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To Ross Halfin and Peter Makowski,
 absolutely without whom . . .




INTRODUCTION

It Was Heavy, Man . . .

The stories in this collection may come from many different places - Moscow, Berlin, Rio, Los Angeles - but what really characterises them is the time they come from. It seems obvious to say so now, perhaps, but it’s worth remembering in this context that back in the 1980s, when I first began writing for Kerrang! magazine, the world - certainly in music-business terms - was very different from the one we inhabit now. Without the benefit of the internet and several dozen dedicated music TV channels, and with rock with a capital ‘R’ still suffering from the stigma punk had bequeathed it as the most singularly unfashionable, indeed offensive - yet, conversely, internationally popular - modern form of music in the world, the only way groups such as Guns N’ Roses, Metallica, Mötley Crüe and Iron Maiden could receive any sort of positive exposure from the media was through the eye-searingly background-toned pages of Kerrang!. The music industry itself was also reaching a new peak in terms of record (soon to be CD) sales, and record companies had money to burn. Not a week passed back then when I wasn’t on the phone organising an all-expenses paid trip to some far-flung corner of the globe (or, as often as I could swing it, LA ).

 



Having spent years travelling around the backwaters of Britain and Europe in various fag-holed Transit vans with a series of punk (or what these days would be called indie) bands, the sudden switch to the limodriven, Business-Classed realms of heavy rockdom was a welcome one indeed. Never having had a problem with what by then was called heavy metal, mixing my Sex Pistols and Damned records with my Zeppelin and Thin Lizzy, my Stones and my Purple with my PiL and my Fall, I regarded the opportunity to hang out with someone like Ozzy Osbourne or Lemmy as a real treat. Besides, the older rock guys had real stories to tell and that was what attracted me more than anything. Coming from a London-Irish family full of musicians and  storytellers, I had grown up sitting around the fire while my father and his various after-dark friends played and drank and smoked and told endless stories of fun, of daring, and of falling flat on their faces. The rock guys were much the same, only for them the drink and the smoke would be augmented more often than not by drugs. Oh, and loose women. What wasn’t there to like?

 



And so it was that I spent the years between 1984 and 1991 travelling the rocking world, making the most of my new-found freedom to overindulge myself and - weirdest of all - get paid for it. No, it didn’t always have much to do with music. But this was the ’80s and such concerns were considered laughably naive - unless you happened to be writing about earnest palefaces like The Smiths, which, thankfully, I was not. (Always liked that band, by the way; had interviewed Morrissey once in the very early days and was a proud owner of Meat is Murder and The Queen is Dead, just had no desire whatsoever to, you know, hang out with the miserable-looking bastards, the very thought of which still makes me shudder.)

 



The other thing that should be borne in mind about those days was that air travel was f-u-n; another idea that has all but vanished in these fast-forwarded present days. Me and Ross Halfin - the photographer I worked most often with - would turn up at the airport sometimes with just minutes to go, collapse into whatever private members’ club we had access to (and after so many trips, we had access to them all), and avail ourselves of whatever free wine, beer and scotch was on offer, while being ‘taken care of’ by some good-looking, trouser-suited broad with too much lipstick and the patience of a saint. I remember having a bottle of port for breakfast on one trip to Portugal to interview Iron Maiden, scoffing champagne between connections in New York on our way to Rio (again), and other times when Ross had organised for us to ride the chauffeur-driven buggy they use to transport the sick and elderly (and rich and fat) from club room to plane door, waving our wine-stained boarding passes as we zipped by like old gods dangling their perfumed hankies from the balcony of heaven.

 



These days, the in-flight staff will treat you at worst like a potential  terrorist, a pain in the arse at best. Back then I remember snogging an air stewardess I had met just minutes before in plain view of the entire First-Class section. In the early days, Ross, who was terrified of flying (an odd thought, given that he has spent most of the subsequent thirty years on an aircraft), would knock back a couple of quadruple scotches and a super-strength Valium and be passed out in his seat before we’d even taken off. No one minded, they just objected to the fact that he quite often left his penis dangling from his fly when they came to check he’d fastened his seatbelt. ‘Is he . . . alright?’ I recall one perplexed but reassuringly non-judgemental stewardess asking. ‘He will be,’ I assured her.

 



Things changed in the 1990s, as the last few stories in this collection make clear. After a couple of years out of the game, vainly trying to become an artist manager (what in God’s name was I thinking?), I had returned to rock writing, first for the short-lived Rock World, then later for Kerrang! ’s little-brother publication, the now long-gone RAW  magazine. It was like being released from jail after a longer sentence than the punishment really deserved. I emerged, blinking, into the light: older, hair thinner, belly bigger, appetite ruined. Grunge had happened and like the Big One finally being dropped, the only survivors of the world I’d known were all hopelessly scarred - including me. Considering what I’d been up to as a writer in the years before, starting again with a whole new generation of younger bands was, I realised even then, like checking in for a prolonged spell in rehab. A necessary course of treatment, I sensed, which would be painful in the short term but hopefully cure me of some by then fairly awful habits, even aid my recovery and turn me into the person I hoped to be . . . one day. But you’ll see better what I mean when you get there.

 



In the meantime, for those of you who bought Kerrang! in the 1980s - and there are a surprising number of you out there, I discover to my embarrassed surprise as the years tumble by - you’ll know that one of the best things about the magazine back then was that we, the writers, always treated you, the readers, as though you were in on the joke, which you always, unfailingly, were. I hope these stories bring back as many fond - if occasionally wince-inducing - memories as they did for  me putting them all together into one big pile like this. For as the prophet once forlornly sang: to be a rock and not to roll . . . who the fuck wants that?

Mick Wall, Oxfordshire, October 2009




DAVID LEE ROTH, 1988

Never having interviewed ‘Diamond’ Dave before, I was hoping for something special - or at least something a little outside the normal bullshit. Well, he certainly gave me that.

Ushered into a room backstage after the show, I was treated to Jack Daniel’s, cocaine, a huge sack of grass, even a naked dancing girl. All this before we’d even sat down to start the interview. Not that I was complaining. The Average White Band blared from a ghetto-blaster and every now and then Dave would turn to me with that mile-wide smile, familiar from all those Van Halen videos, and howl like a wolf. Beyond words, I just howled right back.

From there, the night just got longer and stranger. The naked dancing girl eventually put her clothes back on and left, as did everyone else in the room, bar me, Dave and photographer Ross Halfin. For the next eight hours we were treated to what amounted to a long stream-of-consciousness rap from the Diamond. Laugh? My face and neck muscles ached for days afterwards. I wished I’d taped it but he wouldn’t allow me to. I wish Ross could have got a shot of it but Dave wasn’t having any of that either. It was probably just as well. When the demon’s eye is upon you, the last thing you need is reminding of it the next day, let alone twenty years later.

The sun was already high in the sky by the time we eventually left the gig - definitely a first for me. Ross, who was off drugs and booze at the time, later complained that it had been one of the most boring nights of his life. Not being off anything myself in those days, I thought it was one of the most exciting. Maybe even a bit too exciting. For when we got back to the hotel and Dave tried to talk me into joining him in his suite for ‘a nightcap’, I practically ran to the elevators to get away. By then even I had had enough. Only Ozzy Osbourne at his worst had ever made me feel the same way.

If there was ever a real-life Rock School, David Lee Roth would be the headmaster.




Interview with David Lee Roth, Massachusetts, first published in  Kerrang!, 13 August 1988. 

Maybe two-thirds of the way through the show, the stage lights dim, drummer Gregg Bissonette strikes up a lookin’-for-trouble cha-chachasshhh on the cymbals, and Diamond Dave saunters out from the wings under cover of a lone spotlight. He sashays like Humphrey Bogart up to the mike, lights one, rolls his shoulders and pulls his trilby an inch further down over his face, then looks the audience straight in the eye and holds it. He’s about to go into a rap. You can tell. Somewhere far off, a sleazy saxophone begins to wail like a police siren.

‘My name is Roth. I’m licensed to carry a microphone,’ he begins, the crowd already laughing. ‘I was in my office over on Main Street in Worcester, Massachusetts [cue huge roars of approval, Worcester being where the show is taking place] working kind of late one night when I got the call . . .’

