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            FOREWORD

         

         
            As Paul Roman of The Quakes said; “Nervous is the Sun Records of Psychobilly”. I’m pleased (and honoured) to be known as that and I’m proud to be a part of it. Those of you who have been into it from the beginning have probably tripped up over me in the past either at The Klub Foot or some other such lowlife dive! For those of you who have got into Psychobilly in more recent years, this book will provide great insight into the origins of this music and for older fans of the scene, there are sure to be nuggets of information and pictures that will bring the memories flooding back.

            
                

            

            KAPTAIN ZORCH Nervous Records 2007
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            INTRODUCTION

         

         
            Through the years I have grown tired of the way Psychobilly has been consistently ignored by the mainstream music press. Working in record stores throughout the 1980s and 1990s, I had seen a flood of flash-in-the-pan sub-genres being heralded as the second coming by the UK music press…only to be unceremoniously dumped soon after as fad-chasing journos moved on to the next big thing. But where was Psychobilly? Why were bands I and many others liked, many of whom had prolific back catalogues of record releases, never mentioned? Why was Psychobilly blacklisted from the pages of music history despite being a thriving worldwide scene for over 20 years? At least in the 1980s you could count on occasional reviews of gigs and records, even though most of them lampooned Psychobilly and wrote off its followers as a posse of glue-sniffing lunkheads. After that there was nothing. Only a handful of dedicated fanzine writers wafted the oxygen of publicity over the scene.

            As a naturally lazy bastard, I decided to sit and wait at the end of the century, secure in the knowledge that someone would eventually see Psychobilly as a subject ripe for a full-length publication. Nothing happened, so in 2002 I eventually decided to make my own attempt. I felt that if the genre was as important to many others as it was to me, then surely someone would want to read it.

            As I began to write, I realised that the history of Psychobilly is a pretty large, lumbering beast of a subject and that, in my position as a father for the first time, there was no way that I could do an entire review of the Psychobilly genre in the near future. I kept writing anyway, and the result was ‘Let’s Wreck: Psychobilly Flashbacks From The Eighties & Beyond’ (Stormscreen Productions, 2003). It was a slim tome that pretty much did what it said on the cover and featured my scattered ramblings documenting my personal discovery of Psychobilly and continued love of the music over the years. Although it did feature some brief informative notes on the basics of the genre (key bands, records, venues etc), I still felt that a longer, more detailed book was long overdue.

            Luckily Cherry Red Records felt the same and, late in 2003, I started work on this very book you are now gripping between your fingers. At the time I stupidly vowed to the publishers that I could complete the book within a year. Thankfully they took that with a pinch of salt – when I began to write, I realised the Psychobilly beast could never be committed to paper with only 365 days of frantic keyboard bashing. That did not even touch the tip of the Psychotic iceberg.

            Despite being a fan of the music for almost a quarter of a century, I underestimated just how hugely Psychobilly has spread its disease across the world. Firstly, I had to look at how Psychobilly evolved from Britain’s Rockabilly scene along with some of the other musical styles which have contributed to its sound. Once I moved beyond the UK, there was the genre’s hardcore grip on Europe to investigate, closely followed by the rapidly booming US scene and Psychobilly’s far-flung outposts in Japan, Australia and beyond. I also felt that the lifestyle reaches far beyond the bands themselves and fans of the music, promoters, determined fanzine writers and webmasters, along with specialist record labels, all deserved to be included in the book. And all the time I was writing, Psychobilly was experiencing its biggest boom in years, throwing up yet more bands and individuals dedicated to the scene.

            It had to end somewhere and here it is, my attempt to capture some of the history behind the scene that dares not speak its name. I realise there may be queries regarding why some bands have been afforded more space than others, and perhaps why some bands have not been featured at all, but I have made as much of an effort to give a flavour of the ‘Global’ scene as possible. I have also had to piece the whole story together through a mist of album covers, flyers, dog-eared cuttings and hazy recollections of many of the bands themselves who often have a job remembering key details of their own careers. The history of Psychobilly is probably like the 1960s – if you were really there you probably do not remember it all! At least you can sleep safe in the knowledge that the brain cells you lost were probably whacked out of you in the wrecking pit or the result of drinking endless cans of out-of-date supermarket lager (probably).

            Anyway, enough of these demented Caledonian ramblings. You haven’t coughed up your hard-earned cash to read the wild waffling of a raving Scotsman who has been soaked to his underpants under a sea of Psychobilly over the past three years. Turn the page! TURN THE PAGE!

         

         
             

         

         BRACKO 

         Nottinghamshire, August 2007
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            CHAPTER ONE

            PSYCHOBILLY BEGINNINGS

         

         What follows is a true story – only the details and identity of the culprits have been altered to protect the guilty. A school in the East Midlands, new term 1981–82. A new boy enters the class and is introduced by the teacher. He has spiky hair and wears a T-shirt, Doc Martens and tight denims with tiny turn-ups. He is instructed to sit next to the nearest empty seat. The boy beside him has a flat-top and wears a tartan shirt, crepe shoes and loose denims with big turn-ups. As the latest addition to the class takes his seat he mutters to his new neighbour “Rockabilly bastard!”. “Fucking Punk” replies his schoolmate, and they glare at each other menacingly. One year later they are wrecking wildly together at a Meteors gig – best of mates.

