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I was on my way to Düsseldorf airport when the train pulled unexpectedly to a halt just outside of Cologne Railway station. The announcement over the speaker system was (of course) in German, a language I wasn’t fluent in, but “zehn minuten verspatung” was easy enough. A ten minute delay.

Our carriage had stopped directly opposite The Dome, a large arena that specialises in musicals, and the huge advertising hoarding outside said, in English, “Alive on Stage. The Rocky Horror Show”. The Dome seats well over 1,600 people and would sell out nightly for a couple of weeks or more. It was a long way from the 63 seat theatre of Rocky’s first home.

My thoughts drifted back to that first rainy night at The Royal Court Theatre in 1973. I was far away, staring out of the train window for a long time…

“Have you ever seen it?” asked the lady opposite. We’d exchanged a few polite words at the start of our journey.

“Yes” I said, “hundreds of times.”

“Wow!” she said, in a genuine display of amazement, “then you must really love it.”

“I did,” I said, as the train started to move on again. “It was a long time ago now.”


	

CHAPTER 1
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Richard Hartley rang me at home one afternoon in April 1973. I’d worked with Richard over three or four years, both live and in the studio. He’s a highly talented, composer and musical arranger with a laid-back style of working I much enjoyed. After exchanging the usual pleasantries, he came straight to the point.

“I’ve got a musical coming up,” he said, “at the Royal Court Theatre in Sloane Square, not in the main auditorium, but in a small room upstairs. I need a drummer who can play quietly, and you’re the only person I know who can do that.”

In case you’re wondering, it was intended as a compliment. Having the ability to play quietly was an asset that had served me well, and still does, although, as a kid learning to play, I wasn’t sure if my former neighbours would have agreed with that statement.

“Initially, it’s for three weeks,” Richard continued, “but it’s going to transfer for certain. I know you’ll love it.” He rounded off by saying “it’s going to be huge.” As a teenager I’d heard the same proclamation, uttered by big men, behind big desks, in big record company offices. Their assurances never materialised and somehow, as I sat listening to their jabbering nonsense, I had an in-built filter that told me they never would.

“Sounds brilliant.” I said to Richard. “It’s not about God, is it?” Jesus Christ Superstar had been successful in the 1970s and was still running in London, and Godspell which followed that seemed to be filling any void in the religious musical landscape. I’d played almost every type of gig, some of which I would be happy to forget but had yet to play a musical. I trusted Richard’s judgement. If he thought this was something special, it was wise to take note, although to be honest it wouldn’t have mattered, I’d have taken the gig anyway just for the experience. 

“It’s called The Rocky Horror Show,” Richard said, and went on to outline the plot as best he could. That wasn’t easy, but he did enough with references to Charles Atlas, a transvestite Frankenstein figure, and some interesting B movie characters, to convince me this wasn’t going to be The Sound of Music. It sounded intriguing, fresh, and a lot of fun. After checking the dates to make sure I was available, I was in. I didn’t bother too much about the financial rewards, and I’m not sure I even asked. 

For the record, it was twenty pounds a week and in 1973 you could get by on that. Nobody enjoyed a lavish lifestyle on that kind of money, but a thousand pounds a year back then was a living wage, and the promise of a transfer to a good size theatre would mean bigger pay days to come. Later on I discovered the cast were only being paid eighteen pounds a week. I imagine the difference was due to the two unions involved, with the Musicians’ Union topping Equity, the actors’ representatives, by a couple of pounds. With the date safely in the diary, I carried on with my other work and looked forward to what was ahead. 

The band’s first rehearsal was in a basement studio in London. Richard Hartley was on keyboards. The brilliantly rock n roll Count Ian Blair (think Keith Richards), whom I’d worked with before, was on guitars. Dave Channing, who’d answered an advert in a musical paper for the unlikely combination of a saxophonist doubling bass guitar, was our third band member and with yours truly on drums, we had our four-piece. I managed to double park on the road outside the studio while I transferred my kit down a short, narrow staircase to what had once been the cellar of a Victorian house and now looked like a pretty basic sound-proofed rehearsal room. 

