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INTRODUCTION





‘Hell bent, hell bent for leather …’ It’s Saturday, 23 July 2011 and Judas Priest vocalist Rob Halford is living up to his legendary reputation as the undisputed Liberace of heavy metal by lazing back on a Harley Davidson in an outrageously glittery, studded cape, Village People-style leather cap and dazzling mirrored shades in what seems like his fifteenth costume change of the night.


The veteran, self-declared ‘Metal Gods’ are headlining the High Voltage Festival in London’s Victoria Park and the goatee-chinned Halford – just a month short of his sixtieth birthday – is camping it up big time with a black whip between his teeth as the band cranks out the mighty, metallic riffs of one of their longstanding classics.


He looks, quite frankly, preposterous – and he surely knows it as much as anybody as he sends himself up in one glorious parody. But at least he succeeds in keeping the bike onstage – which is more than he managed on one occasion in the early eighties when he lost control in a fog of dry ice and saw his machine fly off into the photographers’ pit. A case of less ‘Kerrang!’ and more ‘Kerrunch!’


Welcome, ladies and gentlemen, to the crazy world of heavy metal … Priest might personify the script of a Carry On … Heavy Rocking movie better than most, but there’s no avoiding the fact that the entire genre is difficult to take too seriously at times – as even the most ardent of fans might have to admit.


That’s because nothing else comes close to matching heavy rock in terms of accommodating comical characters, exaggerated egos, barmy behaviour, alcoholic excess, backstage bust-ups, hedonistic habits, foolish feuding, self-indulgent stupidity, pompous posturing, sexual shenanigans and downright noisy, er, naughtiness.


So perhaps it was more than just the music – enticing though it continues to be – that attracted this author into the world of hard-rock journalism in the early eighties. An administrative role at a record company opened a valuable door for me into the music business, but there was something distinctly unrewarding about peddling disposable, plastic pop. And there was nothing positive to take from that Christmas party spent staggering around in the friendly embrace of former Wham! star Andrew Ridgeley – except, of course, relief that it wasn’t George Michael …


Access to free music at least provided a regular passport into the Marquee Club, whose DJs were happy to exchange passes for records – Cheap Trick and Ozzy Osbourne yes, Shakin’ Stevens no. Fledgling rock acts passed through the club in numbers – Bernie Tormé was always a favourite – and the motivation grew to write about the heavier sounds that were being overlooked by some parts of the music press.


How does one get into rock journalism? ‘Find an interesting gig that’s off the radar, pay to get in, write a short piece and circulate it to anybody that might publish it,’ said work colleague Clive, who had dabbled in some writing and had memorably referred to the ‘Dionysian ethos’ – as you do – in a review of Whitesnake in concert. They were life-changing words – the advice that is, not the stuff about Dionysus.


The chosen band was called Framed (featuring former Sham 69 guitarist Dave Parsons and Girlschool bassist Enid Williams); the venue the Fulham Greyhound. The less-than-positive review of their debut live outing duly appeared in Kerrang! and an important lesson was soon learned – never introduce yourself to a group when you’ve just rubbished them in print. It stupidly seemed a good idea to say hello to semi-pink-haired vocalist/guitarist Barbara Spitz in the bar of the Marquee. ‘You fucking bastard!’ she spat (or rather Spitz) before displaying her painfully excellent face-slapping skills and walking off to disappear into European theatre for the rest of her life.


By 1987, the freelance work had led to a full-time position on Metal Hammer – a German magazine that launched an English edition to bring more competition to the market. Suddenly it was Meat Loaf for breakfast and sex to the super-speedy sounds of Slayer – frenetic thrills, as anybody might imagine. Indeed, it was like arriving on an exciting new planet, one on which the usual rules of convention and conformity didn’t exist.


Soho established itself as the initial home base, with the Marquee, The Ship and the St Moritz – the three Wardour Street watering holes that formed the corner points of London’s very own Bermuda Triangle – into which musicians, writers and assorted hangers-on of both sexes disappeared for up to nine hours at a time before finally emerging in a condition that can kindly be described as disorientated. Or drunk.


But rock bands are nothing if not warriors of the road, with scribblers and scribes clinging on to the leather jackets of their subjects in the hope of returning home with some good tour tales. And as the writing continued, for RAW, Music Week, Metal CD and the re-launched Metal Hammer (the latter two magazines as editor) among other titles, there was no escaping the irresistible attraction of an environment defined by moments of comedy, lunacy and irony – much of it completely unintended – where nobody ever quite knew what was going to happen next.


So one day it’s a case of sipping soup with Ozzy; the next it’s fending off the menace of Motörhead, chatting with former members of Queen or even sharing a stage with Metallica, with the adventures, conversations and anecdotes that form the backbone of this book stretching from London to Melbourne to Los Angeles, and various stops along the way. Appearances from Priest, Motörhead, Ozzy, Status Quo, Iron Maiden, Guns N’ Roses, Kiss, Deep Purple, Alice Cooper, UFO, Yngwie Malmsteen et al. ensure that the fumes of farce are never too far away.


Together, these interview experiences combine to open a window into a wayward world of camaraderie and conflict, riffs and tiffs, vanity and insanity, boozers and losers, obsessions and confessions. Oh … and bands breaking and making up when they insist they never will.


Over the past thirty years or so, heavy metal has mutated from its traditional form – thanks to the diverse influences of thrash, indie, pop, rap, punk and funk – into something far more diverse and dynamic. Its relationship with fashion has always been tenuous at best, having been designed to exist in its own orbit. But while its credibility might occasionally have creaked, it has never cracked and, having weathered the major storm of the early nineties, when the changing musical climate threatened to render certain bands redundant, heavy rock has emerged like a phoenix from the flames to become as vital and vibrant as ever.


That’s not to suggest, of course, that it’s always easy keeping a straight face …


 


Kirk Blows,
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HEADING OUT TO THE HIGHWAY





Backstage bust-ups in Bucharest, sozzled six-stringers in Seville, dirty dames in Detroit, baby-bouncing in Berlin, drugs ditched Down Under … Rock music comes to life on the road, and hence there’s an inevitable sense of excitement when travelling abroad to link up with a group of musicians, because you just never know what might happen next.


For the bands, as Nick Holmes of Paradise Lost admitted, ‘Touring is a fucking terrible strain.’ They’re living out of a suitcase, isolated from friends and family, while locked in a claustrophobic cocoon with their colleagues. Add in the miles of monotonous motorway, the business bores and pressures of performing and it’s little wonder that rock stars need to let their hair down. As Holmes added, ‘It’s really good flying to a country you’ve never been to before and getting pissed.’


I couldn’t have put it any better myself. Indeed, for me it all began with a first foreign assignment to Dortmund to cover the two-day Rock-Pop Festival at the Westfalenhalle in December 1983. With Iron Maiden, Judas Priest, Ozzy Osbourne, the Scorpions, Def Leppard, the Michael Schenker Group, Quiet Riot and Krokus all battling for supremacy, there was nothing very ‘pop’ about the event, that’s for sure (with even Leppard yet to change their hard-rock spots). Mountains of unconscious bodies – all decked out in dirty denim and lager-stained leather – could be seen in darkened corners as the German locals turned the 16,500-capacity venue into the world’s biggest bierkeller.


The quest for alcohol was no less fervent back at the hotel where the bands were staying; meaning lots of hairy men squeezed into tight, stripy trousers and packed into the crowded bar. Photographer George – dubbed ‘The Craze’ for his bad-boy behaviour – suggested heading to a late-night club, but it was a decision we both regretted when we threw open the rear doors of the taxi to create a perfect symmetry of synchronised sickness.


‘Another drink?’ suggested George, wiping the vomit from his lips and pointing the way towards the hotel bar. It’s no wonder that even rock stars think he’s crazy, although the likes of Joe Walsh and Lynyrd Skynyrd would think nothing of it given their lubricated lifestyles – as evidenced in this chapter when they’re caught on tour in Seville and Dallas.


For journalists invited to put their passports to use, there’s a feeling of heading out on holiday while also wondering what kind of reception awaits. In the case of Alice Cooper it was a surprisingly warm welcome to his nightmare from a man who was back on the rollercoaster after having his sanity seriously shaken during his first bout of fame. And even though by then the veteran preferred chopping other people’s heads off to getting out of his, there was still a sense of rock’n’roll circus when his entourage rolled into town (all ages invited, it seems).


The same can also be said for the Screaming Jets in Australia, Sepultura in Berlin and the Zappa family in Los Angeles, but no matter how media-friendly the members of a band are, when joining them in their natural habitat – either on the road or in their home environment abroad – there’s no escaping the slight suspicion that you’re encroaching on their territory or gate-crashing their party, because it’s an eventful world that ‘normal’ people generally struggle to relate to.