         There is no denying that Psychobilly has always drawn a huge variety of followers. Its genre-bending style, with its wide range of influences, has also united many elements of street culture since its birth in the 1980s. Since the teenager was born in the mid-1950s (before that you graduated from schoolkid to young adult when you started working), lines have always been sharply drawn particularly in membership to working-class street clans. Although Ray Winstone’s character, greasy ton-up boy Kevin, claimed in the film ‘Quadrophenia’ that “I don’t give a fuck about Mods and Rockers” it did not stop him getting a kicking from a gang of rowdy scooterists while his Mod mate Jimmy looked on.

         Membership of specific street cults has always been contradictory in the same way that football thugs will happily battle with other teams supporters all season but unite behind their country when International rucking is required. Similarly, Psychobilly has often drawn together many types of street herberts such as Teds, Punks, Rockabillies, Skins, Mods, Scooterists, Heavy Rockers and Terrace Boot Boys, who would previously have been mortal enemies. More often than not, things were sorted out on the dancefloor as opposed to a punch-up outside the kebab shop.

         Bands from a variety of music genres have regularly faced restrictions on the limits their sound “should” take. The Who were immersed in the Heavy Rock scene when they created their Mod-odyssey album ‘Quadrophenia’ in 1973, and the British Beat boom which followed The Beatles’ success in the mid-1960s featured legions of bands containing tattooed Teds with their quiffs teased into mop-tops, often purely to stay in fashion and attract randy Beat birds. Many Glam bands were also often simply Rock‘n’Rollers stripped of their sweaty denims and forced into spandex suits and hastily slapped on mascara to meet the demands of a teenybop audience.

         However, no style of music has faced so many divisions, internally and externally, in the way Psychobilly has. Despite over twenty five years of bitching, sniping, rivalry, hostility and (even worse) being ignored from elements outside and within, the scene is still going. Psychobilly will never go away. Like the runt of the litter it has been pushed away, disregarded, written off and dismissed almost consistently but today it is as strong as ever and stubbornly sticking to the music business like a hairy wart. It seems that Psychobilly will never lose it.

         Psychobilly itself is the bastard of all music genres, and a bastardisation of many. It is a form of music embraced by many but equally held at arm’s length by a number of bands for fear of being tainted by its many connotations. It is a musical style which has blatantly pilfered from a variety of sources and also one which has exploded into a bizarre, and often pointless, selection of sub-genres. Punkabilly, Punk’n’Roll, Trashabilly, Horrorbilly, Swampabilly and a whole load of other terms have been employed over the years either by bands treading some form of new ground or those who felt that the term Psychobilly was somehow limiting. 11
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         But no matter how diverse the ingredients of Psychobilly seem to be they all (eventually) reflect their true roots – Rockabilly. The Rockabilly universe is almost too dense in which to uncover every artist from that genre who has left their mark on Psychobilly but again and again whenever bands and fans discuss their influences the same names pop up again and again: Charlie Feathers, Johnny Burnette, Roy Orbison and Sun Records’ ‘Million Dollar Quartet’ of Johnny Cash, Carl Perkins, Jerry Lee Lewis and a certain Mr E.A. Presley.

         Alongside these legends, Rockabilly has also had a large number of darker, ‘backwoods’ artists whose twisted takes on Rockabilly were the perfect precursor to the Psychobilly genre. Many of these acts were resurrected in the 1980s on album series such as ‘Wavy Gravy’ and ‘Desperate Rock‘n’Roll’ which offer up collections of tracks by what amounts to ‘hillbilly punks’ purging themselves of dark, twisted songs too controversial and sinister for many of the all-American ‘mom and pop’ type radio stations of the 1950s. Whoever bought these limited run releases at the time remains unknown but you certainly would not have wished to meet them whilst creeping through the woods (particularly if you were not keen on being made to “squeal like a pig”).

         Rockabilly itself is often buried beneath the general term of 1950s Rock’n’Roll but when ‘fifties music’ is referred to as a generic shorthand for Rock’n’Roll it obliterates the wide range of rockin’ styles which that decade produced such as Doo-Wop, Rhythm & Blues, Country, Bluegrass, Hillbilly and Rockabilly itself. It is not only the Rockabilly sound that provides the backbone of the Psychobilly beat but also the template for the trio of double-bass, guitar and drums. This classic set-up was also resurrected in the Neo-Rockabilly boom, most notably by The Stray Cats, and has remained the form of many Psycho-related bands such as Frenzy, The Sharks, Torment, Long Tall Texans and Tiger Army and while it has also been a featured line-up through the years for others such as The Meteors, Mad Sin, The Coffin Nails and Demented Are Go.