After parking the car and setting up, Richard produced sheet music for each of us, with some unusual song titles. This was 1973, a very different era, and the world had yet to experience anything quite like The Rocky Horror Show. The song titles came flying out one after the other. “Sweet Transvestite”, “Over at the Frankenstein Place”, “Science Fiction - Double Feature”, “Time Warp”, and so on. We had no idea of the melodies or lyrics, but the titles certainly stirred the imagination. I still have some of the drum parts from that day. I rewrote them to reflect the changes that took place over time, so that anyone following me into the drum chair would be up to speed.

The cast had been working on their vocals in a different location, so for now, in order to cue intros into some of the songs, Richard would give us an indication of what was to come. One scene-setting instruction I remember well was for the song “Hot Patootie”. Richard said, “Okay, at this point Eddie jumps out of the coke machine.” Really, did I hear that correctly? “Then Columbia screams ‘Eddie!’ and I’ll count it in.” There was no musical out there to match the genius of that. 

On the evening of the second rehearsal, band and cast got together for the first time in the ballroom of a London hotel. It wasn’t planned, but after we’d finished our run-through, Richard was on his way there and suggested it would be a good idea if we came too. Count and I readily agreed. Dave had a gig booked and had to pass. I packed up my kit and, after a brief stop at Richard’s flat, the three of us moved to another part of town.

It was a warm night and the ballroom windows on the first floor of the hotel were open, giving neighbours opposite the first sights and sounds of The Rocky Horror Show. Some stood on their expensive balconies, looking directly across as we worked our way through the show’s routines. I wondered what they made of it all. The songs the band played earlier that day now had lyrics and melodies, which made them even more interesting and illuminating. “Sweet Transvestite” was a blast from the off, with Tim Curry (wearing women’s shoes to get himself into the role) striding impressively around the room. My first impression of Tim: that guy has a great voice and stage presence aplenty. In a couple of weeks’ time, many people would get the full Frank experience and consider my assessment to be understated. 

Even from a distance Pat Quinn was gorgeous, with acres of hair tumbling down to her shoulders, and Rayner Bourton (a man with blond hair and a tan) who was playing Rocky clearly agreed, as he seemed to gravitate her way whenever possible. Rayner and I became good friends over the next few weeks. I suspected strongly that his intentions were entirely dishonourable, if perfectly understandable, given the stunning Ms Quinn’s assets, and my suspicions were fully confirmed as I got to know him better. Pat was nobody’s fool and I’m sure practised enough in male attention to have immediately worked out Mr Bourton’s game plan.

Nell was an instant red-haired character, with bags of bravado, masses of energy, and a voice that could easily have stripped the varnish from the wooden panels in that room. She disappeared from the theatre one day during a break in rehearsals, to busk and tap dance down the Kings Road, coming back with a satisfied grin of triumph and a few extra pounds in her spangly show pants’ pockets.

Richard O’Brien, with long untamed hair, was already looking the part of Riff Raff and ran around with huge energy on impossibly thin legs. This was his baby, and he was working it hard, as was everyone in the cast. The energy levels were extremely high that day and never abated over the months that followed.

Without exception, all the cast were impressive, but the biggest surprise for me on day one was Jonathan Adams as the narrator. Any fan of Rocky Horror the movie will know Jonathan played Dr Everett Scott in the film, but he was never surpassed as narrator. He was totally brilliant in that role and fitted Richard O’Brien’s Edgar Lustgarten (British broadcaster and crime writer) figure perfectly. His dance moves in the “Time Warp” were priceless, prompting one newspaper critic to say, “It was like watching a dowager duchess doing a strip.” I’m not sure why Jonathan switched roles for the film – his part being taken by Charles Grey as the criminologist – but it’s tragic that Jonathan’s narrator wasn’t committed to celluloid for everyone to share the joy. I’m privileged; I was able to see it multiple times, and I never tired of watching the audience reaction to a masterful performance.