He pauses, takes a drag, continues . . .

‘She sounded like she needed help, so I told her to come on over. She said OK ... Sometime later there’s a knock on my door. I said, come in. She said OK. . .’

More pauses, more knowing looks.

‘She walked in and blew me a kiss so hot I could feel the breeze go right through the buttons on my 501 jeans . . . She was wearing a dress so tight it looked like she’d been poured into it and somebody had forgotten to say when . . . She looked me over and said: “Nice gun.” I said, “Nice holster . . . ” We got to talking and she told me she was having trouble with the law and wanted to know if I could get her off . . .’

Saxophone sighs deeply as the crowd titter. He continues. ‘I said, “I don’t know nothin’ about the law, sweetheart, but I know I can get . . . you . . . off !” She looked at me and said, “Oh, Diamond Dave! You’re just a GIGOLO!” ...’

BANG! The band womp into the song. The lights are up, the crowd are dancing and wiping the tears from their eyes at the same time. We’ve got a real show on our hands here! Songs, jokes, props and  lights; the raps and the razzle-dazzle and the blessed rock ’n’ roll . . . What hasn’t this show got?

Seeing David Lee Roth perform live for the first time since he last stepped onto the stage with the rest of the Van Halen boys at Donington four years ago, really brought home to me how mundane and street-average most rock bands are by comparison.

There’s nothing humourless and tense about a David Lee Roth show; it’s just straight-up, high-times excitement from start to finish! Nothing ever stops moving - the music, the band, the lights, him least of all. Kid, you gotta be ready when this stuff comes at ya, otherwise you’ll miss something and get left behind!

It begins with a simple announcement, mostly obscured by the surge of noise from the 10,000-strong Worcester crowd, and by the time the words DAVID. . . LEE ... ROTH!! are boomed from the speakers the band are suddenly already there and into ‘The Bottom Line’, Roth in full Diamond Dave mode, the familiar look of complete and utter astonishment on his face as he throws one leg and then another high into the air, which makes him look as though he is flying across the stage.

With the crowd already eating it up, the band go almost without pause into ‘Ain’t Talkin’ ’Bout Love’, the old-but-bold Van Halen hit, pumping out the riff like they were shaking hands with an iron bar: Steve Vai, sleek and immaculately underdressed, patrolling the boundaries of the stage, trying to keep up with his guitar, which seems to go where it pleases. His opposite number, bassist Matt Bissonette, hawking it around like Billy the Kid in shades. And on risers deeper into the stage, keyboard wizard Brett Tuggle, knee pumping, grin in place, and drummer Gregg Bissonette, arms flailing like a drowning man, half out of his seat, wild like the wind.

Standing atop half a dozen lighted steps leading to the drum riser, Roth suddenly cuts the number dead with a single wave of his arm, leans heavy into the mike, and breathes: ‘We ain’t just talking ’bout lurrvve here tonight . . . We’re talking about going right up to the edge and gazing DOOWWWNNNN!’ The crowd whoop and cheer; girls scream and throw their panties at the stage; one throws a red rose, which Roth picks up, sniffs, laughs at, then tosses back into the stalls. He launches into a rap about his early days living right here in Worcester, which he did for a couple of years as a child. ‘That’s right, no  shit! I fucking know this town, baby!’ The crowd, for most of whom this is news indeed, go completely over the top, trying to climb the air with clawing fingers, eyes white, voices howling like hungry wolves.

The band break into ‘Just Like Paradise’, Roth starts flying into mad, acrobatic shapes again, the rhythm section kick in and Vai strolls out into the spotlight cradling that baffling but impressive-looking triple-necked guitar thing - just like in the video, ma - and takes it for a spin around the jaw of the stage. Against a backdrop of some vague cityscape outlined in silhouettes, the lighting rig - a row of gigantic diamonds, hovering like a crown above the stage - begins throwing out yellow beams of light into the balconies that trim the stage, and Roth runs the band hard through ‘Knucklebones’, twirling the mike-stand so fast it starts to flash like a hot strobe (‘an old Kung Fu trick,’ he tells me later).

A trés butch little strut through the kitsch and beguiling old chestnut ‘Easy Street’ followed, played for laughs. It got them all singing along, before Gregg Bissonette began pummelling out the raw Red Indian beat that signals the introduction to ‘Hot for Teacher’; Vai’s spidery guitar lines perfectly matching the original Eddie Van Halen interpretation, but adding something around the edges that is all his own; Roth in his element as he wrestles with the footlights and springs like a cat from side to side of the stage.

‘Stand Up’, the new single, goes down like cold vanilla on a hot day, the Worcester kids and me cranked high enough to hang ourselves, Vai taking off into some Prince-style humping of his guitar, which he lays on its back - still screaming, still itching - across the top of one of the amps in a way only the little girls would understand. Before the guitar solo has grown cold, though, its echo returns to grow into ‘Skyscraper’, a veritable tour-de-force, Roth descending on a rope from high up in the lighting rigging down the sheer face of the stage in time to reach the mike for the first verse.

After that, it’s straight into the hilarious ‘Just a Gigolo’ routine. ‘Crazy from the Heat’ is next up and proves to be an unexpected highlight when, halfway through the guitar break, the band suddenly cut out and the lights zero in on the lip of the stage where Diamond Dave is poised behind seven steel drums, whistle in mouth, sticks in hand, ready to blow up a storm of marimba-maramba-let’s-go-yammayamma!  Eventually, the entire band are at it on the steels, rattling it out like veterans; synchronised, cool; coaxing the house to the tips of its toes.

‘Stevie, can you spell Massa-fuckin’-chusetts for me?’ asks Dave when the band are back in position behind their instruments. Stevie spells MASSA-FUCKIN’-CHUSETTS for him with his guitar and the crowd goes right with him. The bass starts thumping and the drums start to swagger, and ‘Yankee Rose’ comes rolling like a wagon-train from the valley of the stage. The number dovetails into an extended guitar break while Roth vanishes from the stage, only to reappear five minutes later at the mixing desk, which is positioned on a five-foot riser in the centre of the arena.

Back on stage, Vai cuts into a camp and over-the-top arrangement of ‘The Star Spangled Banner’, while Roth begins to climb a rope ladder like Weird Jack right up the giant’s beanstalk, pausing every twenty feet or so to swing by one hand and wave, like an outer space ham, to the audience below, which can barely control itself. About 100 feet up he disappears from view once again onto a platform seemingly the size of a matchbox. The band strike like queer lightning into ‘Panama’ and the platform begins to descend from the sky. As it floats down into view you can see it’s actually a boxing ring Roth is riding: ropes, corners, the US flag hanging from one end. The crowd are beyond wild by this time and Dave gives it the full Muhammad Ah-Lee Roth treatment, pausing the number at one point just to receive the adulation of the adoring crowd, arms outstretched just like the real prizefighters do.

And so began the finale. In time for ‘California Girls’, Roth climbs out of the ring onto a giant surfboard, smoke billowing from its tail, also suspended by wires from above the mixing desk, gliding down to the stage above the heads of the crowd. He’s the futuristic lounge-lizard with the Blade Runner smile, still singing, still kicking his legs, the Crazy Man who knows something.

The first encore is ‘You Really Got Me’, which Vai practically reinvents in places, knocking new life into the old standard in a way that would have Ray Davies reaching for the Valium. And then to finish, what else of course but ‘Jump’. Preceded by a synthesised excerpt from the theme tune to the movie 2001, the parping synthesiser intro to  ‘Jump’ is still the one that exerts the most feeling in the crowd here tonight. But Dave knows that, which is why he sensibly saves it for last. Anything after that would be impossible, even now. In that knowledge, Roth and the band squeeze it for every drop it’s worth, the way only real pros know how. Breathtaking! She was right, you know. Diamond Dave, you are a gigolo!