         Trying to define Neo-Rockabilly is a complex task which may arouse the righteous fury of revivalists, 12purists and musical snobs but it is safe to say that this movement went some way to re-establishing Rockabilly as the rough-house sound it had been at its roots after a period in the late 1970s when some Rockabilly groups drifted dangerously close to the mainstream and the fancifying effect of major record label neutering. It could also be argued that ‘Neo’ also dragged Rockabilly into a contemporary setting while acknowledging other influences, particularly Punk.
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         The blurring of the line between Neo-Rockabilly and Psychobilly is probably best illustrated not only by The Meteors but also by The Sharks and The Ricochets. The Meteors transition is documented on their first record appearance. Though recorded under the guise of Raw Deal, The Meteors first made their debut vinyl outing on the 1980 Alligator Records’ compilation ‘Home Grown Rockabilly’. Though, even then, featuring the distinctive input of P. Paul Fenech and Nigel Lewis the three tracks, ‘Crazy Love’, ‘Go Away’ and ‘My Baby Loves Me’, are pretty close to the modern Rockabilly of other acts on the album such as The Polecats, The Rhythm Cats and Johnny Key and The Kool Kats (almost a pussy overdose). However, none of these tracks really hinted at the seismic shock which was about to follow as their recording career progressed.

         
            
[image: ]Ricochets’  and  Guana Batz  bassman Sam Sardi, 1986 (Jo Jackson).

            

         

         
            
[image: ]Nervous  Records. Spotters  of  early  Psychobilly talent  (Roy  Williams).

            

         

         A similarly sharp change from Neo to Psycho appeared on The Sharks’ live LP ‘First & Last’. Although the album was released by Nervous Records in 1993 it features recordings from 1982 and 1983. The 1982 side featured a tight but fairly traditional set of Rockabilly tracks while the flip side from around a year later featured many of their harder-edged rockin’ tracks, such as ‘Death Row’ and ‘Moon Stomp’, that were part of the band’s debut album ‘Phantom Rockers’ which became one of the foundation albums of the Psychobilly genre.

         The Ricochets were another act who made a relatively rapid evolution. Originally a ‘strictly covers’ Rockabilly combo called Pink & Black they adopted a name change, recorded a debut album and broke out of the pure Rockabilly mould into becoming a rockin’ band with the added excitement and energy of Punk. Their first and only album for over two decades, ‘Made In The Shade’ (1982), was one of Nervous Records’ early releases and hinted at a change in the Rockabilly scene to a more frenzied sound. While still Rockabilly, albeit with a darker side particularly on tracks such as ‘Witchcraft’, ‘Migraine’ and ‘Hit Man’, The Ricochets’ place on the scene is never as widely credited as it should be 13and with members of the band moving on to join The Meteors, The Guana Batz and The Highliners, their influence on early Psychobilly was sizable.

         Rockabilly and Rock‘n’Roll are genres far too dense in which to pick specific artists who have influenced Psychobilly as most bands have illustrated their own preferences through their choice of covers; The Cramps and The Meteors chose Sun-era Roy Orbison in their early days, The Guana Batz favoured Chuck Berry and later Billy Fury, and King Kurt were never shy about their debt to Bo Diddley but there were certainly some artists more than others who have had moments in their career which have infected the Psychobilly genre forever.

         Though it is obvious that everyone will have their own opinion as to what rockin’ influences they hear running through Psychobilly, who could argue that the likes of Link Wray’s ‘powertwangs’, Screaming Jay Hawkins swampy voodoo and Screaming Lord Sutch’s lurid Rock‘n’Roll and onstage theatrics have not in some way shaped Psychobilly? In fact Sutch’s clod-hopping stomper ‘Loonabilly’ is virtually a blueprint for most of the Psychobilly bands who took a less than serious approach to the music.

         What also has to be remembered is that many of the first generation of Psychobillies were often ignorant about the history of Rockabilly and gained their love of Rock‘n’Roll not from lovingly collecting twenty-five year old 45’s tracked down in dusty American record stores but by watching ‘Grease’ and ‘Happy Days’ alongside seeing Matchbox and The Stray Cats on ‘Top Of The Pops’. This was a generation weaned on ‘The Wanderers’. ‘Lemon Popsicle’ and stacks of low-rent TV advertised Rock‘n’Roll albums. These were the kids who would go on to form bands which would invariably play or record ‘Brand New Cadillac’ at least once in their career, even though they probably heard The Clash’s version first. They may not have known who Narvel Felts and ‘Groovey’ Joe Poovey were but they sure as hell had heard of Darts and Showaddywaddy and they undoubtedly knew “who put the bomp in the bompshoobompshoobomp” never mind the fucking ramalamadingdong!

         While Rockabilly was undoubtedly the backbone of Psychobilly, it influenced another diverse musical style which in turn was to leave its mark all over the Psychobilly genre. Garage Punk from the 1960s was yet another genre which to this day almost defies labelling and covers a wide range of bands who only truly share one element – primitive Rock‘n’Roll fury! The whole garage scene was probably best summed up two decades later on the back cover of the 1983 Big Beat album ‘These Cats Ain’t Nuthin’ But Trash’: “They called it Rock‘n’Roll. They called it Rockabilly. They called it Beat. They called it Punk. They call it TRASH.”