After roughly an hour-and-a-half of rehearsal, I packed my kit and carried it back down the second flight of stairs of the day. I took the sheet music home to give me the opportunity of going through it at my leisure. Rocky’s drum score wasn’t a drain on my reading capabilities, but when it came to full rehearsals, I wasn’t going to be the person who screwed up, and glancing through it at leisure would be useful. From the snippets I’d seen and the songs we’d played together, it was obvious The Rocky Horror Show was going to have a massive impact. On the journey home I remembered Richard Hartley’s words, “It’s going to be huge.” I understood why he’d said that and knew he was absolutely right.

The Royal Court Theatre sits at the end of the Kings Road in Chelsea. I’d passed the Royal Court countless times in the past, both on foot and driving. It had a reputation for taking chances, for pushing the boundaries and being experimental in its theatrical productions. It was about to live up to that. As I went through the glass doors of the Royal Court and into the foyer, I was reminded of the Odeon Cinema in Uxbridge – a place I visited as a kid on a Saturday morning matinee. At the box office I explained why I was there and asked where I had to go. A charming lady pointed the way to a staircase behind me, tucked away, almost hidden, in the corner of the room. As I walked up those stairs, the slightly faded grandeur of the foyer gave way to something stripped back and more workmanlike.


	

CHAPTER 2
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Home was a working-class area of West London, adjacent to Heathrow Airport. Our brand-new council-owned house was built on a piece of land that had previously been a brickyard, with a small front garden and by today’s standards a very large garden to the rear. It was plenty big enough to play football and cricket, and I did both constantly. Several FA Cup finals were played out in that garden and in the summer months a five match Test series, with England retaining the Ashes against Australia helped by my heroic efforts with both bat and ball. 

A six-foot fence separated our back garden from a disused canal cutting, or “cut” as they were known. The cut had been a way of transporting bricks from the site to the Grand Union Canal a few hundred yards away, and from there to places all over the country. Although the land at the rear of our house was scrubby and contained gravel pits, it had patches of green grass and felt to us as though we were almost in the countryside. From the age of six or so, I could scale the high fence separating us from the cut and go fishing in its murky waters with my brother. We caught roach and dace, watched the (mollies) moor hens, who nested in the bank alongside the voles, and learned to stay clear of the nesting swans whenever they had their young cygnets.

A bad cast from your fishing rod could mean your hook and float getting caught on a couple of old sunken barges in the middle of the cut. A discussion then followed on what we should do, and who should do it. To lose a float by yanking enthusiastically and breaking the line was an expensive option. The alternative solution was for either my brother or me to crawl out on the narrow bits of wooden barge and try to free the line. This called for a bit of plea bargaining. Neither of us could swim, but my brother was quite a bit older than me, and this was usually the determining factor in my favour. The cut probably wasn’t that deep, although you couldn’t see the bottom and nobody knew what was lurking down there in the thick mud. My parents would have had a nervous breakdown had they known half the stuff that went on in and around that water and the extremely dangerous gravel pits a few hundred yards away, where a local girl from our rival estate had fallen in and drowned. 

Horses roamed the wasteland behind our house and would occasionally come to the garden fence for a treat, such as a piece of apple. It was much harder to get close to them any other way. Even when I approached slowly, they would move away, wary of me as if I was going to try and catch them. It would have been impossible for me to reach as high as their nostrils never mind getting a harness over their heads, but it made no difference to their cautionary behaviour. 

My other encounter with horses was when Fred, the greengrocer, came to the estate. He had an open wagon with custom-built shelving on each side, which was pulled by a large and very beautiful cart horse. At scheduled times on his round Fred would yell loudly, “Woah!” in a voice that sounded like he gargled with pebbles for breakfast and then smoked a couple of packets of cigarettes for the desert course. His yell was principally to stop the horse but was also a signal to his customers that he was outside in the street and open for business. Fortunately, he always stopped outside our house, and while my mum stocked up on vegetables and fruit, I would go visit the horse. It stood patiently, stock still, and seemed to a small boy like me to be enormous. I always tried to catch the horse’s eye behind its blinkers, as if I could in some way silently communicate with this amazingly beautiful animal. 