Nevertheless, it’s always well worth the journey …


PARADISE LOST: BUCHAREST BUST-UP




There are hookers in the hotel bar, members of Saxon in the foyer and beggars on the streets outside. It’s June 1994 and doom merchants Paradise Lost are in Bucharest, introducing their unique brand of northern charm as this author witnesses the clash of cultures …





‘Look, I’ve fucking apologised! What more do you want me to do – get my cock out?’


Paradise Lost might be feeling lost, but there is nothing here that resembles paradise city. Slumped backstage after the band’s headlining slot at the Skip Rock Festival in Bucharest’s Dinamo Stadium, vocalist Nick Holmes, a man who openly admits to experiencing ‘violent mood swings’, is starting to feel aggravated. As the scribe invited into the band’s inner sanctum tonight, I pray that this is as far as Nick’s apology goes – because he’s the sort of bloke who might just follow up on his sordid suggestion.


On the floor of the sparse dressing room, bass player Steve Edmondson is laying flat on his back as he draws on a cigarette and reflects on the potentially life-threatening incident that took place onstage just a few minutes earlier. Towards the end of the band’s set, Holmes had smashed his microphone stand and hurled it like a javelin across the stage – the missile flying through the air and missing the bassist’s face by a matter of inches before embedding itself in the drum-riser and vibrating like an arrow sticking out of a bullseye. Boing!


‘Just don’t fucking do it again!’ says Edmondson, feeling no less aggrieved when Holmes insists, ‘I missed, didn’t I?’


Paradise Lost are touring to promote their Icon album, one of the year’s musical highlights and by far and away the best release of their career. It’s a majestic piece of metal, chiselled from the most gothic stones of hard rock. Leaving their death-metal grunts behind, it’s now a case of fewer gargles and more gargoyles. As doomy as their music may be, however, the Halifax-based quintet are considerably less gloomy now than when supporting Brazilian outfit Sepultura in Stuttgart several months earlier – despite tonight’s altercation.




‘I was drinking, so I got fucking ill – very ill.’


– Nick Holmes





In Germany the band was still recovering from an exhausting first visit to the United States, which had seen them touring with fellow thrashers Morbid Angel and Kreator. ‘There was never a point where you could be on your own,’ complained a miserable-looking Holmes to me at that time. ‘There were fifteen of us in one tour bus – it was just bodies. And I hate that, so I was starting to lose my fucking mind. The tour was necessary for the band, but it wasn’t particularly good for my mental health.’


In Bucharest, rhythm guitarist Aaron Aedy concurs that the US trek has been ‘mentally quite disturbing’, but that spirits – flying microphone stands aside – are now much higher following a decent break. ‘I’m ready to fucking do things again,’ said Nick the day before the gig. ‘It’s really good flying out to a country you’ve never been to before and hanging out with fellow English people and getting pissed. I really enjoy that.’


Backtracking twenty-four hours to the opening night of the festival, Barnsley boys Saxon have been cranking out their heavy-metal thunder to an audience of 3,000 excited Romanians. And Holmes is over the moon when singer Biff Byford comes over to him to offer advice on the perils of the vinyl stage surface. ‘Hey, I’ve just spoken to Biff!’ he proudly declares to his bandmates. There’s confusion afterwards, however, as the less-than-youthful members of Saxon sit aboard the bus previously allocated to Paradise Lost and wait to be driven the short distance back to their dressing room. Biff says ‘fook’ a lot before the situation is resolved and wheels (of steel) are eventually provided to take Paradise Lost to the home of Romanian National Radio, where all five members of the band – including lead guitarist Gregor Mackintosh and drummer Matt ‘Tuds’ Archer – are co-hosting a sixty-minute live show of questions and music presented by MTV VJ Vanessa Warwick.


Once squeezed into the small studio, the band request beers but are handed chocolate, much to their disappointment. As ever when ‘on air’, everything seems ten times funnier than it usually would, hence a hundred giggles, coughs and farts are suppressed as both Vanessa – a celebrity in her own right out here as a result of her Headbangers Ball show – and the band take late-night calls from the public. One caller accuses Holmes of trying to sound like Metallica’s James Hetfield, while the band reveal their intention to ‘kick arse’ to the fans they hope will be ‘absolutely rocking’. Meanwhile, Warwick spins records by just about everybody except, peculiarly, Paradise Lost.


The next day offers the band a brief opportunity, as Aedy describes it, ‘to play the tourist’, although the reality is that the visit to Ceausescu’s Palace – former home of the executed Romanian president and the second largest building on the planet – is for the Metal Hammer photo-shoot. In keeping with the band’s solemn image, however, as they assemble in the huge square outside anything remotely resembling a smile has to be kept strictly off camera. ‘I don’t really want the general public to see that side of the band,’ explains Holmes. And even though it’s not particularly sunny, the black shades are most definitely on.


After returning to the Dinamo Stadium for an early soundcheck, the band undertake a press conference at a different hotel where they meet around fifty members of the local media, proving the status they have in this part of the world. It’s something of a surprise, to be honest. ‘If the metal mania passes, what will you play?’ is one particularly comical question thrown the group’s way, while Nick is asked if ‘sex, drugs and rock’n’roll’ are still available. ‘Of course!’ he says with relish. Yet outside, a female reporter asks the singer why he doesn’t like women. ‘Because I like sheep!’ he replies, leaving her looking rather shocked.


Later, at the Hotel Bucaresti, where the band are residing, there are middle-aged prostitutes in the bar, even older members of Saxon in the foyer and beggars of all ages in the road outside – one of whom has taught her young son how to grip onto the arms of passers-by and cling on until paid to let go. (I am indeed one such victim, but fifty pence thankfully does the trick.) As he swigs a pre-gig Tuborg inside, Holmes views the women on display. ‘If you’re single this is the best lifestyle you could possibly have,’ he says, seemingly not fussy about age, although he admits that touring can be ‘a fucking terrible strain’ – not least on relationships back home. Just as importantly, the band has learned how to live together on the road. ‘We know when to leave each other alone now,’ says Aedy. ‘That was the thing we had trouble with before.’


‘It’s not really trouble,’ interjects Nick. ‘It’s just people getting pissed. You get pissed and you start talking shit. Me and Greg are the ones that usually start arguing because we’re the ones with the most mouth in the band. But if some major argument crops up you’re so used to it now that you realise it’s just a load of bollocks and forget about it. But when we were younger and argued we’d think it was the end of the band.’


Asked what the best thing about touring is, Holmes pauses for a moment and says, ‘I think probably getting pissed in foreign surroundings. You feel really good when you start getting drunk and if you’re somewhere different it’s like, “This is great!” To be honest, I don’t even feel as if we’ve got to play tonight. That’s the attitude I try to adopt because otherwise I’d just be a fucking nervous wreck. I mean, on the Sepultura tour I just wasn’t eating because I was getting so nervous. But I was drinking, so I got fucking ill – very ill. I’d have like half a banana a day and be drinking too much fucking whisky.’


Paradise Lost finally hit the boards at 11:25pm. They’re an hour late but, given it takes two hours to get a meal in this town, it’s hardly the end of the world. While Nick again swigs at a bottle of booze to calm his pre-gig nerves, the 5,000 punters tonight aren’t so lucky as this is an alcohol-free event – but what did they expect from a festival sponsored by the makers of a fizzy orange drink?


Vanessa Warwick helps warm things up with an introductory slot that sees her dancing onstage to a Biohazard record while throwing T-shirts into the crowd, and then the band are on. Hoorah! A Paradise Lost banner appears in the middle of the throng, kids sit on their friends’ shoulders and the roar of approval between songs proves that Bucharest has truly taken the band to their hearts – despite no product being officially available here and fans having to rely on bootlegs.


For reasons known only to himself, Holmes looks particularly unhappy during ‘Your Hand In Mine’, and then, of course, there is the incident involving the smashed microphone stand. Guitarist Mackintosh deliberately steps forward when a video cameraman stands immediately in front of him, forcing the guy to step back and plummet a dozen feet into the photographers’ pit. Ouch! And there’s more conflict after the show – aside from the heated argument in the dressing room, which is where we came in – when the promoter threatens to bill the group for five broken microphone stands and several smashed lights; a work of fiction intended to avoid paying the full amount owed to them.


At which point, as the tour manager attempts to resolve the matter, the members of the band consider it an appropriate time to leave in search of a much-needed drink. They certainly find one at the MTV party, towards the end of which I make a complete lemon of myself by falling asleep on the nightclub bar, prompting Holmes and his pals to amuse themselves by sticking drinking straws through my hair and posing for photographs with my unconscious body. It seems that the gentlemen of Paradise Lost, contrary to what they claim, can muster a smile for the camera after all.