         Though eventually remembered mostly for their Psychedelic leanings many Garage bands also created demented, speed-freak versions of Rock‘n’Roll and Rockabilly classics (something Psychobilly bands would continue to do) such as The Ready Men’s 1964 pill-poppin’ sprint through ‘Shortnin’ Bread’ and Dean Carter’s screeching demolition of ‘Jailhouse Rock’ from 1967. Also with frightening similarity to the Psychobilly scene, the Garage Punk boom set the standard for no-hit wonders and countless bands who hit the scene with a blast before disappearing, leaving only a single or meagre set of vinyl releases behind.

         The link between the many genres of the 1950s and 1960s and Psychobilly is probably best illustrated by the 1984 Big Beat album ‘Rockabilly Psychosis and the Garage Disease’. This compilation, compiled by Nick Garrard, was the perfect introduction to the many strands of musical dementia which contributed to the Psychobilly scene while also showcasing the new talent of the day such as The Guana Batz and The Sting-Rays alongside The Meteors and The Cramps.

         The album features a collection of Rock‘n’Roll dementia including early-1960s Rockabilly oddities from The Phantom, The Legendary Stardust Cowboy and Hazil Adkins along with Garage Punk from later that decade by The Sonics. The Trashmen and The Novas. The album also included some early-1980s US rockin’ from The Gun Club and Tav Falco & The Panther Bums which, though far from Psychobilly, was definitely a Transatlantic taste of how same American bands were tapping into the same sources and doing their own thing.

         Although the back-end of the 1970s would witness the first stimings of the Psychobilly beat, another 14much maligned musical from earlier in the decade would leave its stack-heeled imprint on the wreckin’ genre. Although Punk (arguably the music that pushed Psychobilly into being) was on its way, Glam Rock provided another legacy. Although Glam Rock itself was yet another bastardised version of Rock‘n’Roll, this time from the decade that fashion forgot, it left behind some musical influences which would feature in the overall sound of many Psychobilly bands along with a back catalogue of classic, rebel-rousing songs ripe for cover versions.

         Glam also became a convenient umbrella term for a wide variety of bands in a very similar way to Psychobilly. The Glam banner fluttered over diverse groups such as pretty boy popsters The Bay City Rollers, reformed hippies T-Rex and end-of-the-pier Rock‘n’Roll revivalists Showaddywaddy. However, deep in their hearts (some deeper than others) was the Rockabilly beat. It was Rock‘n’Roll to a boot-stomping bass line, backed by tub-thumping drums and terrace chants. An undeniable combination of teeth-rattling musical force when it was done well.

         Like every mainstream pop phenomenon, Glam was simply a record company wheeze devoted to jamming together similar groups of pop bands in a bid to stimulate seven-inch single sales in an era of ‘albums-only’ rock gods, prog snobs and wheezy singer-songwriters. Many of what we now regard as ‘Heroes of Glam’ have no real connection: Sweet were heavy-rockers in waiting, Slade were as Glam as Les Dawson in drag and Mud were long-haired Teds with a camp guitarist. Glam’s hottest solo star, Alvin Stardust, was simply early 1960s UK Rock‘n’Roller Shane Fenton with darker hair, tighter trousers and one glove. In reality, the two most truly Glam artists of the 1970s were David Bowie and Roxy Music, even though both acts often avoided the Glam brand due to their prodigious album careers and arty backgrounds.

         The acknowledgement of Glam as an influence on Psychobilly is almost as easy to trace as Rockabilly by simply perusing the many cover versions in the Psychobilly back catalogue. Ironically one of the earliest nods to Glam’s legacy was an original composition. ‘I Don’t Worry About It’ from The Meteors, groundbreaking second album ‘Wreckin’ Crew’. Featuring an undeniable ‘glam stomp’ from the rhythm section, this tune could have been worthy of a ‘Top of the Pops’ appearance in a previous decade had it not featured P. Paul Fenech’s trademark guitar twang and the liberal use of ‘fuck’, ‘cunt’ and ‘wank’ in the lyrics. Nevertheless, it proved how similar Glam’s boot-boy sound could be to the Psychobilly beat.

         King Kurt proved themselves to be the bastard sons of the Bay City Rollers with their strangulation of the Jock teenyboppers’ hit ‘Bye Bye Baby’. Kurt’s version, recorded as The Kurts, appeared on a single in 1989 and remained a live favourite of the band’s especially amongst their hardcore scooterist following.

         Batmobile, always a band unashamed to show their influences through their choice of cover versions, truly turned the heat up on the Glam tribute with their blistering take on The Sweet’s yob-rock anthem ‘Ballroom Blitz’ from their 1986 LP ‘Buried Alive’, their version of Gary Glitter’s ‘Do You Wanna Touch’ on ‘Bambooland’ (1986) and their take on Mud’s ‘Tiger Feet’. Mad Sin have probably acknowledged their debt to Glam Rock most openly with their album of unissued material ‘99 Psycho’n’Glamrock Demos’ (2003) on Bad Bob Records and The Long Tall Texans have whipped many a crowd into a frenzy with their cover of Gary Glitter’s ‘Rock‘n’Roll Part II’.