Once Mum had completed her buying, she would allow me to linger for a while whilst our neighbours completed theirs. Then, when he was ready and all business was done, Fred would come alongside the horse at the roadside and, in a much gentler but still throaty voice, say, “Walk on.” This was my cue to stand a good way back in case one of those massive hooves came down on my foot. I’d watch and listen to their magical sound as they walked away at a measured pace down the road, until another “Woah” could be heard in the distance. 

Slippers lived a couple of doors down from us, and I knew I could rely on him to take care of anything the horse left behind. Slippers wasn’t his real name; my brother had nicknamed him that as he always wore white plimsoll tennis shoes. Slippers was a keen gardener, and ghost-like he would silently appear with a bucket and shovel to scoop up any manure left within a hundred yards in either direction of Fred’s horse. Then, quickly and just as silently as he arrived, he would slip back down the alleyway to the rear garden, his prize held securely in the bucket. Sometimes he would walk right past me but never say a word. It puzzled me why Mr Slippers didn’t speak and felt he had to be so secretive in his actions, but the ways of adults were often beyond my comprehension. 

Fred the greengrocer had two horses before he converted to the combustion engine, in the form of an old van. He would stop in the same place outside our house and yell “Woah!” in the way he’d always done to alert every one of his presence, but it was never the same for me. The transition to another kind of horsepower came without warning. I was older now but still too scared and disappointed to ask what had happened to the horses. In my head they retired to a life of contentment and gentle grazing in the countryside somewhere. As long as I didn’t ask, then it remained that way. I’m sure Slippers missed them, too, but for a different reason. I guess he moved on to artificial fertilisers for his roses. Such is progress in transportation and horticulture. 

We lived on an estate of about 120 houses. Two of my aunties – my dad’s sisters – lived on the same estate, and Aunty Dorothy’s (Dot) was a place I knew I could always visit and get a warm welcome. Auntie Dot would almost bully me into eating something as soon as I came through the door. She would run through a whole menu of food on offer. Sandwiches of ham, cheese, or both if I chose, chocolate bars, bread and jam, and so on. Her final offering, when I had turned down everything because I’d only come to borrow a cup of sugar or a shilling for the electricity meter, was the fruit course. “Have an apple, banana, orange,” she would plead. “You can take one of those; all of those with you.” It’s no wonder I was never hungry as a kid. 

Because our council estate houses were new, we were deemed “posh” by the older rival estate not far away. A class within a social class, although it wasn’t until much later around the age of fifteen that I came to realise how much your place in society, your character, and your prospects for being successful in life could be judged by where you came from rather than who you were. We all lived on council estates. My schoolmates, cousins, grandparents, friends, everyone seemed to be exactly as we were. I had no reason to question the shape or structure of society. It seemed an orderly, simplistic kind of affair.

Dads went out to work, mostly in factories, although some did shifts at Heathrow Airport; mums stayed at home. The bicycle was the favourite and cheapest form of transport. I cycled to school, as did everyone not within walking distance. There were no yummy mummies sat in motor vehicles vying for parking spaces outside of my school gates. I’m not sure we even had school gates. I cycled to my first job on leaving school. A whole mobile army of us on two wheels descended upon the workplace, where there was a bike shed the size of a small football field. Nobody had to padlock their bike. Everyone already owned one, with very little distinction between models or makes. It was a kind of communist, biking society brotherhood, where everyone was equal.

Some mothers did part-time jobs for “pin money”. My mum did a couple, but I never questioned why and whether it might have been a financial necessity. I had no reason to suppose that we were poor, although it’s possible the reality was very different for my parents. With hindsight, I can see we didn’t have much money, but had everything it seemed we needed. Food, heating of a kind in winter, and importantly love. 

Both my parents were heavy drinkers. My dad in particular. He’d start early in the morning and drink at every opportunity throughout the day. Apparently, he began drinking as a young boy when my grandmother sent him off to school with a bottle which had a rubber teat on the end. I’m talking about tea. The English obsession with loose leaf tea from the Indian subcontinent that required a strainer to catch the leaves in those happy, pre-teabag days. There was no timetable for a cuppa in our house. It flowed freely and frequently throughout the day; always with a small amount of milk in first, followed by the tea, two large spoonfuls of sugar, and drank as hot as you could stand, as if waiting for it to brew had tested your patience long enough. 