JOE WALSH: SOZZLED IN SEVILLE




A guitar legend is boozing for breakfast in October 1991, but the former and soon-to-be-again Eagles member – whose solo career sees him declare that ‘Life’s Been Good’ for good reason – still steals the show as this writer strives to keep both the conversation and alcohol flowing …





‘Hey, fifty bucks to the one who farts loudest!’ Joe Walsh is in a small elevator with five other people, four of whom are also ‘Guitar Legends’ – or Leyendas de la Guitarra, as the title of tonight’s televised concert in Seville claims – and one who, rather conspicuously and extremely self-consciously on my part, is nothing of the sort. Queen’s Brian May, former Whitesnake man Steve Vai, solo star Joe Satriani and Extreme’s Nuno Bettencourt stifle fits of laughter, as well as the temptation to take the grizzled rock veteran up on his generous but inappropriate offer, as they return to their third-floor dressing rooms just moments after leaving the stage. Thankfully, it appears that guitar legends don’t break wind, at least not in confined spaces.


It’s fair to say that Joe has been drinking … seemingly for a very long time. Suitably refreshed in the bar of the Trip Colon Hotel the night before the gig, the man who wakes the Eagles from their natural countrified slumber with his rugged rock’n’roll riffs and zany humour – qualities that have also fuelled a lengthy and successful solo career – treats partygoers to an impromptu a cappella rendition of ‘Amazing Grace’ before shuffling off to bed clutching four bottles of wine, two in each hand. ‘What’s that, Joe, a nightcap?’ enquires Satriani as his pal passes by on the way upstairs. ‘Hell no,’ says a gruff-voiced Walsh, raising the bottles to eye level. ‘This is breakfast!’ The following afternoon, at the 2,500-seater La Cartuja Auditorium,


which, like all new buildings in Spain it seems, is unfinished and surrounded by mountains of rubble, Joe ambles onto the stage for the rehearsal session. He’s a little worse for wear and the old codger’s crumpled demeanour is not helped by the fact he’s wearing a shabby grey suit that resembles a London bus conductor’s uniform. The band, which aside from the other guitar legends includes established stalwarts such as former Jeff Beck/Rainbow/MSG/Whitesnake drummer Cozy Powell, Yes keyboard player Rick Wakeman and Free/Bad Company vocalist Paul Rodgers – later to join Queen for one album and tour – among others, run through newly constructed versions of Extreme’s ‘Get The Funk Out’, Free’s ‘All Right Now’ and Queen’s ‘Now I’m Here’.


Musical co-ordinator May is not happy with the sound, however. ‘I can’t hear fuck all over here,’ he complains from the far side of the stage in a grumpy manner somewhat at odds with his Mr Nice Guy image. Walsh, described by Bettencourt as ‘the relief the stage needs to break up the seriousness’, then pulls himself together to crank out a crunching version of his solo classic ‘Rocky Mountain Way’ before the musicians eventually retire to their backstage rooms.


Half an hour later, future Gay Dad visionary Cliff Jones, at this point still a mere rock writer with spots, points me upstairs to where Joe can apparently be found on his own – an opportunity not to be declined. Halfway down the corridor there’s an open door on the right, and it leads into Walsh’s temporary sanctum. Joe is bizarrely standing in the middle of the room, with his arms behind his back, a tartan bobble hat now perched on his head and a pair of spectacles sliding down his nose. His head is twitching left and right, his eyes peering suspiciously over his glasses even before he detects the gentle knock on the door. Politely, and perhaps a little nervously, I ask if Joe can spare a few minutes to talk to a journalist from London and he drunkenly drawls, ‘Well … I got a bit of a problem, y’see. But … if you come back in fifteen minutes or so … I’ll see if I can talk to ya!’


A quarter of an hour later, I return to discover that Walsh’s room is worryingly empty. But then a commotion can be heard from down the far end of the corridor. An acoustic guitar is being strummed, several pairs of hands are clapping in time to form a beat and Joe’s inimitable vocals are delivering a throwaway tune. Walsh, everybody’s favourite jester, is indeed holding court and playing the busker, much to the amusement of the likes of May, Bettencourt and Powell, as well as two female backing vocalists, who are whooping and cheering, suggesting that tonight’s party has already begun.


Suddenly, as if he has just remembered a pressing engagement, Walsh puts down the guitar and heads to his room. Immediately a minder, who strangely resembles a younger version of his boss, turns to prevent me from following his master through the door. ‘No, he’s okay,’ says Joe, who turns away from his new English friend and starts nibbling at some food he’s spied in the corner. More pertinently, however, there’s a crate of iced beer on the floor and once Walsh has told me to help myself, it becomes apparent that the longer I can keep the guitarist talking, the more booze I can sink. As the title of his live album suggests, You Can’t Argue With A Sick Mind, but you can try drinking with one – especially when he’s already inebriated. Or that’s the feeling as Joe grumbles that fame can be ‘a pain in the ass’ and sneers, ‘You try signing a wet cocktail napkin and see what it looks like five minutes later! It’s like somebody’s mascara blew up!’


Walsh is clearly still under the influence. His voice is like an elderly rasp, as if the booze has sandpapered his vocal cords. His sentences meander and stagger as if the words themselves have been drowned in whisky and his sozzled speech speeds up and slows down like an old cassette tape caught up in the spools. ‘I’ve never been to Spain before,’ he reveals before suddenly starting to croon, ‘I kinda like the music …’




‘You try signing a wet cocktail napkin and see what it looks like five minutes later!’


– Joe Walsh





Yet he’s still one of rock’s great characters, and is fascinating company as he reflects on being Joe Walsh. He’s recently been on the road with Beatles legend Ringo Starr’s band and is busying himself with session work on various friends’ albums. ‘I like to stay behind the scenes and help other people get stuff done. Because if I help me too much, I get too fuckin’ famous again and then I can’t go anywhere!’ His voice gets louder. ‘I like running away with Ringo because, when I do that, nobody bothers me! ’Cos they all want his autograph, you know!’


He admits the mega-million-selling Eagles album Hotel California represents ‘the peak of my career’ and claims it ‘affected everyone on the planet’, but is adamant there’s still life left in the old dog. ‘I’m not done yet!’ he insists. ‘It’s important that some of us old timers keep going to show the younger guys how you can end up with some brain cells.’


And, no, Joe’s not joking, as he reels off his list of immediate ambitions. ‘I wanna make a movie called Life’s Been Good – a day in the life, from when the alarm clock goes off in the morning to the time it goes off again twenty-four hours later,’ he says. ‘A day in the life of someone who’s up against what I’m up against in terms of general reality. And I want to put in all the road stories, all the Keith Moon experiences, everything! The truth, not Spinal Tap with the three stooges! I wanna show what’s it really like. I’m also writing a book and running for vice-president!’


(The latter of which he does the following year – unsuccessfully, of course.) You see, for all the chaos and craziness of living ‘Life In The Fast Lane’, as the Eagles song goes, Joe is deeply concerned about the environment. Not for nothing did he name one of his solo albums Songs For A Dying Planet. ‘I have an incredible amount of energy,’ he says, ‘because Uncle Reality has given the whole planet a real hard assignment. Yep! You know what’s happening to the environment? I do! There goes the rainforests.’


Or rather There Goes The Neighborhood, as yet another Joe Walsh album title would suggest. ‘Yeah!’ he acknowledges. ‘Y’see, when I’m bored, when I got nothing to do, I don’t do anything. But right now I’m mad and there’s a lot of stuff to do, so I’m busy.’


Sadly, his ‘busy’ schedule doesn’t include venturing to Britain as a solo act. ‘Oh heck, who’s your promoter?’ he asks.


‘Er, Harvey Goldsmith?’ I offer, grabbing another beer.


‘Yeah! I talked to Harvey about it. I’d love to come over but the world is so complex right now with these wars and stuff. The emphasis has come off the arts a little bit. Harvey said, “When it’s time I’ll call you, but it’s a bit risky right now.” But I’ll come over and sleep in [Pete] Townshend’s backyard, I don’t care. I’ll stay with Eric [Clapton]. Or Ronnie Wood or something, I’ll be fine. I just wanna sneak in. I don’t wanna headline. Who would wanna headline somewhere like Wembley anyway? I don’t play tennis! Er, Wimbledon, sorry. Yeah, I don’t play soccer.’


Er, no Joe. So, anyway, is he looking forward to tonight’s gig?


‘As Thomas Petty says, the waiting is the hardest part.’


On this occasion, he says this without resorting to singing the line of the song he’s referring to. ‘But it’s kinda special,’ he says. ‘I’ve known a lot of these guys for a long time, but we never get the chance to play. We always see each other at airports, y’know? The other thing is that it’s not for some stupid fund-raising cause that costs too much.’


Walsh is as ‘old school’ as they come. So can he relate to relatively modern guitarists such as Vai (later described by May onstage as ‘the genius and master of the space-age guitar’ for his futuristic work with Frank Zappa and solo efforts) and Satriani, who he will soon have to play with?


‘Sure! I have the highest amount of respect for them,’ he insists. ‘It’s getting me off being around these young guys, ’cos they’re smart asses and it’s getting them off being around me. They stole a lot of my licks learning how to play guitar, y’know. So it’s a fair trade. The thing I like is that nobody is afraid of me. What stinks, what is no fun at all, is to have somebody else playing guitar who looks up because I’m me. I’m just me. What’s the big deal?’