         Quite clearly though, if it had not been for Punk it is unlikely that Psychobilly would have ever drawn breath. Everything about Punk has in some way influenced the genre from Punk’s energy and anger to its DIY recording ethic and the basic creed that anyone can be in a band, promote gigs or start record labels regardless of their background. Certain elements of Punk fashion are also impossible to separate from Psychobilly style and for many the Rockabilly elements of The Clash and Sid Vicious’ rowdy mauling of ‘Something Else’ still lay heavy in the memories of many early Psychobillies.

         No observation on the many influences which have contributed to Psychobilly would be complete without mentioning The Cramps. Many would argue the The Cramps should be featured along with Psychobilly bands themselves but it is safe to suggest, and the band have emphasised the point in 15interviews, that The Cramps were ‘not’ a Psychobilly band. On paper the band’s combination of Rockabilly, Punk attitude and lyrical themes of sleaze, horror and similar B-movie material looks like the very blueprint of Psychobilly but The Cramps belong in their own unique genre.
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         Formed in Akron, Ohio way back in 1976, The Cramps were literally and stylistically miles away from the birth of Psychobilly in the UK. They were already an established act long before even the first fist was thrown in a wrecking pit. As legend would have it, when Erick Purkhiser picked up teen hitchhiker Kristy Wallace they soon discovered a mutual love of authentic Rock‘n’Roll and B-movie exploitation flicks. Seeking new kicks and with the intention of forming a band they both relocated to New York City. Erick then ditched his, almost unpronounceable, surname in favour of the stage name Lux Interior and Kristy was reborn as head temptress and luscious hellcat ‘Poison’ Ivy Rorschach.

         At this time the early ‘Noo Yawk’ Punk scene was kicking off and the centre of this universe was the infamous CBGB’s Club, an unassuming downtown venue next door to a dosshouse in the city’s rundown Bowery neighbourhood. Originally opened by ex-Jazz club owner Hilly Kristal it was intended as a Country, Bluegrass and Blues club (Geddit!?) but soon became the spiritual home of Punk, populated by a host of soon-to-be massive bands such as The Ramones, Television, Blondie, Jayne County and Patti Smith. This piss-soaked dungeon soon became a regular stomping ground for The Cramps who, after two female drummers had passed through their ranks, settled on a line-up with Lux on vocals, Ivy on guitar, Bryan Gregory on (another) guitar and Nicholas ‘Nick Knox’ Stephanoff on drums.

         What immediately marked this early line-up out from the legions of sweaty Punks and angst-ridden New Wave bands was their unique sound. With no bass, two guitars and the most basic of drum kits The Cramps were pure stripped-to-the-bone Rock‘n’Roll. With Nick laying down a pounding – almost monotonous – beat, Ivy twanging furiously, Gregory generating a wall of fuzz and Mr Interior screaming out a barrage of vocal dementia, the music itself was a brew of 1960s Garage Punk, Surf and any other number of adrenaline driven vibes from the 1950s and beyond. But what always prevented this mass 16of influences descending into cacophony was the band’s unique way of tying the whole thing to a stomping Rockabilly beat.

         In a bizarre way The Cramps exist in almost a parallel universe to Psychobilly itself. Their roots, their sound and their lyrical content are similar but a huge gap between both elements is present. Their image, while perhaps more representative of the current Psychobilly scene was vastly at odds with early Psycho fashion which consisted of mainly boots, tartan shirts, T-shirts and denims. With their combination of black leather and black PVC adorned with chicken bones, boot-lace ties and mascara. The Cramps also instantly attracted large numbers of Europe’s Goth population. This was something which few Psychobilly bands ever did as, although both cults were closely linked through shared ‘alternative’ venues across the land, fans of each genre often had a healthy disregard for each other’s music.

         With two Indie singles under their belt, on their own Vengeance Records, ‘Human Fly’/‘The Way I Walk’ and ‘Domino’/‘Surfin’ Bird’, the band caught the attention of Miles Copeland, brother of drummer Stewart Copeland from The Police, and boss of a new record label IRS. Both singles, along with an extra track ‘Lonesome Town’, were re-released in a single mini-album by the label in the Autumn of 1979 under the title ‘Gravest Hits’.

         Six months later the band’s first full-length album ‘Songs the Lord Taught Us’ (1980) was released and shortly after that, following a clash of opinion over The Cramps’ direction, Bryan Gregory left – pinching the band’s van and equipment in the process. Sometime after high-tailing with the band’s gear Gregory formed the band Beast but soon drifted into obscurity and unfortunately his next appearance in the music press was his obituary, following a heart attack in 2001.

         Gregory’s replacement, after the band employed Julian Greinsnatch for a short period, was former Gun Club guitarist Kid Congo Powers who was to feature on their third album for IRS ‘Psychedelic Jungle’ (1981). Despite producing a fine album, which boasts many Cramps’ classics such as ‘Greenfuz’, ‘Goo Goo Muck’ and their ‘Cramped’ covers of ‘The Crusher’ and ‘Green Door’, the band began to fall out with their major label masters. They then entered a period of contract wrangling which effectively held them back from further studio work and only able to earn a crust from touring while at the same time leaving them unable to showcase new material for fear of bootleggers poaching their set.