Once a year my parents managed to save enough for us to go on holiday, and tea travelled with us. Only very wealthy people flew back then, and although we lived in close proximity to Heathrow Airport and could see hundreds of planes daily, flying anywhere wasn’t possible for families like ours. One advantage though, and there were many, to a holiday in Devon or Cornwall was that you could take the Primus stove (a small, portable paraffin-fuelled stove) with you. In the days before service stations or twenty-four hour anything, we would stop enroute and in a layby somewhere, enjoy a brew by the roadside. To avoid the traffic and not wishing to lose any precious holiday time, we always drove overnight. The darkness made the experience of the journey and tea by the roadside even more flavoursome and mysterious for me.

Woolacombe in Devon was a family favourite for many years. Somehow our family had moved upmarket from a caravan holiday, and we’d achieved the social heights of staying in a Guest House, which was one step down the ladder from a hotel, but one up from a Bed and Breakfast establishment. Once the formalities of our arrival at Byways Guest House (which would involve drinking a pot of tea) had been completed, we would hit the beach at the earliest opportunity, the precious portable stove being transported to provide tea throughout the day. Forgetting to take deckchairs or the windbreak with you on holiday would have been inconvenient. Not taking the Primus stove, in its modified old biscuit tin surround to shield the flame, would have been a disaster. Dealing with the stove was my dad’s task and one which he relished, as the end result was worth any amount of preparation.

I knew almost nothing about my dad’s wartime experiences… he voluntarily joined the Navy, which considering he’d never been outside of the country, couldn’t swim, and suffered badly from seasickness, maybe wasn’t the best choice. But one of the few things he shared with me was the time he spent in Ceylon (now Sri Lanka), where apparently the tea flowed in Bacchanalian-like quantity and was served free of charge to visiting sailors. For a boy sailor like Dad, it would have been heavenly respite during what must have been a time of unimaginable hell.

I loved our holidays in Devon. The factory shutdown was the last week of July and the first week of August. This was the highlight of my year. I had a home-made chart sellotaped to the side of the kitchen cupboard with a countdown on the number of days before we set off. It started roughly two months out from departure. I’d come home from school and with a pencil cross off the days one by one. 

Our preferred beach wasn’t the long, sweeping sands of Woolacombe Bay, beautiful though that was, but the smaller, harder to access Coombsgate Beach. When the tide was in, there was no sand, only rock pools to poke around in. It was when the tide retreated and the sand reappeared that my interest was sparked. We would follow the water out, carrying all the beach paraphernalia, find a pristine piece of smooth sand and camp out for the rest of day. The beach was perfect for football and the occasional game of cricket, until the tide turned and the waves began to grow in force. That was our cue for the body boards to come out – a favourite holiday pastime of mine and Dad’s. If the surf was good, I’d stay out as long as possible, usually until my fingers started to turn white. When I got back to camp and dried off, shivering with cold behind an inadequately small towel, I was handed a warming mug of sweet tea from the faithful Primus stove.

Back at home, the teapot, kettle, and coal-fed boiler in our small kitchen were all crucial pieces of kit in the Fitzgibbon household. The boiler was the only way of heating our water and it had the added benefit of making the kitchen a warm and welcoming place, especially on cold mornings. The kitchen was the hub of our house – the place where we ate, relaxed, listened to the radio, read, and in bad weather where I played, when being outdoors wasn’t a sensible, practicable option. We had no heating at all in the upstairs of our house, and my tiny bedroom frequently had ice on the inside of the windows during winter.

Most mornings, as I remember them, would start the same way. There was no chance of me ever falling out of bed, as the old mattress and underneath it the equally well-worn springs of my tiny second-hand bed, sunk down so low they formed a U shape. I’m not sure if years of sitting behind a drum kit or my first bed are to blame for my round shoulders. It’s my excuse anyway. I would literally climb out of that small bed, throwing off the heavy but warming blankets, and scramble as quickly as possible downstairs to the safety and warmth of our kitchen. Dad clocked in at the factory at seven a.m., and by the time I got to the kitchen he had already left for work, which meant the coveted comfortable chair next to the boiler was free and Mum would be too busy to ever be sat in it. Never too busy to make me breakfast of toast and marmalade, washed down with tea, of course.