So does Joe have any idea – if he can actually remember, given the state he’s in – of how well structured tonight’s show will be?


‘Well, we know what ain’t gonna happen – and that’s all ya gotta know,’ he says. ‘It doesn’t matter what happens, as long as you know what ain’t gonna happen. If we knew what was gonna happen, it wouldn’t be any fun, y’know? Er, I gotta run downstairs.’


It’s surprising he doesn’t fall down them. But in what seems like no time at all, Walsh is onstage with bandana around head and trusty Gibson in hand. The band, which features a continuous turnover of personnel throughout the evening, get their heads down for a two-hour show that delivers twenty-one songs – solos excluded – and allows all the guitar heroes to hog the limelight at different times. Bettencourt embarrasses himself with a rendition of ‘Flight Of The Bumblebee’ that sounds more like the theme from The Twilight Zone, before May introduces Walsh as ‘a man who is a guitar hero to all us guitar heroes’.


Incredibly, amazingly, unbelievably and despite the fact that his intake of alcohol in recent days has surely surpassed all the other guitarists put together by some distance, Walsh transforms himself to blow the competition off the stage as he conjures up stomping versions of ‘Funk #49’ and ‘Rocky Mountain Way’, relying on adrenaline and natural charisma to steal the show. ‘Amazing Grace’ is aired ‘in loving memory of Stevie Ray Vaughan’ and after the whole sensational shebang is eventually closed by a Rodgers-fronted encore of ‘Hey Joe’ – in tribute to Jimi Hendrix rather than Walsh, of course – one of rock’s favourite nutters is piggy-backed off the stage by the rather more sober and sensible Satriani.


‘You just go “wow” when he plugs in,’ says Satriani as he reflects on Walsh’s performance when everybody has returned to the hotel bar. ‘It’s personality, that’s what it is,’ he adds.


Strangely, one of the blonde co-vocalists comes over and requests my help in the impossible task of splitting her headache pill in two. And that’s before Joe gets his guitar out again …


SCREAMING JETS: AUSSIES RULE




Roadblocks! Drugs! Condoms! Swear words! Girls dancing around handbags! It’s the summer of 1991 and Australian rockers the Screaming Jets kindly extend a generous invitation to join them on the road Down Under to watch, er, some men at work …





It’s raining cats, dogs and kangaroos as the two Toyota Taragos hurtle along Highway One through the South Australian wilderness towards the small steel-refining town of Whyalla. The raucous sounds of Aussie aggro-merchants Rose Tattoo are blasting from the cassette player and a few ‘tinnies’ of Victoria beer are being necked as Screaming Jets guitarist Richard Lara, who’s taking his turn at the wheel of the second vehicle, is warned by the band’s tour manager that a police roadblock lays in wait ahead.


Fellow guitarist Grant Walmsley looks nervous. ‘Is it because they know we’re coming?’ he enquires, to nobody in particular. No risks are taken and the vehicle suddenly screeches to a halt before the band’s ‘excess baggage’ is hastily ejected through a window. Thankfully so, because the large articulated truck that is parked across the highway suggests the cops are not mucking about tonight, although they would appear to have far bigger fish to fry than a rock band with a few dodgy substances in their luggage. Nevertheless, there’s a feeling of tension in our Tarago as we negotiate a series of police cars, uniforms and flashing lights without attracting undue attention to ourselves.


The Whyalla locals are somewhat bemused when the Screaming Jets eventually arrive in town. Indeed, it’s a case of ‘Why-the-Alla would anyone ever want to come here?’ because even the Sydney-based band, whose never-ending tour adventures have extended to some 800 dates, have yet to venture into this particular neck of the woods.


Conveniently, tonight’s gig takes place at the Westland Hotel where the band are staying and the townsfolk are so grateful for any kind of chart act to pay a visit that it seems as if everybody under the age of thirty has bought a ticket, irrespective of their musical tastes. So there’s a mixture of genuine fans at the front of the auditorium, a gaggle of giggling girls dancing around their handbags in the middle and the dedicated drinkers at the back. But the show doesn’t start until 1:00am, by which time pretty much everybody is well and truly pissed anyway.


Rolling Stone magazine admits the Jets’ highly enjoyable but fairly predictable musical offerings ‘may not break much creative ground but they prove that meat ’n’ potatoes rock can still excite lots of Australians’. Indeed it does, with the band playing their latest All For One album – a Number Two success in their homeland and their first to be released in the UK – in its entirety. ‘D’ya know what makes me puke?’ asks a bare-chested David Gleeson as he strolls across the stage. ‘This does!’ says the vocalist, before sticking his fingers down his throat. Next he’s slagging off heterosexuals who condone gay behaviour and hanging upside down from the rafters while bandmate Paul Woseen blows up a condom and sticks it over his head. As you do.


The bassist certainly needs something to protect his cranium the following day as he struggles with a hangover while the beers are shared out once again. He later admits his alcohol consumption is somewhat excessive as a result of his efforts to recover from a drug problem.


The Jets’ convoy is heading back towards Adelaide when the band starts to reflect on the previous evening’s performance in Whyalla. ‘It was like a radio town,’ says Gleeson. ‘And you could tell that only about ten people had the album.’ Walmsley adds, ‘We’ve done plenty of country gigs before but not this far out. This is like the desert!’


The conversation turns to a song called ‘FRC’ – otherwise known as ‘Fat Rich Cunts’ – the band’s notorious diatribe against political corruption that was reportedly the cause of them being thrown off a tour with fellow Aussie rockers the Divinyls after just one date.


But Gleeson reveals another theory. ‘We had a few people getting into the song and the bouncers were making them all stay in their seats,’ he recalls. ‘So I said, “What are you here for, a rock’n’roll show or a tasteful flash of vagina?” And [Divinyls lead singer] Chrissie Amphlett was standing there at the side of the stage. She was not amused.’


‘We’ve always said we won’t play the song at under-eighteen gigs, but after the main set they’re all yelling out for it, so it’s like … er, all right! So we just go on and play it and let the kids sing the “cunt” bit. That was my angry young man song … Look at those emus!’


He excitedly points out of the Toyota’s window before exclaiming, ‘I’ve never seen an emu out in the wilds in my whole life!’ I’m tempted to say I’ve never seen one without Rod Hull’s hand up its arse, but the singer probably wouldn’t understand the joke unless he’s strangely familiar with the British entertainer of the 1970s and ’80s. Yet everybody in the vehicle sees the funny side when a huge signpost for a town called Iron Knob comes into view, prompting the band to exploit a rare photo opportunity and behave like tourists in their home country by posing for the camera with big childish grins on their faces.




‘What are you here for, a rock’n’roll show or a tasteful flash of vagina?’


– David Gleeson





Back in the van, Grant admits the endless touring – the only way an Aussie hard-rock band can prove they really have what it takes – can take its toll on the group’s members. ‘The last couple of months have been really fucking hard playing every night,’ he confides to me. ‘The gig does fuck you but it’s the travelling as well. Having said that, the harder we tour the closer we get as friends. It’s rare that we have a row and if we do it’s usually about trivial shit.’ Gleeson adds, ‘Me and Grant have probably seen each other every day for the last twelve years. But that’s why this band worked in the first place, because of the chemistry.’


With that, the vehicle is soon skidding to a halt again amid a cloud of dust. This region of Australia may be uncharted territory for the Screaming Jets to explore but there’s one landmark they instantly recognise when they see it – and that’s where they offloaded their contraband the previous day. Remarkably, the bags of stuff are exactly where they landed by the side of the road, and the band are quickly on their way and ready to rock again that evening when they arrive in Adelaide.


This may be the City of Churches – a place with such an antiquated atmosphere that I was told by one Australian to put my watch ‘back about twenty years’ – but the Old Lion Hotel, where the band are playing tonight, appears to be the most popular place of worship, with its 1,200-strong crowd making full use of the two bars that stretch the length of the venue and pouring vast quantities of Foster’s and Coopers Sparkling down their greedy gullets.


The Jets are far more at home in this hot and sweaty atmosphere than they were in Whyalla and they pull out all the stops with the likes of ‘C’Mon’, ‘Blue Sashes’ and ‘Starting Out’, whipping the crowd up into a frenzy. ‘It has come to the attention of the Screaming Jets,’ announces Gleeson from the stage, ‘that the world is full of shit! And we’re still fucking buying it!’


The man is clearly one of the world’s great philosophers. ‘That was more like it, a mega gig!’ he beams after the show, and a few celebratory beers are duly enjoyed back at the hotel despite the next morning’s early flight to Melbourne, where the band will play to around 6,000 fans at the Festival Hall.