         After almost two years, the band were freed from the clutches of IRS and immediately delivered a six track live album ‘Smell Of Female’ to their new label Enigma (released in the UK by Big Beat Records). Fans had been waiting for new material and ‘Smell Of Female’ did not disappoint. Far more than the usual live fodder taped at the back of a sweaty dancehall, this was a well-recorded Cramps revue from no less than New York’s Peppermint Lounge – ground zero of the Big Apple’s beat boom of the 1960s. The Cramps’ strode from the shadows and were, more than ever, sexy burlesque with a Rockabilly beat from the tuppence-licking anthem ‘You Got Good Taste’ to their bombastic version of the busting-bosom theme to Russ Meyer’s girl-power cult flick ‘Faster Pussycat! Kill! Kill!’.

         It was a long time coming but their next album was at last a stroke of luck for the band as they delivered an excellent album at a time when their combined audience of Psychobillies and Goths were at a peak across Europe. Continuing with the UK label Big Beat (home of The Vibes, The Sting-Rays etc.) they delivered their classic album ‘A Date With Elvis’ in 1986. The album was recorded in Hollywood late in 1985 with Lux, Nick and Ivy. Miss Rorschach played bass and guitar during the sessions but they were to be joined onstage by the mysterious ‘Fur’. To support the album they toured Europe, with The Sting-Rays in support for the UK dates, and packed large halls across the land stuffed with so many hairspray-soaked punters that each gig was surely a fire risk of huge proportions.

         Singles lifted from the album, such as ‘Can Your Pussy Do The Dog’, ‘Kizmiaz’ and ‘What’s Inside A Girl’, also contributed to the album’s success and The Cramps were once again enjoying high times, particularly after the protracted and bitter wranglings with IRS. That label did however deliver a ‘kiss off’ final compilation album ‘Bad Music For Bad People’ either as a contractual obligation or a last-ditch attempt to milk the band’s continuing success – you decide!

         17The Cramps’ deal with Big Beat in the UK continued and while the band never crossed over to anything approaching mainstream success there are more than enough loyal Cramps’ fans in the world to ensure that every album was a solid seller. ‘Stay Sick’ (1990) was rather slow in arriving but was followed rather more sharply by ‘Look Mom, No Head’ in 1991, showcasing on both the outside and inside covers the increasingly bizarre Mr Interior clad in high heels and a black PVC posing pouch.

         The band’s line-up fluctuated wildly from ‘A Date With Elvis’ onward, with a parade of bassists/rhythm guitarists backing up Ivy, then a stack of sticksmen following the loss of long-time drummer, and icon of cool, Nick Knox in 1991 after eye surgery led to his retirement.

         After their poor experience with IRS, the band were not keen on getting back into bed with another major label and this resulted in some multi-label releases of their albums across the world. While the band stayed with Big Beat in the UK from 1983 to 1991 their albums were often released by other labels outside Britain. ‘A Date With Elvis’ was released by a whopping six labels in 1986 alone (with more to follow). This label-hopping got even more confusing when the band eventually left Big Beat and first landed in the Creation Records stable, then booming under the almighty success of Manc hooligans Oasis. Not that the label made much difference as The Cramps managed to pursue their own direction on the album ‘Flamejob’ (1994) with no (apparent) meddling from millionaire Creation head-honcho Alan McGee.

         Having jumped to Epitaph Records for their 1997 album ‘Big Beat From Badsville’ the band’s next move was to reactivate their own label Vengeance which had lain dormant since 1978, when their first two singles were released. The label had been dragged back to life only once before with the release of their 1987 live album ‘Rockinnreelininauklandnewzealandxxx’. Their first project was a series of coloured vinyl releases in 2001 of all their post-IRS albums to celebrate the band’s 25th anniversary. This was followed by their first album of new material for Vengeance, ‘Fiends Of Dope Island’. This album was to mark the departure of the band’s second-longest serving drummer Harry Drumdini who, despite a few periods AWOL, served the band handsomely for over nine years.

         In 2004, The Cramps dug deep into their past archive tapes and released a bootleg-busting collection of early rarities running to almost two and a half hours long. Many of these demos and live tracks were from the 1976/77 period of their career and showed a band, rather unusually, lovingly exhuming material from their earliest days. However, as The Cramps now pass the mark of thirty years in the biz it’s not all about looking back. With Bill Bateman on drums and Chopper Franklin from sleazy rockers Charley Horse on bass the band still tour continuously. Never resorting to a nostalgia trip, The Cramps are as sick, depraved and exciting as they ever were. Just don’t mention Psychobilly!

         While the origins of Psychobilly are as wild and varied as the genre itself, there can be no real doubt that The Meteors have always been at the eye of the Psychobilly hurricane. Though folklore about the term itself reaches back through The Cramps’ early days to the use of the word in the lyrics to the classic Johnny Cash song ‘One Piece At A Time’, the Man in Black’s lyric has little to do with a gang of ‘crazies’ punching fuck out of each other to the sound of Rockabilly from hell on a wet London night. When P. Paul Fenech explained to a journalist early in their career that The Meteors’ music was based around “…werewolves, psycho-killers and Rockabilly” it’s not hard to discover where the scene got its name.