 



We had come face-to-face for the first time the previous evening; when he spun into the room in which I was propping up a beer table, next door to the dressing room, shortly before he went on stage. It was like a hurricane suddenly hit the room. Stomping around in big desert boots, as he talked his body shuddered and jolted, head thrown back in a mile-wide grin, the famous permanently astonished visage mostly concealed beneath a black, floppy beret, dark, impenetrable shades, and the long, yellow mane that falls down his back. He was all angular comic gestures and spitting speed-freak satire, hurling the jazzy one-liners out of the side of his mouth and laughing like a drain before I had time to get a fix on all the punchlines; turning it on for me in his guise as the Guru of Good Times and the reigning King of Ramalama.

‘Great, man!’ he cried. ‘That’s fuckin’ great! So this shit is gonna be on the cover of the two hundredth edition of Kerrang!? Oh, that’s COOL! I fuckin’ love Kerrang!, man. You guys gotta really BAD attitude! HAHAHA! Take no fuckin’ prisoners, baby!’

He spun round on his heels and threw out his arms.

‘Jesus, I feel high! I’m fuckin’ flying here! It musta bin that orange I ate before coming down to the gig. It’s that fuckin’ sugar, man. It goes to my system like that - zap! Pow! HAHAHA! Somebody fuckin’ hold me down, quick, before I explode . . .’

At first I couldn’t decide whether this guy was a suitable case for treatment or if he was just putting down a rap - for all I know it was probably both - but I took to him immediately. You’d have to be nine-parts dead not to. When something tickles, you laugh. And when Diamond Dave sings you his song, you listen.

Later, after the show, we got shit-faced together taking turns on his bottle of Jack Daniel’s. With the shades off and his gig over, he talks a lot slower, but his conversation is no less animated; standing up and striking poses to explain the point of a certain story, or crouched on  the edge of his seat, barking with laughter at another, the conversation rambling all over the place like a drunk looking for the way home.

At one point, we got started in on some travelling stories. When he’s not working, Roth likes to take off on his own sometimes: ‘Just to see which way the wind blows,’ he said. ‘Travelling around, you can learn a lot about people and places, and through that you can learn a lot about yourself, too, just by the way you react on the spot to new and different situations. And you can land yourself in some funny shit, too. And that’s good for you! You shouldn’t be afraid to try and put yourself some place you’ve never been before.’

He tells me a story.

‘I remember driving through the Midwest with a friend one time, we were right out in the middle of nowhere, late at night and looking for a place to stop and have some drinks, maybe. Suddenly we see a truck-stop with a light on, so we decide to pull over and take a look. We walk inside and the place is completely empty except for this one old woman mopping up behind the counter. We ask her for a couple of beers and some sandwiches and she says sure, no problem.

‘She brings the stuff out and we get to talking and she’s pretty cool, this old gal, so we invite her to sit down and join us for a drink. Well, we put a couple away and I take out a handful of nickels and dimes and tell the old gal to put some sounds on the juke while I went and got us a couple more drinks. I get the drinks, she gets up and puts the money into the juke, then comes back and sits down. Now she doesn’t know me from Adam, but the first record that comes on is “Just a Gigolo”! I think, wow, the old gal digs my music!

‘I turned to her and said, “You like this song?” She said, “Oh, you mean number fifteen-A? I just love fifteen-A! It’s one of my favourite songs on that old jukebox!” I couldn’t believe it. Fifteen-A, she called it: the button you had to push on the juke to get the record. Didn’t know what it was called, didn’t know who it was by, just liked it a lot. So I told her. I said, “That’s my song and that’s me singing”, and she freaked and said, “You mean you’re fifteen-A? You!? You’re fifteen-A? Oh, my!” I said, “That’s me all right, baby - MISTER FIFTEEN-A!” HAHAHA!’

He takes another pull on the bottle.

‘At first she got real excited about actually meeting fifteen-A, you know what I mean, but then she turned quiet. I asked her what was  the matter and she said: “Oh, I just wish Old Sal was here to meet you. He just loves fifteen-A, too. Old Sal loves that song more than anybody I know.” I’m thinking, who the hell’s Old Sal? I mean, this lady has got to be pushing seventy, so this Old Sal dude has got to be hitting at least ninety!

‘Meantime, she carries on with her story: “Old Sal comes in here most nights of the week and just sits there at that bar, nursing a beer and just playing that old fifteen-A over and over, with a kind of knowing look in his eye.” I said, “Oh, yeah? How do ya mean?” She paused, looked straight at me and said, “I think it’s because Old Sal’s a bit of a gigolo himself.” HAHAHA! I tell ya, man, that old girl was worth her weight in gold.’

Somehow we stumbled onto the subject of videos - I think we were talking TV. I was probably trying to sell him on the idea of hosting his own chat-show. Anyway, it transpires that the reason why the colours are so eye-stingingly vivid on the Van Halen ‘Hot for Teacher’ video is this: ‘I was wearing shades the whole time we were editing it and I couldn’t see a goddamned thing!’ he laughed. ‘We’d be shooting segments in which I was wearing these things, then in-between times I would be racing over to the playback console to take a look at what we’d got. Only I never once thought to take off my shades. And I’d be standing up there going, “Hey, man, this looks a little dull. Turn the goddamned colour up!” And it wasn’t until much later when I saw the thing on a TV screen that I thought, my God, what is this? How come the colours are so fuckin’ high? And then I remembered. Oh shit! Oh yeah . . .’

He grins and continues.

‘I’ll tell you something else I bet you didn’t know about that video,’ he says, tapping me on the knee with the bottle of JD. ‘You know that bit right at the end, when I’m standing there pretending to be a game-show host? Next time you see that video take a good look at my trouser leg - I’m not telling you which one, you’ll have to see for yourself. But if you look real close, you’ll see a stain down my leg. That’s a piss stain, man! HAHAHA! We were working so hard I didn’t even have time to take a piss - literally! So a little got on my leg, so I’m a slob . . . HAHAHA! Take a look next time you see it, though. I guarantee you’ll never be able to watch that video again without that piss stain sticking out a mile!’

At another point, I asked Roth if he ever got nervous clambering around on those ropes he uses in his show.

‘No, never. Shit, I’m used to floating around at the end of a rope on the side of a mountain, so crawling around in the stage-rigging fifty feet above a stage is not about to faze me. Plus, I’ve got a guy up there to be on hand if ever I did get in any serious trouble. In fact, he’s more nervous than I am. One night I was just about to climb onto the rope and get ready for the part where I lower myself down onto the stage, and I suddenly grabbed him and said, “Oh my God, something’s wrong, man . . . ” You shoulda seen his face. Immediately he was like, “What is it? What is it? What’s up, Dave?” And I was like, “Oh my God, give me your arm!” By this time he’s going crazy. “WHAT IS IT, DAVE? WHAT IS IT, MAN? WHAT, WHAT, WHAT?” And I grabbed him by the wrist and said, “It’s your watch, man. It’s running a little slow, I think . . .” HAHAHA! Now he doesn’t listen to a word I say, so we’re both totally safe!’

I asked him how he was looking forward to his coming appearance on the bill with Iron Maiden at the Donington Monsters of Rock festival ?

‘It’s gotta be better than the last time I played there with Van Halen,’ he said, shaking his head. ‘Man, we were not going through happy times. Everything was going wrong between us, we were barely talking. The most fun I had all day was actually being onstage, and even that was a little strained. I remember one particular point, I was starting to get into a number and really fly. I glanced over to the side of the stage and I saw this female photographer with her back to me bending over, searching around in her bag for something. Man, I was already working on my high, trying to get into the set, and then I saw this cute little ass wiggling at me and I just went for it! I ran right over to the side of the stage and got down on my knees and planted a kiss on that sweet little butt.

‘And do you know what she did? She spun around like someone had just kicked her in the ass and hit me - whammo! - straight in the jaw! HAHAHA! And that chick packed a wallop, man. It almost knocked me off my feet! I thought, Jesus, this day is doomed . . .’

 



The night died a lot quicker than the bottle of Jack Daniel’s, and it was past dawn before we had crawled out of the dressing room and into  Roth’s waiting limo, the coarse yellow sunlight like needles in our eyes. And now here I stand, twenty-four hours on, beer-handed and perspiring a little too heavily in the hospitality room backstage, waiting for Roth to emerge from his post-show dinner of lobster, barbecued ribs, salad, rice and fries, and give me that wave of the hand that tells me it’s time to unravel the cellophane from another bottle of old granddad’s favourite and turn on the machine.