‘We actually played to nobody once,’ admits Lara the following afternoon as he reflects on how the Jets’ fortunes have improved of late. The band have been posing for photographs in the district of St Kilda – appropriately described by the group’s (rather attractive) female PR as ‘the Blackpool of Victoria’ – and the sea is lapping at the sandy beach. ‘We were in this club out in Muswellbrook – a real coal-mining valley – and we were told to be onstage at 9:30pm. But there was a pub across the road and people had no intention of entering our place until that one had closed. But we had to go on and the place was fuckin’ empty!’


Gleeson adds, ‘I actually dropped my pants down to my ankles, just so that I could say I played a gig with no clothes on!’


Of course, it’s easier to get away with lewd behaviour if nobody is watching, especially in a country where people accept most things on a literal basis.


‘I remember when Faith No More played a gig in the western suburbs of Sydney,’ Lara says, ‘and Mike Patton came out and said, “We’re really all gay!” And the crowd didn’t get the joke. Out here, if you say you’re gay, they’re gonna believe you!’


The band are less than pleased to discover they’re on stage at 9:25pm. ‘Oh well, my voice will be like a sack of shit then,’ complains Woseen, who’d been hoping to catch up on some serious sleep. Furthermore, it turns out that the Festival Hall is a dry gig, meaning there will be no alcohol on sale before or during the show, which is hardly in keeping with the Australian way of life – or that of the Screaming Jets, for that matter.


Everybody goes their separate ways for an hour or so during the afternoon and RAW magazine photographer Tony and I are sitting in the foyer of Melbourne’s Cosmopolitan Motor Inn, with drinks in hand, when Gleeson furtively sneaks in with a suspicious package under his arm. The corkscrew-haired vocalist is clutching a brown-and-white striped paper bag that, for reasons that should perhaps remain undisclosed, is instantly recognised by the pair of us as having been obtained from the nearby sex shop. It’s impossible to resist the temptation to tell him that he’s been rumbled.


‘Er, David, we know where you’ve been …’ I say.


‘Hey, lads,’ he says, nodding towards the elevator. ‘Come upstairs with me.’


The mind boggles as to what kind of devious act the excited Australian is hoping to indulge in when he arrives at his room. He feverishly rips the bag open and thrusts a plastic cylindrical object into view. ‘Where the hell are you going to stick that?’ I ask.


‘In yer mouth,’ he replies, before explaining that the item in question is known as a bong – from which much smoking of illegal substances must now promptly be done. The room is soon clogged up with claustrophobic clouds and its inhabitants – now including several members of Gleeson’s group – recline in a suitably relaxed mood. Indeed, everyone is virtually comatose – which is an interesting state of affairs considering that the Jets are scheduled to be soundchecking in no time at all.


Not surprisingly, they eventually appear onstage – as is traditional in rock’n’roll – somewhat later than advertised. ‘This is not a song about sex and drugs,’ says Gleeson, as he introduces ‘Starting Out’ to the crowd, just to avoid any confusion. ‘It’s about a subject we can all relate to – masturbation!’ It’s perhaps no wonder that he does his shopping in sex shops.


The crowd laps up a set of tunes delivered in a rich, metallic coating, with Gleeson throwing himself to the stage floor with, er, Glee-ful abandon. ‘Sister Tease’ comes across as a hybrid of old rock’n’roll standard ‘Good Golly Miss Molly’ and AC/DC’s ‘Whole Lotta Rosie’ and the song – and indeed the regular set – climaxes with the sight of Walmsley playing guitar with his legs wrapped around his singer’s neck while being swung up and down. It looks, as you would imagine, rather ridiculous.


Afterwards, the band retire to Melbourne’s Cathouse club, where some serious drinking takes place in the company of assorted Aussie rockers – including former members of the legendary Cold Chisel – and an endless supply of gorgeous girls (or groupies, depending on your point of view).


After barely a few hours’ sleep, it’s time for the band to bid an emotional farewell at Melbourne Airport before flying back to Sydney, while London beckons for Tony and I. ‘It’s been a blast,’ says Woseen, the bleary-eyed bassist, while shaking hands. ‘We really dunno how you guys do it,’ he adds. We emphasise that it was simply a case of trying to hang on to the group’s coat-tails, prompting Woseen to respond with a look of surprise. ‘But we were just trying to keep up with you …’





ALICE COOPER: SCHOOL’S OUT IN DETROIT




It’s ‘Detroit Rock City’ but the only ‘Kiss’ on offer is from a pair of young schoolgirls (well, ‘School’s Out’, after all) as Vince Furnier’s pantomine alter ego enjoys a comeback in 1987, while this writer wipes off the bloodstains, fends off the fans and tries to lure Alice away from the TV …





Alice Cooper is a Jekyll and Hyde sort of guy. One minute, rock’s most theatrical figure is beheading a seven-foot nurse on stage, resulting in pints of ‘blood’ spurting from the neck of the female’s staggering body across the front rows of the crowd in Detroit’s Joe Louis Arena; the next he is generously offering me a ride back to the hotel on his tour bus – a kind invitation that is gratefully accepted, of course.


When the vehicle finally arrives at the Omni, there’s a sea of Alice Cooper fans waiting outside for their hero – and it’s a struggle to get through the excited crowd as bodies surge forward and hands grab at any part of anybody who is part of the singer’s entourage. It feels like being in the middle of Beatlemania. Well, almost. ‘Can I have your autograph?’ asks one young guy, just inside the hotel’s doorway.


‘Er, not really. I’m not actually in the band,’ I admit. Curiously, he demands a signature regardless and my name is embarrassingly squiggled on a crumpled piece of paper. I don’t exactly look like a rock star (not enough hair). Nevertheless, inside the expansive and expensive foyer, two attractive young blondes make their approach. ‘Hey, can we come up to your room?’ asks one, looking a picture of innocence but hardly acting like one. ‘Erm, well, how old are you?’ I ask. With no hesitation, she boasts, ‘We’re both fourteen!’ I splutter some excuses about needing to interview Alice’s guitarist Kane Roberts (which is sort of true) and the girls look elsewhere for accommodating interest – it can be assumed with some success.


Early the next morning, Alice – or rather Vincent Damon Furnier, the man who invented the pantomime figure that represents his alter ego – is sitting in his suite, eyes glued to the television. Alice has been written off countless times but, just when you think the guillotine’s blade has dropped for the final time, he returns from the dead to continue his trail of terror – a bit like Freddy Krueger from the Nightmare On Elm Street movies. Fittingly, last night’s show coincided with Halloween, but it’s no accident that Alice was performing in his hometown at this very time. ‘He’s back every Halloween,’ said the cab driver on the way to the venue, grateful for the extra business if nothing else.


Cooper is enjoying one of his more spectacular comebacks. But it’s been a long time since his seventies heyday, when Alice began to lose the tug-of-war with Vince that saw both characters nearly suffer a grisly end. Vince ended up in an institution after losing his long-running battle with alcohol and Alice faded from public view after a series of dismal albums that deservedly finished up in the bargain bin. ‘The four years between Dada and Constrictor, I was really trying to straighten out my whole physical act,’ he confesses, still keeping one eye on the TV. ‘I was really in a state where I physically couldn’t go on stage and perform anymore. I couldn’t think straight. When I think back to Zipper Catches Skin, I really wish I could re-record some of those songs. But when I consider the state I was in, I really can’t imagine how we ever got the album done at all.’




‘Sex, death and money are the things I write about.’


– Alice Cooper





Alice’s commercial decline coincided with a loss of credibility with his original hard-rock audience as a result of a number of successful ballads such as ‘Only Women Bleed’ and ‘How You Gonna See Me Now’ – great songs in their own right but not what his true fans really wanted to hear. ‘I’d say, “No, don’t make that one the single or people will start thinking I’m a crooner.” A lot of my audience really thought I was going to [Las] Vegas,’ he laughs. ‘Every time I had another hit ballad, it was another pile of soil in my grave.’


But Alice, or Vince for that matter, didn’t die. For this is a cleaned-up Vince talking – sometimes about himself, sometimes about Alice. Indeed, the latter is constantly referred to in the third person. Asked if he has a greater licence to shock than he did in the old days, he says, ‘I don’t think Alice needs to say “fuck” every two minutes.’


The television in front of him is showing nothing of particular interest. Yet Alice – sorry, Vince – seems unable to allow his eye to rove too far from the screen, despite happily speaking at length about the philosophy of the present-day Alice Cooper. ‘Most of our violence is based on fantasy – an erotic fantasy, an erotic violence and erotic blood lust,’ he explains. ‘Alice is involved in the human perversion side of things. Sex, death and money are the things I write about. They are the three things that people relate to. I like to bring these things into the open and laugh at them but, at the same time, people also take it fairly seriously. If you look at the character in “Chop, Chop, Chop”, “Gail” and “Roses On White Lace”, this guy is a total maniac, a real psychopath. But he also has different sides to his character. He only kills girls called Gail. He dresses them in wedding gowns after he kills them and he doesn’t see blood, he sees roses. He’s very romantic.’