My older brother Paul was never up before me unless he was going fishing, which wasn’t often, so it left the chair free for me to relax into. Unless it was a Saturday morning, when Mr Shard the insurance man came to collect the weekly premium. He would knock and open the back door in one movement and always delighted, for some perverse reason, in putting his cold hands on my now nicely warmed-up neck. I never succeeded in getting out of the chair in time to avoid him, and the simple solution of locking the door never occurred to me. Doors didn’t need to be locked back then, and I’m darn sure no door-to-door insurance collectors exist today. Mr Shard was either from the Co-op, or the Pru (Prudential Insurance Company); I can’t remember which. My parents had two life policies, and many years later when I cashed them in, they returned around £250 pounds each. A measly sum which wouldn’t have scratched the surface of any funeral costs and has confirmed my long-held suspicion of “give us your hard-earned cash now and we’ll give you lots more later” being the great scam that it is.

Eventually, when furniture became a more affordable luxury, for some unknown reason we got ourselves a fancy drinks cabinet. If you aspired to appear middle-class back then, and I don’t think we did, you might have gone for a portable food warming Hostess Trolley; or perhaps the Goblin Teasmade, which woke you up with an automatically made ersatz form of tea that apparently tasted foul. The idea of an alarm call of tea was appealing, but the apparent quality was never going to be a runner in our house. Our drinks cabinet held mostly mysterious glasses of various sizes, but nothing more than two alcoholic drinks. A bottle of brandy, a spoonful of which would be poured over the Christmas pudding once a year, and a bottle of sherry. My guess is, in the unlikely event of a casual visitor turning down the opening offer of tea and not being tempted by the alternative cup of Nescafé instant coffee (we kept a jar somewhere) suddenly asking, “I don’t suppose you have a small glass of brandy, or an Emva Cream Sherry I could have?”, my parents could have flung open the doors of the drinks cabinet and provided either in the requisite glass. I don’t recall it ever happening, but we were prepared if the call arose. 

When I cleared out my parents’ bungalow some sixty years later, the cabinet had survived in pristine condition, and those bottles inside were possibly the originals too. I took the alcohol home and with a sense of sadness watched the house clearance boys break up the cabinet, along with other precious “heirlooms” which my parents had struggled to buy and valued throughout their lives but were now deemed worthless and unsaleable. That’s life, death, and house clearance, I suppose. In total, my parents’ remaining worldly goods earned their estate a measly extra fifty pounds. I was too far away in my head to care about negotiating a higher price.
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I’d made it to the top of the staircase leading to the Theatre Upstairs and was curious to see what lay behind those doors. But there was something else I needed to do beforehand. My car was parked right outside the theatre on double yellow lines and wasn’t going to escape notice for too long. I couldn’t afford another parking ticket, so quickly transferred all my drum cases to the foot of the foyer stairs and went to find a parking meter. I got lucky a couple of streets away and managed to get back to the theatre within ten minutes or so. The foyer was still empty (perhaps it was a slow day for ticket sales) save for my kit and the box office lady, who nodded and smiled in recognition at my return. It took me three trips to carry everything up the stairs to the top landing and temporarily stack them there. Finally, I had the chance to see what lay behind those black painted doors and where I was going to spend the next few weeks. 

Richard Hartley had warned me the room was small, and he wasn’t wrong. Several rows of tired looking, red cinema seats sat on either side of a wooden ramp or gangway, which ran down the centre of the auditorium to a tiny stage. Stage left, on a raised platform, was a Coca Cola chest freezer which I knew from our rehearsals was where the character Eddie (Frank’s first experiment at making a man), played by Paddy O’Hagan, would appear. Adjacent to the freezer, raised marginally above it, was the “laboratory” where Rocky (Frank’s more successful creation), played by Rayner Bourton, would emerge from his bandages for the first time. To the rear of the stage was a white screen, giving the intentional impression that this was a cinema, albeit one which was due for demolition soon. Tarpaulins held in place by bits of scaffolding were draped around the majority of the walls, adding to the illusion that this was a building soon to be reduced to a pile of rubble.

