, it should be that any and all is 
possible. We did this without money, without encouragement and without a clue. 
We had heart and drive and I think we've proved that sometimes that's all you 
need. If you have an idea or dream, be it small or big, please look at us and say "if 
these bunch of scoundrels can do it, then I sure can!" and go with it, no matter 
what anyone tells you. (Wilson 2010, PC) 

 As a member of numerous indie bands myself, I have traveled to nearly every 

corner of the country. Over the course of these travels I have found that the most 

interesting, the most exciting, and the most fulfilling places in which to perform are often 

smaller towns and cities, such as Brantford and Sarnia. As mentioned at the beginning if 

this paper, the energy of the crowd in cities such as these is unique. Bands do not pass 

through these locations every day, and the audience’s sincere appreciation at the end of a 
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show has time and again reminded me how important live music is to people: how 

uplifted, inspired, and connected it can make them feel. In this paper, I have tried to 

assess the impact of these intangible, qualitative experiences on individuals, on 

communities, and on cities. I have explored indie music’s potential to initiate urban 

renewal, as well as its value as a form of community music. Drawing on the cases of the 

Ford Plant and Empty Spaces, it is evident that indie shows are much more than just 

“something to go out and do”; indie music is a powerful medium through which 

limitations are transcended, communities are built, and change is initiated. 
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