Er, that’s lovely. So, how does Vince manage to juggle his two roles in life? ‘I just kind of tag along,’ he shrugs. ‘What I’ll be doing over the next few days is setting up what Alice does, what this character is going to be doing. He’s just pulling me along. I look upon him as a separate character. Alice has a whole different attitude about everything. He’s so arrogant. He looks at the audience and says, “You’re my world now; I own you.” His idea of a love affair is to rape them – and the audience wants to be raped.’


Vince/Alice can’t help but name-drop as he admits there’s an obligation to shoehorn old material into his set-list despite the new show being based on a specific theme of gory stories. ‘I remember talking to Jimi Hendrix all those years ago,’ he says. ‘And he told me that if he had to go onstage and play “Foxy Lady” again, he was gonna kill himself. I sat there and thought, “If he doesn’t play ‘Foxy Lady’, I’ll be really pissed off.” It’s the same with “Eighteen”, “Billion Dollar Babies” and “School’s Out”, when I think “not again”, but when we go ahead and do the show I know the reaction is gonna be amazing. When you’ve got 17,000 people singing the lyrics to your songs, you never get tired of that.’


So why is Alice not playing ‘Elected’ in the current show? ‘We inserted “Freedom” into the set in place of “Elected”, which is basically the same kind of song,’ he admits. ‘But a lot of people like that song – I remember it was always John Lennon’s favourite. He used to come down to see us in New York and I know he really loved that record.’


The thought of the ex-Beatle raising his fist and yelling to the Cooper-man’s classic is perhaps a difficult one to conjure. But Vince has a strong affection for Lennon and he is grateful for the loyalty and support shown by his audience in the murdered singer’s home country as he enjoys his renaissance. ‘Everything is looking great again for me now, particularly in England,’ he declares. ‘England has always stuck up for the underdog. They always want the guy who’s been knocked around a bit to bounce back. I’ve been up and down a few times and the alcohol knocked me back down again. But now I’m fighting back.’


The conversation is over. And Alice – sorry, Vince – once again focuses on the television.


LYNYRD SKYNYRD: DALLAS COWBOYS




Forget the weeping, legendary southern-rock hedonists Lynyrd Skynyrd are whooping it up as their 1987 US reunion tour reaches its climax …





Lynyrd Skynyrd are in Dallas, Texas, playing the thirty-second and final date of their ‘Tribute’ tour across the United States. Tonight’s gig is at the 20,000-capacity Reunion Arena – an appropriate choice of venue given that the highly revered outlaw rockers are playing again for the first time since original singer Ronnie Van Zant and guitarist Steve Gaines were among six people killed when the band’s plane crashed in Mississippi in 1977.


Founding member Allen Collins, who co-wrote the band’s southern-rock epic ‘Freebird’, survived the air tragedy but is now paralysed from the waist down following a car smash in which his girlfriend was killed – and that he was deemed to be responsible for, having been driving under the influence of alcohol. Part of the former guitarist’s plea bargain to avoid jail was to promise to address fans at concerts to educate them about the perils of drinking and driving. And Collins is duly wheeled onstage near the end of the band’s set tonight – which feels like a homecoming despite their Jacksonville, Florida roots – to deliver some words of wisdom. Yet his physical condition is such that he can barely manage to speak at all, although he does, after much coughing, spluttering and throat-clearing, eventually succeed in croaking a message to the audience: ‘YOU’RE ALL … A BUNCH … OF MUTHAFUCKERS!’




‘My life was nearly ruined by drugs twelve years ago until God helped me see the light.’


– Ed King





Embarrassed-looking guitarist Randall Hall quickly approaches his microphone and says, ‘Allen Collins – we know he’s gonna be back onstage for you real soon.’ Well, how could he know that his friend would die of chronic pneumonia little more than two years later?


It’s left to returning six-stringer Ed King to warn the Dallas crowd about the dangers of substance abuse. ‘My life was nearly ruined by drugs twelve years ago,’ he confesses, ‘until God helped me see the light and change my ways. Listen to the lyrics on these two songs.’


Current vocalist Johnny Van Zant (amusingly, older brother Donnie is also available if Johnny tires of succeeding Ronnie) duly delivers the words of ‘The Needle And The Spoon’ and ‘That Smell’ as Confederate flags are waved in the crowd but, as the climax of the gig approaches, it’s time for everybody’s favourite Skynyrd tune.


‘It’s been a real pleasure singing my brother’s songs for you,’ he drawls, ‘but there’s one song tonight I can’t sing …’


It is, inevitably, ‘Freebird’ and the responsibility for crooning the lyrics is passed over to the audience as the band synchronises their music with the famous footage of Skynyrd’s appearance at Knebworth in 1976, which is being aired on three giant video screens. Meanwhile, as a final gesture, one of Ronnie’s old hats is perched on a lonely mic-stand at the front of the stage.


Forget the beers, it’s tears that are forming rivers in the toilets as the two-hour show finally ends in hanky-hugging style. ‘Man, that was more emotional than when the band’s plane came down all those years ago,’ blubs one fan to his mate as they stand alongside each other at the urinals.


The outpouring of emotion is indeed overwhelming but, while the crowds are still weeping, the band are whooping it up in the bar of the luxurious Embassy Suites Hotel, having seemingly broken all land-speed records to begin their end-of-tour party. Yeehaw! The late Ronnie, it can be assumed, would surely have been proud of their efforts as the revelling continues until the small hours. Pretty soon, Texas is not the only ‘state’ many of the touring entourage are in, given the amount of alcohol consumed.


Legendary producer Tom Dowd can be seen, as well as an elderly man with a white beard by the name of Lacy Van Zant. ‘I’m proud of my sons,’ he says to me, while drummer Artimus Pyle, looking nothing like his hirsute former self, declares, ‘We’re just one big family really.’ Somewhat surprisingly, he reveals that he’s been living in Jerusalem while studying Judaism and has a rabbi travelling on the road with him. So maybe that’s water he’s drinking …


At lunchtime the next day, Billy Powell, the man who plinks and plonks the piano for Skynyrd, is lurking near the bar and only too happy to join me for a rather large alcoholic beverage or two – despite his wallet remaining conspicuous by its absence throughout. He claims that doctors are still investigating the cause of his old friend Collins’s paralysis, as his spinal cord is apparently undamaged, which comes as something of a surprise.


‘I’ve loved every second of this tour,’ insists Powell, who will later join Ronnie Van Zant, Gaines, Collins and bassist Leon Wilkeson in a reunion of deceased former Skynyrd members for a great gig in the sky after suffering a heart attack in 2009. ‘It may have been thirty-two dates, but it’s seemed like a week-and-a half. I wouldn’t have missed it for the world.’


He raises his glass. ‘Yeah,’ he says, pausing only to knock back another double. ‘It’s been emotional.’


GAMMA RAY: HELLO HAMBURG




Former Helloween guitarist Kai Hansen is playing a live date with his new outfit Gamma Ray at the Hamburg Docks in September 1990 and, for this particular journalist, it’s a routine one-night trip that becomes rather more eventful than anticipated …





Jerry, a fellow rock journalist, thinks it’s a good idea to meet for a quick drink in the centre of London before heading to Heathrow. This proves ill-advised when, three or four pints later, it becomes a race against the clock for the pair of us to catch the flight to Hamburg, where former Helloween guitarist Kai Hansen is playing tonight under the guise of Gamma Ray, his new power-metal quartet.


Indeed, with less than forty-five minutes until departure time remaining as we exit the Tube, we have little choice but to sprint down the moving walkway into the airport terminal. Ahead, a man is holding his trolley but there’s plenty of room for me to squeeze past him – or so it seems.


CLANG! The bloke and his set of wheels are clattered against the metal guardrail … and it quickly becomes apparent that it’s not a trolley full of luggage he’s pushing but an old-age pensioner in a wheelchair. ‘Oops, sorry!’ I shout, hoping his passenger is okay. The real worry, however, is that we still need to collect the flight tickets from the check-in desk, where the world’s longest queue of people has formed. In the end, there’s only one thing for it  – to nip in at the front and plead for urgent attention, otherwise it’s goodnight Vienna – or at least Hamburg.




‘I always wanted to be a funny asshole.’


– Michael Weikath





‘I can serve you, but only if the people in line don’t mind,’ says the female check-in clerk.


‘Sorry?’


‘I’ll let you jump in, but only if the other passengers don’t mind,’ she says. At which point I undertake a sudden transformation into a Basil Fawlty-like character and start shouting at the crowd of people behind me.


‘EXCUSE ME! Our plane leaves in a few minutes and if we don’t collect our tickets now we’ve had it. So, DOES ANYBODY MIND?’


People drop their heads and stare at their shoes, clearly with a huge sense of embarrassment, as they seek to avoid making eye contact with the fruitcake in front of them. Except for one man, whose efforts to avoid being picked out are rather sluggish, and he ends up paying the price. I point a finger directly at him.


‘You, sir! DO YOU MIND?’ I ask.


The guy casually shrugs his shoulders as if to suggest he really couldn’t be less bothered either way.