Suddenly the door flies open and there he is, wise-ass grin in place, eyes a little tired maybe, but still bouncing around on his feet and loose. ‘Let me get us a couple of beers and some of this,’ he says, indicating the JD on the drinks table. It is, in fact, the only spirit stocked backstage at a David Lee Roth show.

‘OK, follow me . . .’

We take off down the corridor and Roth leads us into an empty room and closes the door behind us.

‘Awright, I’m open for business,’ he smiles. ‘Go for it.’

I want to start by asking you a little bit about your current tour. You’ve always been very athletic, almost acrobatic, onstage, but how did you come up with the idea of a rope-ladder and being hoisted back down into the arena in a boxing ring?

‘Well, that, and when I lower myself down a rope onto the stage, or when I ride the surfboard over the audience’s heads, they’re what I call my tricks. They’re not special effects. A special effect is something you buy in a box, that when you take out you need a technician to put together for you. The stuff I do is more pure than just using another set of lasers that anybody with the money can buy. These are tricks that could have been done twenty years ago for roughly the same cost and the same effect.

‘I remember when I was a kid going to see a production of Peter Pan  with my sister, and here was this woman dressed as a man flying from one side of the stage to the other on the end of a wire, and I just thought this was the greatest thing I’d ever seen! There’s a certain kind of character displayed in theatrics like that that appeals to me greatly. I don’t mean like a cartoon character, I mean in the sense that there’s some soul there, there’s some heart in stuff like that. And I don’t mind having a little bit of that same soul in my show.’

There comes a moment in the show when the boxing ring hovers  above the mixing desk in the middle of the arena, and the music cuts out and you stand there soaking up the applause and adulation for minutes at a time. The audience seems to be at its craziest at that moment. What is going through your mind as you stand there with your arms in the air, taking it all in?

‘I’m not really thinking too hard at that point. HAHAHA! I’m more just reacting. But I think the people are cheering more from all the combined years of conditioning that seep into your system when you see a boxing ring. And what we have is the real thing. It’s a regulation-ring we’ve got flying around up there. So when you see it, all those years, decades, of watching boxing rings on TV, or seeing pictures in magazines and newspapers or having them described on the radio, when you actually see one it hits you straight away. Question: what happens in the boxing ring? Answer: life, man! You know what I mean? We all deal with the boxing ring on a daily level. Meaning, there is always great hope and potential and there is always potential disaster every time you step into the boxing ring. But like it or not we all have to take that step every day to survive. Just reading those words triggers off something in people they didn’t have when they started reading this interview! HAHAHA!

‘It’s man against man, that’s what that symbolises. But both guys can get crushed by time, by the great invisible opponent . . .’ He pauses, self-conscious suddenly. ‘Hey man, can you imagine certain people reading this shit? “What’s that the dude said about an invisible opponent? Fuck that! I wanna buy a T-shirt!” HAHAHA! But it’s in there all the same, buried deep, and that’s what makes people go hysterical every time they see me in that thing.’

You’re often accused by your critics of camping things up too much as a rock ’n’ roll performer, and there’s obviously a lot more going on in your head than just wham-bam-thank-you-ma’am mindless metal. Do you ever feel that you have to tie yourself down occasionally, so that you don’t go too far above your audience’s heads?

‘Communication is an art, and music is nothing but communication: how ya feel on a given day and why. That’s all music is, and you don’t even need words to get the story.’

People seem to either love you or hate you, though. They’re either fanatical or they can’t stand you. What is it about you that provokes them?

‘If they hate me it’s because they don’t understand me. Either we haven’t had a chance to sit and get to know one another, or I’m screwing up on the transmission end. Or maybe they just don’t like the changes I’ve been through with my music over the last ten years. But I never wanted to be a performer that stood for just one thing, one style, one set of moves and that’s it. How boring! Nobody reading this right now wants to spend the rest of their lives doing the same thing over and over, so why should I?’

I know from our conversation last night that you’re quite a literary person. Do you get many of your ideas for lyrics from the books you read ?

‘No. Wait a minute . . . I’m such a contrary prick, sometimes. There I go saying no without even paying attention to the question. HAHAHA! I shoulda bin a lawyer. Anyway, yeah, I get inspired by books and magazines. They inspire me to pay attention to things that I wasn’t paying attention to before. But I get ideas cooking in my head about all sorts of things - I meet a type of person I never met before, I see something in society I never noticed before . . .

‘Anything, man, anything that moves me. I’m always finding new things to get interested in. Sometimes it’s a book, sometimes it’s other things. You gotta remember, I’m not a natural anything. I got it all out of books, I got it all off a screen, I got it all off the radio, I got it all off other people and put it all together. I hate that term “self-improvement” but that’s kinda how it is with me. I’m always looking for something new that’s good to add to the stew, you know?’

I’d like to get your opinion, as a renowned live performer, on some of your contemporaries, OK?

‘OK, but I’m going to have to say something upfront first. I’m only going to talk about other bands as a music fan, not as someone comparing what anybody else does to me. So if I end up cutting up another band in the press, I want the readers to know that I’m only doing it to complain as a music fan, just the same as they do when they don’t like something, OK?’

First off then, Prince. Do you find what he does exciting?

‘I think he has a lot of great ideas but most of them are unfinished. I think that . . . ah . . . working with some outside people might flesh out some of his ideas. A lot of his music sounds like jams in the studio  that an engineer refined later on in the day, or a remix artist pasted together. And the chief thing about it is it’s primarily dance music, very simple chord structures and so on, which to me is a little too much like wallpaper. You use it to change the feel of the room, and not much more. As a live performer I think Prince has got a lot of energy and he’s got a lot of heart. But he’s hyper-derivative and that I don’t find intriguing. I see right dead straight who it is he’s copying, and I find that boring, and boredom is the cardinal sin.’

What about Michael Jackson, what do you make of him?

‘With Michael there’s a more definitive style. Whether you like it or not, it sounds like him. It’s definitely his kind of music, it’s all his trip. You can’t see through the weld marks like you can with someone like Prince. Now that’s intriguing to me. Good songwriting, man, and good performance, you know? It’s something you’ve either got or you haven’t got. On the other hand, I get the feeling that nobody ever stole this kid’s lunch money at school, nobody ever threw a baseball bat at him too hard during recess, and that’s an important part of growing up, too. All of that going in the front is what comes out of the back end in your music later on in life. And I’m kinda missing that with Michael’s approach. HAHAHA! Some of that man stuff has gotta go into the stew too! Jesus, stop asking me about other people, the readers will think I don’t have a good word to say about anybody. HAHAHA!’

All right. What about your own career as a performer - where do you take it from here? You surely don’t plan to spend the rest of your life on the road?

‘Well, if I want to I could carry this act around for another twenty years, give or take an act of God or Ferrari. I’m certainly in shape for something like that if I want to take things that way. But the next logical step is movies. You know, as one half of the fabulous Picasso Brothers [the other being Roth’s manager, Pete Angelus], we made more than three Jack Nicholsons combined, apiece, for the movie we never made [Crazy from the Heat]! I mean, hey, we were ready to shoot but CBS went out of the movie business, so suddenly I had to get Darth Vader & Sons as my attorneys and wage doom war on the company.

‘But that movie will be made, eventually. I know I talk about a million things at once, but talk don’t mean a thing. Come pay day, there’s my new record, there’s the new tour - that’s where my heart  is. And up until now there hasn’t been enough time to mobilise a hundred and fifty people on a movie set for months and months at a time. What can I tell you? You bet we’re gonna get the movie situation together, though. But, typically, I’m already looking forward to recording the soundtrack!’

Is there ever going to be a David Lee Roth that could be a quiet, family man with a wife and kids, et cetera? They say it can happen to the best of us, Dave.

‘I surprise people a lot in that I actually spend most of my time by myself. I lived with a girlfriend for a couple of years, but we broke up about a year-and-a-half ago. Before that, I lived by myself for twelve years. And I do again now. And this is . . . how I’m happiest.’