         For most Psychobilly fans from the early 1980s and beyond, it was seeing or hearing The Meteors for the first time that brought Psychobilly to their attention and even members of some other pioneering Psychobilly bands, such as Pip Hancox of The Guana Batz, have openly admitted that it was The Meteors that drove them to form a group and create their own rockin’ racket. However, regardless of its origins – Psychobilly was about to become an unstoppable dark force on the music scene.
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            CHAPTER TWO

            THE PIONEERS

         

         Though occasionally a contested issue, there can be no real argument against the presence of The Meteors at ground zero of the Psychobilly boom. The Cramps were, and will probably always be, revered by legions of Psychobillies but they were from a different scene, a different culture and a band almost beyond categorisation. As The Meteors’ Mark Robertson claimed in the hallowed pages of UK rock mag ‘Sounds’, “We’ve shared the same influences as The Cramps but we’re not influenced by The Cramps”.

         The Meteors rose from the ashes of a number of Rockabilly bands such as The Southern Boys, Rock Therapy and Raw Deal, all featuring P. Paul Fenech on guitar and Nigel Lewis on double-bass. In Raw Deal, Fenech and Lewis first recorded together on three tracks which would eventually appear on the compilation album ‘Home Grown Rockabilly’ (then credited as The Meteors). After this the band began dabbling in a harder-edged sound but this almost immediately led to their drummer and second guitarist jumping ship for fear of drifting too far from a strict Rockabilly template. In the Spring of 1980 they drafted in Mark Robertson, an experienced sticksman from Punk band The Models, who proved to be the spur they required to single-mindedly pursue their own direction. However, having the audacity to include a Punk drummer instantly infuriated strait-laced Rockabilly revivalists and occasionally garnered a frosty reception at their earliest gigs in London’s Rock‘n’Roll circuit.
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         Having been largely isolated from the Capital’s Rockabilly scene, The Meteors made their own way playing venues such as Dingwalls, The 100 Club, The Marquee and The Hope & Anchor. Soon they gathered their own following ‘The Crazies’, a motley collection of ex-Punks and Rockabillies all looking for something more rowdy. A weird hybrid of ‘Psycho Rockabilly’ was born.

         The regulars at performances by The Meteors indulged in some rambunctious, dancefloor movements which, to the untrained eye, resembled a Wild West saloon brawl. They called it ‘going 19mental’ but it became known as the fine art of ‘wrecking’, ‘stomping’ and a host of other names. To punters unfamiliar with The Meteors in concert, this wild dancing soon gained the band an unfairly bad reputation for attracting ‘bovver’ at their gigs leading to some venues refusing to book them for return visits even though the ‘wrecking’ was essentially good-natured. Nonetheless, with their growing army of new fans and an increasing Punk following, The Meteors were rarely short of gigs.

         Although for a while The Meteors were the Capital’s best-kept secret, they soon caught the collective eye of the nation’s youth, not on radio as many bands did but in the cinema. ‘Dance Craze’ was a feature-length flick released to cash in on the Ska revival phenomenon, which was ironically on its way out by the time Chrysalis Pictures attempted to exploit the nation’s youth at the box office in 1981. The film, while capturing the excellent live excitement of the Two-Tone Records roster, was really no more than a compilation of concert footage featuring most of the bands associated with the label such as The Specials, The Beat, Madness and The Bodysnatchers.

         However, jammed before it, for those early and attentive enough to catch the first feature (this was back in ‘ye olden days’ when cinema attendees often got a supporting flick instead of reams of shite ads and ‘turn off your mobile’ warnings) was ‘Meteor Madness’. This seventeen-minute short featured performances from The Meteors squeezed into a whacko B-movie plot about the Devil (played by Brit actor Keith Allen) and his fiendish plot to destroy the world through a dastardly keep-fit regime(!?). After what seems like endless bouts of Allen’s goofing The Meteors appear (literally) in a puff of smoke, run around the streets of London for a bit then burst into a live performance in a tiny club.

         This celluloid oddity paved the way for The Meteors’ debut single, the four-track ‘Meteor Madness EP’ released in 1980 on Chiswick, the label which eventually evolved into Ace Records – legendary home of soul, R&B and a variety of other influential roots music. This single presented two future Meteors’ classics, ‘Voodoo Rhythm’ and ‘Maniac Rockers From Hell’, along with two more leisurely-paced offerings, ‘My Daddy Is A Vampire’ and ‘You Can’t Keep A Good Man Down’. The EP was an excellent introduction to the band but was not really able to capture The Meteors’ blistering live energy. Although released as a seven-inch single a small quantity of ten-inch vinyl versions of the EP were also produced. Despite bearing only a white label and poorly photocopied cover these rarities are highly sought after by Psychobilly connoisseurs and regularly change hands for over £100.