‘That’s it!’ I declare. ‘He doesn’t mind! We’ve asked the people and they really, really don’t mind!’


Thankfully, the attendant promptly hands over the tickets before the next hurdle arrives in the form of passport control. Again, there is a huge queue of people waiting to show their documents before they fly to European destinations. But there’s another desk available for those travelling to Tel Aviv – and it’s a free run. Our appeals to the weary-looking middle-aged guy who is manning the desk fall on deaf ears, however, as we’re clearly not Israel-bound, so we’re sent to the back of the queue … until he eventually takes pity and relents. ‘Okay, you two,’ he says. ‘Come through here.’


The flight leaves in just ten minutes and so we make a desperate dash to the departure lounge, where a female writer by the name of Chris is waiting for her two hapless/hopeless colleagues. She hears the stampede of feet and sees a blur of denim and leather as the pair of us run past her, believing we’ve probably missed the boarding of our flight. Through a big window to the left, Jerry spots a plane parked a few hundred metres away on the tarmac.


‘There’s our flight! Look, we can still catch it!’ he shouts, before leading the way down some stairs, at which point Chris picks up a bag in each hand and frantically gives chase. As the three of us rush towards the plane, the flight captain suddenly emerges from his cockpit at the top of the mobile staircase. Strangely, Jerry appears to think he’s running for the bus. ‘Excuse me! Does this go to Hamburg?’ he asks. ‘No, it doesn’t,’ says the stern-looking pilot. ‘And you’re coming with me – this is a major breach of airport security.’


As the figure of officialdom herds the trio of trespassers back towards the terminal, it transpires that the other passengers – all of whom have been patiently waiting for the flight, which has apparently been delayed – have got their heads and hands pressed up against the window of the departure lounge, wondering what the hell is going on. Thankfully, the captain is content to just push the three of us back into the crowded room and let us scrape the egg off each other’s faces without further action being taken.


The plane eventually departs an hour later and, despite the delay, there’s still enough time in Hamburg for us to be introduced to Hansen at tonight’s venue, The Docks, before the gig gets underway. Kai is friendly and cheerful as he mingles with the various strangers in his dressing room. ‘And you are?’ enquires Chris, surprisingly oblivious to the fact that she is shaking hands with the very musician she’s been sent all the way to Germany to review.


‘Ha ha! That’s Kai Hansen!’ guffaws Jerry, as if Chris hasn’t already suffered enough embarrassment for one day. The fact that she is not an authority on the music of the German guitarist becomes even more apparent when, during the gig, she asks for help from her journalist colleagues. ‘Oh, this is a brand new one,’ I deviously misinform her as Kai dips into Helloween’s distant speed-metal past with ‘Ride The Sky’. ‘And this is an old classic,’ Jerry misleadingly claims as Hansen plucks a track off his brand new Heading For Tomorrow opus. God only knows what a mess her review is going to be.


Backstage, some of Kai’s former bandmates are chilling out in the best way they know how and there are wafts of suspicious smoke hanging in the air. Michael Weikath is in particularly sociable mood. ‘I always wanted to be a funny asshole,’ says the guitarist before revealing, ‘“Heavy Metal Hamsters” [one of Helloween’s album tracks] actually became a serious lyric.’ And to think that some people suggest that Germans haven’t got a sense of humour …


Much later, in the red light district of the town, prostitutes in basques, knickers, stockings and suspenders cling to the concrete pillars of an underground car park. Nice young ladies, but thankfully the memory is beginning to fade.


The next day is a hellish experience, even ignoring the hangover. If the journey to Hamburg proved problematic, it’s nothing compared to our efforts to return home, with the airline claiming the flight is already full with more than an hour to go before departure. ‘THAT … IS … CRAP!’ booms Jerry, not realising that those three words are set to become a catchphrase he’s unable to shake off for many years to come.


The bad news is that the next flight is another four hours away. If there’s any good news, it’s that the bar is less than four minutes away.


THE ZAPPAS: AT HOME IN HOLLYWOOD




‘Blow me, I don’t give a fuck!’ says Dweezil Zappa as he invites the author into his family home in 1991 and proves he shares certain characteristics with his father Frank, one of rock’s most intellectually creative forces, who – it is revealed in unusual circumstances – never did learn to drive …





The yellow sun pierces the bright blue Los Angeles sky as the taxi twists and turns its way through the Hollywood Hills. Eventually, the car pulls up outside a mysterious, unnumbered house in Laurel Canyon. There’s an eerie feeling as the heavens suddenly darken, the trees shrouding the building start to shake in the whistling wind and the idea of bats circling the roof as streaks of lightning bolt down from the sky becomes terrifyingly easy to imagine.


It feels like a scene from The Addams Family, but it’s no work of fiction, with this being the house where the Zappas live. After a short wait, Gail Zappa – wife of eccentric musical genius Frank and mother of Dweezil, Ahmet Roden, Diva Muffin and Moon Unit – emerges behind a small iron gate which produces a logical squeaking as opposed to the anticipated creaking that would seem more appropriate given the arcane environment.


And then we – RAW photographer Tony and I – are introduced to Dweezil, who appears from nowhere wearing a bright white T-shirt featuring the smiling faces and gleaming teeth of Donny and Marie Osmond. Bizarrely, it’s Donny who provides lead vocals on Zappa junior’s new version of the Bee Gees’ Saturday Night Fever classic ‘Stayin’ Alive’, so perhaps Dweezil’s choice of attire is not as unlikely as it might seem. ‘I came up with a bunch of people who I thought would be good to sing the song,’ says the Dweez, taking a seat in the small studio complex built into the side of the house, before explaining that an original version featuring the voice of Ozzy Osbourne had to be shelved.


‘His record label gave me some big lie about how it would interfere with his own product, which is total bullshit,’ he says. ‘It’s political stupidity because there’s this special message in the record which I direct towards record company fools like the people who represent Mr Osbourne and also some people in television. It’s a message directed to all those individuals who I particularly loathe that says, “Blow me, I don’t give a fuck!”’


Meanwhile, a mature, moustachioed gentleman can be seen through a window into the adjoining control room as he works diligently at some kind of computer terminal. Needless to say, it’s father Frank composing his new album – quite possibly his 174th given his incredible productivity since the mid-sixties – on the Synclavier, a piece of technology that relies on computer programming.




‘It’s a message that says, “Blow me, I don’t give a fuck!”’


– Dweezil Zappa





At this point, Tony elects to visit the toilet before exploring the local area in the spare time he now has available this afternoon, as Dweezil has bizarrely decided he’s not in the mood to have his picture taken – despite his record company spending a fortune flying somebody over from England to do just that. ‘It’s through there on the right,’ says Dweezil, who becomes alarmed a few minutes later when he sees Tony emerging from the toilet and knocking on the door of the small room in which his dad is busy writing. ‘Oh no, he shouldn’t be doing that,’ he mutters nervously. ‘My father never likes being disturbed.’


Sensing that an alien intruder is about to penetrate his inner sanctum, Frank spins around in his chair as Tony’s head appears round the door. Both men jump back in shock, Frank wondering who the hell has had the audacity to disturb his concentration and trespass on his private territory, and Tony not realising that the back of the head belongs to one of the world’s biggest – and scariest – rock legends. At which point, Tony fractures the silence by asking, ‘Er, you haven’t got a street-map of LA by any chance, have you?’


‘No,’ says Frank in that famous deep voice of his. ‘I don’t drive.’


Dweezil breathes a sigh of relief as Tony emerges from the confrontation with nothing more serious than a red face, but Zappa junior’s mood doesn’t improve when the subject of his former record company Chrysalis is raised. ‘They did absolutely nothing with my first two albums and are total idiot losers,’ he says. ‘In fact, I call them Syphilis Records. They’re total retards.’


It’s reassuring to hear that Dweezil – who recorded his first album at the age of fifteen – has inherited his father’s well-known disdain for the corporate side of the music industry, although being rejected by every major label in the United States might also have something to do with it. ‘I think it’s because they have no taste and they’re absolute bloody idiots,’ he offers. ‘But that’s just my personal opinion.’


Dweezil’s new album, Confessions Of A Deprived Youth, which features the traditional Zappa trademarks of satire and unpredictability, is released on his father’s Barking Pumpkin label, and it would be natural to assume that Frank has been the single biggest influence on the youngster’s career. Not so apparently. ‘Eddie Van Halen is actually the main reason I started playing guitar,’ he declares. Indeed, it was Eddie who produced Dweezil’s first single, ‘My Mother Is A Space Cadet’, which he wrote at the age of thirteen with guitarist Steve Vai, who was then a member of Frank’s band.


‘I was never exposed to anything other than my dad’s music until I was about twelve-and-a-half,’ he adds. ‘I’d gotten a guitar when I was five or six but never played it. I messed around with the drums but I was terrible, ’cos I have the worst sense of rhythm on the face of the earth. Which is why my songs have really odd rhythms, because that’s what’s natural to me. I only played my father this record when the whole thing was done. He gave it ten out of ten, so that was good enough for me.’