Hence, he said, his passion for climbing mountains and going on jungle expeditions.

‘This is all introspective stuff, and I brood. A lot of times people are very surprised if they run into me on the streets. It can be very different from what they expect me to be like in public, or on a stage. I can be the most outgoing, public person in the world or I can be the most private dude you’ve ever come across. And I like both extremes.’

Do you find, though, that you can adopt the Diamond Dave persona at the drop of a hat when you want to?

‘It depends. I mean, I know how to misbehave right on cue! HAHAHA! That’s the trooper part of it. But luckily, I’ve managed to work most of my reality directly into the music, directly into the show, and for the people out there that are familiar with what I’ve been doing over the years, they know it’s never been just one face I’ve worn, one approach.

‘Spirit is the thread that winds all the way through all the chaos, but the faces are different. The face of the person singing “Damn Good” is very different from the person who’s singing “Bottom Line”, although the spirit is the same.’

The first time I read the lyrics to ‘Damn Good’ I thought they might have been written about your time in Van Halen. Were they?

‘No, definitely not. I guess they could be interpreted that way, and sitting here looking in my rear-view mirror with you, Mick, I see that in the middle of the road, too. HAHAHA! I felt the bump, but I didn’t see a thing! HAHAHA!’

Will you have to alter the US show much for Donington and the other European dates you’re doing this year?

‘Oh, sure, a little. Playing in Europe you’re practically playing in a new country every night, confronting a whole new culture at each show, and you have to adjust the set accordingly because each new audience is a little bit different from the one you played to the night before. My job is to guess how different. Like, you speakada language, boy? Well, yes, we do. But the changes won’t be drastic, just appropriate. When you’re in a drag race like Donington, and you’ve got six - count ’em! - natural, fuel-burning, top-line, screaming dragster rock metal bands all on the same bill, and they’re all eating the stage up, the crowd is totally geared to that kind of action - I mean, it practically tells you on the invitation how to dress! So the fact of the matter is, you’re not gonna be the guy who was too cool to put on the style for the Halloween party, you’ve got to go out there and fuckin’ murder somebody, man! It’s that kind of event, you know? And I love it, I’m into it. I’ve got all the hats that I need stashed right there in my suitcase, and I’m ready.’

As you know, this story is for the two hundredth issue of Kerrang!. Would you care to say a few words in the way of a birthday greeting?

‘Well, Kerrang! is the Bible, you know? Kerrang! is like Mr Chicken McNugget! Two hundred McNuggets ago it was the only action in town, now suddenly here comes Wendy’s and Burger King. What I’m saying is, Kerrang! was the first and is still the coolest, right down to the name.

‘Now you’ve got Bif Pop magazine, or Metal this, Metal that, you know what I mean? What I like most of all is that Kerrang! has always maintained its sense of humour, because it is pretty funny some of the shit that Kerrang! somehow always gets to hear about. And there’s a sense of honour about it, too. Kerrang! has never been afraid to nail somebody. Kerrang! is not afraid to complain, because, hell, complaining’s more fun, anyway! I know, I do it! HAHAHA! And it’s just more human. It’s not a fuckin’ groupie rag.

‘So I’m really proud to be on the cover, man. As long as I don’t have to pay for the candles on the cake! HAHAHAHAHA!’


CODA 

What I didn’t know at the time this story was written was that Roth’s career was about to hit the skids. Despite reaching the US Top Ten, the Skyscraper album would not go on to become the multi-squillion-selling hit it should have been; most gallingly, its sales were dwarfed by those of the second Van Halen album with his replacement, Sammy Hagar - OU812, which hit Number One in the USA that summer. As I later discovered, there was a dark side to Dave, too. My experience of him was that he was a control freak whose obsessions, fed by years of being overindulged by flunkies and yes-men, were now beginning to take control. I recall the glum atmosphere backstage at the shows he did in London later that year, his bassist Matt Bissonette sitting on the stairs with his head in his hands after being bawled out by Dave for messing up some onstage cue. You knew the rot had really set in when his whizzkid guitarist, Steve Vai, politely but firmly walked out on him at the end of that tour. The only times I ever heard from Dave after that were when he was in London and wanted to score some hash. Even then I wouldn’t be allowed up to his hotel room to give it to him, let alone share a smoke. I would have to pass it over to ‘an assistant’, then sit in the bar on my own waiting for him to come down and at least say hello.

Of course, he reformed with Van Halen in recent years, and I’m glad for him. What David Lee Roth is like now, though, I couldn’t say, not having spoken to him for nearly twenty years. I still like to think of him, though, in full flow, scraping at the sky and puffing on clouds, the master in his element.




LIVE AID, 1985

These days, whenever it comes up that I was actually backstage at the American version of the 1985 Live Aid concert, even I have to admit it sounds quite impressive. At the time, though, I saw things rather differently. I grudgingly accepted that there did indeed seem to be money being sent to Africa, and that the dreadful ‘Do They Know it’s Christmas?’ single might, after all, be a ‘good thing’, in that respect. But I hadn’t quite got my head around the fact yet that almost everything in the music business is driven by rock star vanity. I still thought it was a bad thing and I cringed every time Geldof came on telly, doing his righteous give-me-your-fuckin’-money thing, or your butter-mountain, or whatever it was. I was convinced that if his group The Boomtown Rats hadn’t been a busted flush he would never have come up with Band Aid. Like that mattered.

For some reason, it did matter to me, though, and nothing would have pleased me more than to discover the whole thing was a sham. Hence the rather large chip I appear to be wearing throughout the story . . .




Live Aid, Philadelphia, first published in Kerrang!, 8 August 1985. 

‘Not since those star-spangled, guilt-edged nights in 1970-71 when Leonard Bernstein threw his Black Panther party and George Harrison organised the Concert for Bangladesh have so many of the rich and famous stepped out for the poor and famished . . .’

- Observer



 


‘By mid-morning the American Telegraph Company reported that the toll-free telephone line it had set up to receive pledges, 1-800-LIVE AID, was overloaded. The 1,126 circuits allocated were simply getting more traffic than they could handle . . .’

- New York Times


 



‘Who the fuck are the Hooters?’

- Ozzy Osbourne

Ah, yes . . . who indeed? But that’s a question you may never get answered. Not here, certainly, not this time. No, we are, after all, professionals with a money-down obligation to address ourselves to only the most important issues, at whatever the cost. So when the boss dished this dirty assignment my way I sat there fingering the soft flesh tyre hanging from my belt, dreaming of pizza and wondering flatly just what a moonage daydream like me could possibly say about this whole meals-on-mega-wheels deal Mr Geldof had christened Live Aid? Gimme a menu and I’ll think about it, you know?

Forty or so different singers, bands, actors, comedians and over 90,000 people paying between thirty-five and fifty dollars a ticket just to see it, to finally believe in it, and to go home that night and tell the folks that, yes, they actually witnessed it - Live Aid! History in the making, my little mascara snakes! And why not? Indeed. I remember watching the evening news one night on TV way back in the foul arsehole of last winter, and screwing up my nose when Bob Geldof bounded before the camera with the news that he had assembled his  ‘friends in the pop business’ to record this one song good old Bob had written called ‘Do They Know it’s Christmas?’, proceeds of which would most certainly go, and that means every penny, to the starving Africans in Ethiopia, where the sun always shines and the rain has not fallen in three years. There followed the most atrocious video-clip of several puff-pastry pop bimbos looking dead sincere and as fascinating as a turkey’s bollocks, singing this awful, trite little ditty, and blow this for a game of marbles, says I. Waves of cynicism came hurtling from my heart; this is too much, this is just too fucking perfect, they’ve gone too far this time if they think they can have me choking and weeping on the perfect sincerity of a plan as plainly obnoxious and damned decent as this baby. What’s that you see in my eye, Bob? Grass? You bastard . . .