Nine actors, all of whom had song and dance routines, a four-piece band, seats to accommodate sixty-three people, a stage, a ramp, one Coke machine, and a mock-up of a laboratory, all had to fit into this box-like space. It must have taken some head scratching and was close to a work of genius from Brian Thompson, our Australian set designer who managed somehow to squeeze it all in. At the back of the room, stage right, was a miniature lighting desk hidden on a shelf behind a black painted theatre flat, and further still to the rear, a small, elongated dressing room which was to be shared by the whole cast. 

Gradually people began to arrive for our first full day of rehearsal. Richard Hartley, whose basement flat was just up the road, was one of the first and showed me where we were to set up. The band area was back behind the “cinema screen”, and whilst it was tight back there, I was more than pleased with my lot. I’d had to squeeze into smaller spaces than this one. 

Scrim is a material used in the theatre for a reveal effect. Later that week I learned at the end of the show, during the reprise of “Time Warp” the band would be backlit behind the screen or scrim, thus magically revealing us to the audience for the first time. At that point each band member donned a face mask, a top hat sprayed in glitter (I still have mine), and a red usher’s jacket. A month into the run I decided I couldn’t be seen in detail by the audience and wouldn’t bother to wear the face mask that night. After the show Jim Sharman, the director, sought me out to ask why I hadn’t worn it. I never heard Jim raise his voice nor lose his temper with anyone, and he didn’t that day with me, but I’d been well and truly busted with no excuse to offer. It was a stupid, irrational, and unprofessional thing to do. I apologised and never did it again. From then on, I knew Jim was out there somewhere, still watching and checking every detail, no matter how small.

At Richard’s suggestion we set up in a line abreast behind the screen. To my right was Dave Channing on bass guitar and saxophone, then Count on guitars (he played bass when Dave was on sax), and far right Richard on keyboards. The keyboards included the actual Farfisa organ which had been used on the number one Joe Meek song, “Telstar” by the Tornadoes. As well as giving us an authentic and unique 1950s Farfisa sound, we used it to recreate the effect of thunder during the show. It hadn’t been designed to do that, but banging on the reverb unit underneath the body of the organ at the appropriate moment was hugely effective and authentically thunder-like. It worked brilliantly well until giving up halfway through the run at The Classic in protest at its continuous abuse.

Members of the company began slowly drifting in and stopped to say hello to us enroute to the dressing room. Tea arrived, courtesy of nice guy Alkis, one of the assistant stage managers. In this instance Greeks bearing gifts were extremely welcome. After tea and tuning up (yes, we tune drums too), everyone was ready to get our rehearsal underway. The cast appeared from their dressing room, Jim Sharman placed himself on the ramp to give the assembled company a brief word on what we were to do that day, and we were ready and eager to get started.

With the band now in place, we soon launched into our first song. Jim called for “The Time Warp”. I shuffled through my sheet music, placed the requisite copy on the music stand, and waited for Count on guitar to kick us off. Drums didn’t come in until bar twenty, and that was my first opportunity to judge the volume of my playing against the rest of the band, the cast, and the room itself. The first pass went well. The cast were pleased and at the end of the song applauded us for a job well done. That was a nice touch and made us feel welcome and appreciated. After hours of rehearsing with just a piano it made a big difference to the energy of the song to have the backing of a band.

I made two minor adjustments before we ran the same song again; switching sticks to a lighter pair, and decreasing the amount of dampening on the snare drum to give me a bit more attack. The room wasn’t too lively acoustically, and after a few more songs we knew everything was going to be fine. The band weren’t drowning out the cast; there was still masses of oomph to give those songs the rock ‘n’ roll feel Richard Hartley’s arrangements had called for; and crucially, given it was his piece, Richard O’Brien seemed pleased as well.
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