Not that the Zappa surname has done much to help Dweezil’s musical career so far. ‘If I’d been anybody else there would be a lot more people ready to help me out,’ he suggests. ‘Nobody goes out of their way to help me at all. Everybody has got this attitude that I’m some sort of spoilt kid who has got everything I ever wanted …’


A few days later, the Zappas are having a family outing. Well, most of them that is. Frank’s deteriorating health – he’s been diagnosed with the terminal prostate cancer that will sadly claim his life in December 1993 – is such that evenings at the Roxy Theatre on West Sunset Boulevard are not best advised, even if eldest son Dweezil is playing one of his first gigs and sixteen-year-old Ahmet is guesting on vocals.


Mum Gail has rounded up the rest of the clan, however, and Dweezil is guaranteed a rousing reception, not least when he guides his band – which includes several former members of his father’s live entourage – through a medley of around 130 (!) different segments of seventies songs. It needs to be seen to be believed – as does the scene when actress Beverly D’Angelo takes the microphone. ‘I can’t fuck without falling in love,’ she croons romantically to an appreciative audience. Yes, we all know the feeling.





PHANTOM BLUE: LA WOMEN




Four Californian cuties (a description that fits only three according to their producer) are set to be interviewed in a Los Angeles studio in May 1993 – when their English visitors have finished drinking, that is …





The barmaid’s breasts are quivering as she shakes up the latest in a long line of cocktails in the West Hollywood branch of Barney’s Beanery on Santa Monica Boulevard. There’s an interview with female rockers Phantom Blue set for this afternoon, but the forty-minute drive to the studio, in which the band is currently working, will have to wait a little longer while the next drink is prepared for photographer Mick and I, especially as one of the locals – a middle-aged chap who looks as if he’s spent most of his life in this very seat at the bar – insists on buying the next round. And the one after.


We are therefore required to make serious excuses when eventually being introduced to the members of Phantom Blue more than an hour later than scheduled. After all, these Skip Saylor Studios are difficult to locate when you’re not familiar with the roads of Los Angeles (well, that’s our excuse and we’re sticking to it). ‘Hi there,’ says blonde vocalist Gigi Hangach, whose ample cleavage is still highly memorable from the sleeve of the band’s self-titled debut album, released four years previously. Meanwhile, guitarist Michelle Meldrum looks fully prepared for the afternoon’s photo-shoot with her cut-off jeans, fishnet tights and dual Metallica/Raven T-shirt perfectly cropped to expose her stomach.




‘The record company wanted us to be like a female Def Leppard.’


– Michelle Meldrum





Who wants to interview legendary Who guitarist Pete Townshend in Twickenham – as I’d previously been scheduled to do – when there’s a chance to meet four Californian babes in their heavy-metal homeland, whether they sell any records or not? Not that Los Angeles holds the attraction it once did for bassist Kim Nielsen, at least in terms of the music scene. ‘People still curiously come here to see what’s going on,’ she says, begging the question of just whom she might be referring to, ‘but it’s not as happening as it used to be.’


The girls insist they were massively misrepresented on their debut album sleeve, with their musical integrity being lost amid a blur of hair lacquer, lip gloss and blush powder. ‘It was all too frou-frou with all that wavy hair and that kind of shit,’ admits Kim. ‘It’s not really us.’


‘The record company wanted us to be like a female Def Leppard,’ adds Michelle. ‘We didn’t have any leverage at that point in time so we just did what we had to do. The music business is a pain in the rump.’


We’re chatting with English producer Max Norman outside the building later when Kim approaches him about a certain little social gathering he’s organising for the weekend. ‘Hey, Max,’ she says. ‘Can I bring my boyfriend to the party on Saturday?’


‘Of course you can, love,’ he says, before turning to Mick and I and, when she’s out of earshot, adding, ‘With a face like that she’s fucking lucky to have one …’


SEPULTURA: BRUTAL BRAZILIANS IN BERLIN




Babies are being bounced in Berlin as Brazilian thrashers Sepultura throw open the doors of their dressing room to discuss life on the road in November 1993, with frontman Max Cavalera warning that ‘shit can get really ugly’ …





With their past Satanic symbolism, Sepultura look as if they should be eating babies rather than spawning them. So it’s perhaps a surprise to see frontman Max Cavalera carrying his young son Zyon in his arms as he appears in the dressing room at Huxley’s Neue Welt in Berlin, especially as it’s now gone midnight.


Nothing has gone according to schedule today. Sepultura had planned to spend the afternoon at their Hilton Hotel, but with the engine of their tour bus deciding to drop its guts all over the autobahn en route from Hamburg, the band have lost not only an opportunity to snatch a few hours’ rest but to swap phone numbers with the one and only Cliff Richard, who is also residing on the east side of Brandenburg Gate.


There’s a reason why touring rhymes with boring and, although Sepultura have long been aware there’s a lot of hanging around involved in being on the road, they don’t enjoy spending several hours waiting on the road itself.


The brutal Brazilians have taken huge strides forward with albums such as Arise and Chaos A.D., yet it wasn’t long ago that Max was quoted as saying, ‘There are still things about Sepultura that I think are shit.’ But although nobody is happy that the new tour bus proves just as unreliable as the old van, Max doesn’t want everything around the band to become too slick an operation.


‘When I said some things are shit, it’s like these are the things that we’re working on to get better, but not that much better because it’s gonna get boring if we get so fucking professional,’ he tells me, appearing way beyond his twenty-four years of age due to the rigours of the road. He looks tired, hairy and overweight, but that’s perhaps par for the course. ‘We don’t want to get too fucking serious, you know. We still wanna have fun like we did ten years ago. Which is why we like interviews that are more like pub talk. We don’t want to get bored and turn this into a job.’


The beers are thankfully out so the dressing room is indeed a pub in all but name. And the fact that the booze is free. Max’s American wife Gloria, who manages the band, looks after the baby (who can be forgiven for dozing off) while the other members – brother Igor, bassist Paulo Jr and comically monickered guitarist Andreas Kisser – try to relax after a relentless set of ruffian riffs. Cavalera is pleased that the Berlin crowd displayed an attitude more in keeping with ‘old punk than metal’ and which gave tonight’s show ‘a different vibe’. Certainly, the band now sings about social issues far removed from the lyrical approach of the early days, when the devil danced about on their artwork.


‘It was about aggression,’ explains Max. ‘I really don’t believe in all that Satanic stuff, but I don’t have a religion and there was a lot of anger going on. We’d play those songs live and it was fucking crazy, man. I remember when we opened for Venom – it was fucking wild and it was with that material. It’s about releasing what’s inside of you.


‘I hate the fucking Church,’ he adds. ‘And when people come to your shows in America – like when we were on the Ozzy [Osbourne] tour – to fucking preach to you, it was like, “Fuck you, man, with your religion bullshit.” That’s still how I feel about it, but now I’ve got other stuff to talk about. We’re now more focused on what we think is important. We criticise the bad shit about Brazil and the rest of the world, but when it comes to shit about the police and stuff, you can’t be nice. It’s all fucked up.’


It’s appropriate that ‘shit about the police’ is mentioned given that Max and Gloria were recently arrested in Phoenix, where Sepultura are now based. According to the lead singer, they were nicked for throwing a rock, having been attacked by a gang with iron bars. ‘We were victims so there’s nothing to be afraid of,’ he insists. ‘We have a real good lawyer so maybe we’re gonna be suing those cops and laughing about the whole thing. They do that shit and they think they’re winning, but what goes around comes around and let’s see who’s laughing in the end. I believe in fucking karma, man. Those pigs were fucking us big time that night, but I told a cop, “Think about what you’re doing, ’cos shit can get really ugly.” I ended up in the jail sitting around talking to people, but it was still better than it would have been in Brazil, where they fucking rape you and sometimes kill you. So I was thinking I was kind of lucky.’


There’s always been a determined sense of drive in Sepultura’s music. The Cavalera brothers have not had it easy after losing their father when they were young boys, but the band have made a major international breakthrough and it’s now just a case of keeping the juggernaut on course. So it was no surprise when their vocalist recently said it would take a death in the band to break the unit up. ‘When I say that,’ explains Max, ‘it’s like, nobody in this band is showing one drop of unhappiness. Everybody is really, really into it, more than we’ve ever been before. So I really feel that the only thing that would split up this band is somebody fucking dying.’


Bands have said similar things before, of course, yet still continued following a change of personnel. But Andreas shares his singer’s viewpoint. ‘Those bands were never the same,’ he says. ‘Never.’


Despite not ‘fucking dying’, Max Cavalera makes just one more album with Sepultura after the other members of the band decide to dispense with the management services of his wife. Max, who avoids police charges, forms Soulfly and continues to be represented by Gloria, while Sepultura, to quote Andreas, are indeed ‘never the same … never’.
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