We all know what happened to the record and, it’s only fair to point out, we all know what’s happened to the money. What Thatcher and her storm-troopers didn’t steal in VAT, Geldof and his newly appointed Trust Committee (higher-ups included people like Michael Grade, head of BBC1; Maurice Oberstein, then president of CBS Records; and Lord Gowrie, officially a sponsor) set up to protect the public’s money, took care of. The Trust’s formation came from a special lesson learnt after the bitter experience of George Harrison’s Bangladesh Appeal. The project disintegrated when it got tangled up in the tortuous relationship between Allen Klein, the erstwhile Beatles manager, and the US Inland Revenue. Twice a week, the famine-relief co-ordinator in Ethiopia, Brother Gus O’Keefe, telephones through a shopping list of vital supplies needed to the London offices of Band Aid, in Burton Street WC1, and, according to Geldof, ‘It’s out there in ten hours!’

That information cancelled my argument somewhat, but I am a grossly cynical bastard at the best of times and I would not give in. Not yet, not so easily this time, friend. But when Big Mama America took up the idea, the £8.5 million already raised by Geldof and ‘pop friends’ started to look like cold spaghetti. ‘We Are the World’, featured some genuinely heavy talent indeed - Quincy Jones, Michael Jackson, Stevie Wonder, Diana Ross. That kind of money doesn’t haul ass out of leopard-skin couch in Malibu for some dog-shit small-time hustler idea. No, they move when their fine and sophisticated instinct for a deal they cannot refuse wafts by their security-guarded front porch.  As a result, to date - and right now I’m talking about the night before the Wembley and Philadelphia concerts kick off, in approximately five hours - Geldof’s little Christmas present to the starving children of Africa has already raised many millions of dollars, a lot of it now stretching into the empty stomachs of Chad, Mozambique, Angola and the Sudan.

So the action is already heavy, and only a certifiable bed-wetter or a cheap stinker out to seriously party-poop this whole nervous deal should raise a hand against it. Only I just can’t quite get off on the notion of looking at Live Aid like the good little punter a lot of this material is aimed at. Everybody loves a circus, every man, woman and child wants to join the carnival, and a lot of people like ABC Television network in America know it, and what they know they grow good healthy crops of bucks from. For example, ABC paid an alleged figure of $4 million for the legal rights to broadcast the last three hours of the Philadelphia Live Aid concert. As a result, from 8 p.m. to 11 p.m. Eastern Time, ABC would be the only channel the people of America would watch, and a solid piece of history right there on the videotape too, while the company dished out their thirty-second-long commercial spots to potential sponsors across the world for figures reportedly starting at around $250,000 a throw. Of course, they would also be obliged to run a Telethon, but what the hell, this is good television, so let’s roll!

And strange expressions passed across the faces seated in the bar of the Four Seasons Hotel in Philadelphia where all the acts and organisation people are holed-up, when the press report went out that Huey Lewis and the News had decided to withdraw from the concert after what the official document described as ‘disturbing news reports about the handling of the food by the Ethiopian government’. A week before the event, local TV news bulletins featured an item that claimed Russian nuclear arms were getting unloading preference over Band Aid food supplies at crucial Ethiopian air-landing sites. It went on to suggest that crates of food were left to rot on abandoned gang-planks, completely and wilfully wasted, man . . .

All I know is, Huey Lewis is a man of conscience, and his band the News are so popular in America and around the world that, unlike one or two names I want to throw around later in this piece, they  certainly don’t crave the added precedent of massive point-to-point around-the-world-in-a-day publicity. So they thought about it seriously and then they said no. Bear in mind, Huey Lewis had already personally contributed to the USA for Africa single and accompanying video; with the band, together they had contributed a track gratis to the million-selling album that followed, so there was obviously complete agreement with the sentiment expressed, but now they say they will not be convinced sufficiently to perform again until they get hard evidence that the project is being seen through to its ultimate and Godly end.

There’s something happening here. I mean, where’s Michael Jackson today; at home playing with his pet snakes? Where are you, Stevie Wonder, and what have you seen that we can’t see? I mean, I don’t believe Stevie Wonder isn’t here. Like, why not? It can’t be the weather, not today with the sun promising us eighty degrees of slow burn and so many silly motherfuckers like me wandering around with their best smiles on. Whatever the reasons, I hope we never find out. Because if those people I saw at the Live Aid concert in Philadelphia ever get to hear of any scams going down about misappropriated funds by any government, or any one-eyed jacks they can put a dirty name to, then I don’t wanna be sitting around on my ass somewhere bashing the keys and telling this foul stinking world, well, you know, I fucking told you. No, that would mean nothing. I hope we would lynch the bastards and slit their throats right down to their rotten putrid gizzards!

Ah . . . but hang on here. How much bile does a person need to suck on before it all just starts to sound like one long bitch of crummy complaints? Let’s put the sunglasses on and take a walk around the gig; the weather’s nice, after all.


‘By mid-afternoon, Phil Collins had finished his duet with Sting in London and was headed across the Atlantic on a Concorde jet to perform in Philadelphia and, more important . . . more than 20 million dollars had already been pledged’

- New York Times


 



‘David Bowie, Sting, Tina Turner, Mick Jagger . . . there they all were, in glorious, full-colour satellite Dollarvision, being, of all things, nice!’

- Sunday Observer




I feel like a goddamn fool, but I’m humping around in the queue for the hot dog stand - hoping to lay my molars on some of that fine South Philly cheese-steak . . . Mmm-hmmm, with some of those hot cheese fries to go - and I figure, what the hell and why not, so I lean over and with a sudden flash of my bad-teeth smile I am talking to a local Philly Southsider, who says, ‘Shit, I know it’s for a good cause and all, and I’m glad that’s where my money’s going, you know, to help people, but like, why I’m here is to see Led fuckin’ Zeppelin! You know what I mean?’

You got it. The JFK Stadium - a huge sports arena that in its prime was the home of the big local Philadelphia football team, the Flyers, before the team took their crowd two blocks down the street to the more modern sports complex recently erected - is rarely used these days, except for the biggest events. It is, in fact, the only stadium capable of holding almost 100,000 people out here on the East Coast, and today the old girl look likes she’s bought herself a brand new pair of pantyhose, hitched up her drawers and dragged a comb through her hair. The place is alive with colour, rich in good vibes, and swinging on the once-in-a-lifetime security of knowing that what you’re doing is right. Straight as a bleeding arrow, mate.

Backstage, the atmosphere is equal to anything going on outside. When Ozzy has finished his three-number set with Sabbath he tells TV interviewer after TV interviewer that no, he wasn’t really sure about his feelings before he arrived in Philadelphia, but now, oh now, well that was different - and Ozzy was right. The picture changes when you see the action going on, and fully righteous with it, right there in front of your eyes. Jack Nicholson chats to Ozzy and the two old rogues end up laughing at each other. Rick Springfield you wouldn’t know until the TV cameras start to cluster up close, while Bryan Adams walks around in shorts with his girlfriend by his side. Even the loathsome Thompson Twins drop the pop-fart facade for this one special occasion and don’t bother the locals too much.

‘Good morning, children of the Eighties,’ announced Joan Baez, at the very start of the concert. ‘This is your Woodstock, and it’s long overdue.’ We stuck our fingers down our throats for that one, but when the old biddy cranked out a nice and sensible rendition of ‘Amazing Grace’ I could forgive her those wrinkles around the throat,  and anyway, it was only one number, and as a professional I could cope with that.

The Hooters followed and . . . yes, but who are the goddamn Hooters? Local boyos snuck through the back door of course, should anybody care to enquire. But so what? The Four Tops are a real belly-wobble; quite superb sound, raunchy vocals and saxes hotter than July; no question about it now, Sergeant, we’re on our bloody way this time. Why, there are thousands of people over there shaking their booty like Mama ain’t never coming home. And then Billy Ocean, followed by Black Sabbath! Yeah, why not? Let’s fuckin’ go . . .

It’s almost 11 o’clock on this sweltering morning and Crosby, Stills and Big Nose are crying into their guitars. David Crosby is going to jail in Texas before the year is out, say the police and court reports, a five-stretch, say the wise, for getting caught with a room full of guns, cocaine, and . . . dirty socks, who knows? Stephen Stills looks like Benny Hill on Mandrax for the first time, but they do their bit and what the hell. Judas Priest follow and kill me stone dead. I like this group of Band Aid banditos so much, and when they open their set with ‘Living After Midnight’, well, here’s my fiver, take it to the deserts of Africa with my blessing. When the revolving stage wheels Bryan Adams into view, and the news goes out that we are now - ta-ra! - live and linked, via satellite, to London, the place experiences its first really dangerous explosion of the day. By noon, young Bryan is dipping into the honey with ‘The Kids Wanna Rock’ and, all right, I give in. Gimme two of those fourteen-dollar T-shirts, I’m all yours . . .

As the day turns into dusk the stars all come and go. Simple Minds, the Pretenders, Tom Petty, the Beach Boys, Eric Clapton, all introduced so warmly by, uh, Sonny from Miami Vice, Chevy Chase, Bette Midler, Jack Nicholson, Jeff ‘Whoa! Rock ’n’ roll!’ Bridges . . . still no one is burned out, no one is anywhere near ready to quit the good and wholesome action. The tone is growing ever more mellow, not ready to make the jump yet to deep and respectful, but not far to go.

For that final piece of our hearts that says, ‘Yup Bob, I gotta hand it to you, I think you did us all a favour there!’ we have to wait for Led Zeppelin. Oh yes, you remember, the daddies of them all - Led Zeppelin! That name is worth pure gold in America. The small talk about the Beatles may come and go, but when it was announced that  Zeppelin was to re-form, albeit minus their deceased former drummer John ‘Bonzo’ Bonham, replaced for this event by Phil Collins and Tony Thompson (Power Station/Bowie/Chic drummer), you could feel the anticipation an ocean away. Was it true? Led Zeppelin, the biggest, the best, and the baddest, just this one last time?

The crunch came as I was standing chatting to Ozzy and Geezer, along the backstage alleyway concourse that led to the stage. All day long the star attractions had wandered amiably around unaffected and wholly uninterested in unveiling their own petty vanities before people who were, after all, suitably regarded as their peers, the least temporary contemporaries, and who would be ass enough to stomp around and play up the whole star-star-superstar boogie, for who would it impress? And then suddenly, large black voices behind our knotty little gathering began yelling: ‘Outta the way there! Outta the way! People comin’ through here!’

And we shift ass very quickly, being smart, and on turning around to see just who the people are causing this rash disturbance, we spy three no-shit uniformed spades providing a human shield to the angular, distorted crab-like vision of ‘Little’ Jimmy Page, glassy eyes slitted and raw, his jerky spasmodic gestures a testament to the powers of modern science. Heading up the back with his own court of bully-boy jesters and sprightly laymen, comes Robert Plant, looking every month his true age (fifteen-and-a-half) and bursting with a rouged good health it is hard to ignore.

‘Hey, Rob! You big girl’s blouse!’ cries Ozzy as Plant swishes past, swanning his own unique song for every red cent it’s worth (which is at least double any number you or I could come up with, kid). ‘Ozzy!’ cries Robert. ‘Bloody hell! And Geezer too!’ And Robert breaks rank, much to the obvious bafflement of his armed guards, and ambles over to greet the two (temporarily) reunited Black Sabbath kingpins. Nice guy, Rob Plant; if he played his cards right I’d really like to interview him.

Minutes later, up on stage, the red, white and blue curtains wind back as Jimmy Page hits the opening chords to ‘Rock and Roll’ and there isn’t a dry brain cell left in the house. Madness! Great huge waves of it erupt into the sky and Band Aid be damned, they really did it this time, and good. ‘Whole Lotta Love’ follows and the whole thing starts to take on the aspect of some crazy dream. Page looks out of it, Plant  looks superb, pencil-thin, knows what he’s doing, knows why, too.

At the finale of ‘Stairway to Heaven’, when Plant closes his eyes and sings, ‘And she’s buy-uy-ing . . . a stairway . . . to . . . heaven’, the crowd all come in on the ‘buy-uy-ing’ part and cold tingles go up and down the neck of the world. Afterwards, the applause is huge, not just from the crowd of terminal hysterics out front, but from the hard-nosed pay-check-dependent herds of worker ants backstage, me included.

Much later, I am rolling down the highway from Philly, sitting hunched up in the front seat of Ozzy’s limo, and on the miniature TV in the back Bob Dylan is sealing the fate of history with his finest old waltz, ‘Blowin’ in the Wind’. And then Ozzy says: ‘Turn that bloody TV off, Sharon. I’m tired.’

Off it goes, the screen dies, and so do my thoughts . . .


‘The international accounting firm of Howarth and Howarth, in cooperation with its United States affiliate, Laventhal and Howarth, is to prepare a complete public disclosure of the Live Aid finances’

- New York Times
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Although I later had to admit that the Live Aid concerts really had served a higher purpose than that of merely ‘resurrecting the careers’, as the press still puts it, of acts such as Status Quo and Queen, I still found myself squirming as I sat at home watching the Live 8 show in Hyde Park in 2005. Was it just me, or did the whole thing make the original 1985 version look like a genuinely innocent, heart-warming occasion, designed to give a hand to the poor and the dying? Without being asked to send money, what the 2005 version was about, I don’t know. Ending poverty? Raising awareness? Without sending money, what does that mean in practical terms? Does anyone know? Apart from Bob Geldof and Bono, I mean?

I might need another twenty-five years to get my head around that one.




MARILLION, 1985

I have interviewed Fish a great many times in several different locations over the years - from London to Los Angeles, via Aylesbury and Edinburgh. But perhaps the best interview we ever did occurred in Berlin in 1985. It was certainly the most prophetic: Marillion, who he had led from obscurity to the heights of the Hammersmith Odeon, now stood perched on the cusp of their first really big, worldwide success - and, somehow, Fish knew it.

In Berlin to record their third album, Misplaced Childhood, from which would come their huge hit single, ‘Kayleigh’, Fish was already telling anyone who would listen that this was going to be ‘the big one’. This was despite the presence of a doubting EMI executive who kept boring everyone stupid with talk of ‘demographics’ and ‘market penetration’. Wanker.

At the same time it was clear that Fish seemed to be undergoing some sort of transition in his personal life. He told me of a girl he had met and become ‘obsessed with’, who worked as a hostess at one of the glitzy nightclubs he and the band had begun frequenting during their stay in Berlin. (Indeed, not only would she end up the star of the ‘Kayleigh’ video, but she was soon to become his wife.) He was also still quite heavily involved with cocaine; a rock star’s accoutrement he would grow ever more fond of as the band’s success began to spiral out of control. Not that I minded, of course. It was the rock stars who  didn’t do drugs that I wished to avoid in those days.

Being the same age, we had a lot in common. I threw in the towel, though, when he suggested going out to a club as the interview finally wound down at five in the morning. He called me a ‘lightweight’ and, compared to Fish in those days, that’s exactly what I was . . .




 Interview with Fish, Berlin, first published in Kerrang!,  30 May 1985. 

Five weeks in Suicide City does strange things to a man’s head. Berlin is a city of concrete and walls situated smack in the middle of the great East-West divide, its outer limits enclosed by forbidden lands governed by sky-high barbed-wire fences and occupied by soldiers carrying live ammunition guarding God-knows-what from army turrets surrounded by minefields. If you wanna rip it up for a couple of nights in Berlin and shave a couple more years off your life then you can, no problem: the brothels and the clubs and the widespread availability of smack and coke guarantee the action. But if you’re planning on spending a month-to-six-weeks in this joint, then bring along your oxygen tent because, boy, you’re gonna need it. Not even the hand of fate will help if you want to take a drive out to the countryside maybe, or perhaps just get out and visit friends in neighbouring towns and cities: there simply aren’t any. You’re trapped until an air-ticket tells you otherwise. Hansa Studios, by the Berlin Wall, is where Marillion have been holed up together these past six weeks recording their all-important third studio album. This is the one they’re going to be calling Misplaced Childhood and, as you will no doubt have read in issue 93’s news story, it’s very definitely a concept album, in the tradition, perhaps, of The Lamb Lies Down on Broadway or, better still, Pink Floyd’s  The Wall, with maybe just a hint of David Bowie’s Station to Station  masterpiece.

The Wild West of Berlin is groaning under the five o’clock shadow of another rainy Monday when myself and photographer Ray Palmer arrive for our scheduled meeting with Marillion. Us and Marillion, we go back a ways. Shit, we actually like these guys: like talking to them, seeing them, even listening to their music once in a while. Script for a Jester’s Tear, Fugazi, Real to Reel . . . tell me about it. Marillion? They’re special, that’s all.

In strictest Marillion tradition, ‘business’ is scheduled for the following day: meaning it’s time once again for all good rock ’n’ roll boys  to comb the hair of the night, exploring the absolute power of positive drinking. And tonight that means a trip to see Frankie Goes to Hollywood play before 6,000 screaming Berliners. Fish, Ian Mosley and I are sitting in the hotel bar before the show, lining our stomachs on Blue Label Smirnoff and Black Bush whiskey.

‘So what do you think of Berlin?’ Fish asks me.

‘Nothing. I’ve been here before,’ I reply.

‘Been here before?’ he arches an eyebrow. ‘We’ve been here forever - that’s what it fucking feels like. We took a couple of days off for Easter and all went home, and for a few days I was on top of the world again. Then I came back here and depression just hits you the second day - bang! Right in the face.’

‘You wouldn’t want to live here then?’ I ask.

‘Fuck, no! How Bowie managed to come here to clean himself up in a place as dreary and insane as this is unbelievable.’

Fish is sporting a beard. I can’t make up my mind whether it makes him look like the baddie from some James Bond movie or whether I’m sitting at the court of King Arthur. It suits him, and its dramatic appeal is plain, but what about the face make-up when he gets back on the road?

‘Oh no, I’ll shave it off tomorrow when we do the pictures,’ he smiles. ‘I let it grow for a part in this movie called The Highlander I was offered, but now the timing has gone all wrong; we’ll be touring when they want to start filming, so it doesn’t look like it’s going to happen.’

Film? Movie? BEARD?! But he’s gone, long strides and big hunting boots, towards the elevator doors. The following afternoon at Hansa Studios we’re all playing Spot the Walking Amnesia Case - I can’t remember who won - and then, with precious little warning, the producer’s chair at the mixing console is shoved under my arse and a huddle of hushed grinning Marillion-heads take a deep breath and wait for the tapes to roll. We’re gonna hear the single.

Cue: Total Wipe-Out! Stunning, seductive . . . gimme a tequila and let me come back to you on that one. ‘Kayleigh’ may just be the most perfect song Marillion have yet recorded (remember I haven’t heard the rest of the album properly yet), their most perfect song on an LP that boasts just two songs, in the words of Fish from the stage of the Hammersmith Odeon last Xmas: ‘Side one and side two.’

The production on ‘Kayleigh’, by Chris Kimsey, is little short of superb; built around a beautiful cartwheeling rhythm guitar part, childlike in its simple charm and utterly compelling at the climax, while Fish’s lyric is all Alice Through the Whiskey Glass imagery, although more understated and refined than we have come to expect and fear from that old ‘tongue forged in eloquence’. The voice, too, seems to have finally located the heart and his vocal embraces the whole drama of the song even though the singer remains remote, unreformed, unrepentant.

The other side of the single is not on the album and was written specifically for the 45 here in Berlin: it’s called ‘Lady Nina’ and is named after one of the more infamous Berlin nightclubs the band have read about in their friendly ‘Guide to Berlin’ tourist information leaflets - and it’s a bitch! Somewhere in the back of a taxi-cab, ankle-deep in yesterday’s rubbers, stiletto concealed in her purse, driving through the Turkish sector on some unfinished business the law wouldn’t understand, sits ‘Lady Nina’. What Steve Rothery does with his guitar on this track belongs in the Land of the Unnameable; clawing out the heart of the song and sticking it in his back pocket, while Mosley and the electronic percussion computers erupt and bleed like a volcano between your thighs. The production adds all the champagne touches, the melody pure brandy. When it’s over and they’ve picked me up off the floor, I dry my eyes, take a long swallow of somebody else’s cigarette smoke and slump off to a chair in the comer where I sit with my cakehole flapping like a bird in the wind.

Some hours later, Fish is sprawled out on the bed talking on the phone to his ma in Edinburgh. It’s the usual Mother Rant: I will, I won’t, I did, I don’t, shut up ma and I’ll see you soon, love ya. On the bedside table sits a large bottle of Black Bush Whiskey, an ashtray, a full glass and two mini-speakers attached to a Walkman. Distant Fugazi  LP sleeve vibes, ma: Fish as Rock Star, as Poet, Actor, Hedonist and Anti-hero. Just some of the roles that seem to fascinate the man. Like a child, every time he sees a flame burning he wants to grasp it, hold it and know it. I haven’t seen him for months and suddenly I realise that I’ve missed the bugger with the big mouth and broad shoulders. People like Fish, they’re in for the life sentence and should be respected because they are so rare. When he gets off the phone, we  pour ourselves some decent measures of that fine Black Bush, I pull the cap from a beer, and sitting there cross-legged on his bed, we let it all come down.

Earlier on today you told me you were going to zap me within the first three minutes of this interview and tell me anything I needed to know. What did you mean by that?

‘Ah, just get it over and down, get the real heavy stuff over and done with. But it’s impossible, you know?’

Why did you come to Berlin to record the album?

‘There were a couple of reasons, actually. One of them was that a whole lot of producers we asked to do the LP said no because they thought they couldn’t make money off it. They said we had no singles on the album and that the format we were working in was so totally alien to anything else coming out nowadays that they didn’t want to touch it.’

I would have thought that might add to the appeal of the project?

‘No, no way. A lot of the guys we asked were against a band bringing out a concept album that was like forty-odd minutes long. They were looking at the American market. We carried on searching, though, and then we met Chris [Kimsey]. When he came down to see us the first time we were expecting somebody really straight. The guy’s done like five Rolling Stones albums and someone like that you expect to be really big time, but Chris isn’t like that at all. He believes in heart and feel and . . . emotion, in all aspects of recording, which we as a band had never concentrated on before. That really appealed to us.’

I think because of the more remote aspects of your two previous albums people are always shocked by just how much emotion there is at one of your concerts. It does seem to have been missing, or miscommunicated, on the albums.

‘Absolutely. We were aware that we’ve never been able to put the heart that we have live, and the feel and the angst, whatever you want to call it, down on two-inch tape. Every time we’ve gone into the studio we’ve always been overly technical because that’s what’s expected of bands like us. Chris said that he wanted to go for songs on this album. He doesn’t want special effects, he doesn’t want over-the-top stuff, he wants to hear a song and he wants to feel a song. Up till now I think I’ve been trapped by the ego-side of recording an album - like, this is  for posterity! And I don’t like the temporary aspect of listening to albums. For the album to be truly good you must affect people. There’s no point in making people go, “Oh, wow, these guys are really clever”, there’s no point in that. And I think in the long term it fucked us up because a lot of people who listened to the records were put off going to the gigs.’

The lyrics to the two tracks I heard this afternoon really knocked me out. I’ve always rated you as a lyricist, but I don’t think you’ve come up with anything quite so eloquent or simple before.

‘That’s because I’ve taken a completely new approach. It got to the point after the Fugazi album where there were people, like in Canada, coming up to me and telling me that I was walking in the shadow of Dylan Thomas and that I was more than a mere lyricist. Because I don’t play an instrument I focus on words all the time. The danger is that you can become so involved with words that it ends up like masturbation; you know, the kick you get is all for yourself and that’s not the real kick of being a lyricist.

‘It might sound arrogant, but the thing a lyricist should do is try and teach. You must try and explain on a sort of street level so that people can understand immediately what you’re talking about. Because the things I go through everybody goes through, and I have the ability to put that into words and I should not try to be condescending or pseudo-intellectual, you know, image-image-image, it’s your duty to read into this. Bollocks! On this album I finally realised that by working more on imagery I was avoiding a lot of the problems, a lot of the questions and a lot of the answers that I was trying to put across. Fugazi became too wordy from an ego point of view.’
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