         As the band’s reputation grew, in 1981 The Meteors secured their first ‘John Peel Session’ for the UK’s national station Radio 1. On a single day that Summer the band recorded five tracks for the Indie music Godfather: ‘Voodoo Rhythm’, ‘Love You To Death’, ‘Rockabilly Psychosis’, ‘My Daddy Is A Vampire’ and ‘Rockhouse’. The Meteors’ following single ‘Radioactive Kid’/’Graveyard Stomp’, again on Chiswick, really captured the band’s wild style and was a further indication for those who had yet to witness the band in concert that The Meteors were busy creating a new monster sound from the body parts of Rock’n’Roll’s corpse. Next up, their debut album was to take The Meteors, and Psychobilly itself, to a far wider audience. Despite two excellent singles, Chiswick/Ace were not really offering The Meteors the back-up they deserved to push them forward nationally. After some Radio One sessions, a TV appearance on the pop programme ‘White Light’ and the front cover of ‘Sounds’ the band soon attracted the attention of Island Records A&R man Andrew Lauder.
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         After an amicable split from Chiswick, The Meteors signed with Island to produce their debut album and in the process a sizable wad of cold, hard cash (in the form of an advance) changed hands. At the time this was a major label deal for The Meteors and a radical departure for Island, a label more closely associated with 1970s rock and folk along with a selection of hard-hitting Reggae acts such as Bob Marley and Steel Pulse. With this in mind the imprint label ‘Lost Soul Records’ was created to benefit both label and band by disassociating The Meteors with the rest of Island’s roster.

         Recorded in just a week and produced by the band themselves with engineer Rob Keyloch, ‘In Heaven’ was an accomplished long-player. Kicking off with a live recording of ‘The Crazies’ chanting the whacko ballad from the movie ‘Eraserhead’ which gave the album its title, the crowd are then offered the opportunity to ‘Go Mental!’ by a screaming Nigel Lewis. What follows are fourteen tracks of groundbreaking Psychobilly. ‘In Heaven’ featured Fenech and Lewis alternating vocals on each track to accompany their own compositions. To further illustrate their existing stockpile of excellent songs only one cover version appears and even that track, a version of The Rolling Stones ‘Get Off Of My Cloud’, included a lyrical reworking by Nigel Lewis. In the same way that The Damned produced the first LP of the Punk era, The Meteors launched Psychobilly onto the long-playing platter and, despite retrospective bickering over Psychobilly’s roots (ie. The Cramps, Neo-Rockabilly…), they obviously set the ball rolling for a new generation of rowdy, rockin’ bands who were about to elbow their way into the recording studio.

         After their debut album release, Island followed up with a single ‘The Crazed’/’Attack Of The Zorchmen’ (1981) but then Andrew Lauder, the man who signed the band, left the company. This left The Meteors alone at a major label receiving no assistance or back-up to promote them any further. To add to the situation, relations between Paul Fenech and Mark Robertson were deteriorating which then led to Robertson’s departure from the band. One final single, featuring the original line-up, was released around this time under the monicker of The Clapham South Escalators. This three-track seven-inch was released by Upright Records and featured some trashy, Garage-Punk classics recorded during leftover studio time at the ‘In Heaven’ sessions.

         Long-time Meteors fan, and Punk guitarist, Woodie was quickly drafted in to perch on the drum stool and after a period of regular gigging in London the band hit the road nationally in 1982, on a tour supporting Theatre of Hate. This tour revitalised the band and started to bring them the national 21exposure they deserved. On returning home they were back in the studio recording the first new songs of the mark II line-up. These ten tracks of demos would later appear in a variety of guises and also collected together on the Big Beat album ‘Teenagers From Outer Space’ but at the time they progressed no further as a week after the recordings Nigel Lewis and manager Nick Garrard jumped ship leaving P. Paul Fenech with no label, no bass player and no management.

         Undeterred, Fenech pressed on with a new line-up and a single ‘Mutant Rock’ was released in the Autumn of 1982. Featuring ‘The Hills Have Eyes’ on the B-side, this seven-inch appeared on the WXYZ label and consisted of tracks from the final Meteors mark II line-up with Nigel Lewis’ slapping overdubbed by new Meteor Mick White on electric bass. The band then signed to new label ID Records which provided them with their first album release ‘Wreckin’ Crew’ in early 1983, yet again another Meteors album that would become a genuine classic of the genre.

         Though the band had changed drastically since their own debut album, this second Meteors album was also a groundbreaking release which featured a host of tunes, the title track in particular, that would become Psychobilly classics. Without joint-frontman Nigel Lewis, P. Paul took control and firmly pursued his vision of ‘pure’ Psychobilly. ‘Wreckin Crew’ brought the band to an even wider audience and they capitalised on this with a rampant touring schedule, establishing hardcore crews of Meteors fanatics across the country. For anyone unlucky enough not to catch the band during their frequent live performances, or those too fucking lazy to get to gigs, The Meteors’ first concert album ‘Live’ appeared on Wreckin’ Records in 1983. It captured the band’s energy perfectly at gig in Glasgow’s infamous Rooftops venue and also featured firm favourites such as ‘Mutant Rock’ and ‘Wreckin Crew’ along with covers of ‘Wipeout’ and ‘Lonesome Train’ which at the time were unavailable elsewhere. As the year drew to a close another ‘Peel Session’ was secured featuring the new Meteors line-up with Rick Ross on bass and Matthew Fraser on drums. Late night listeners were treated to another single day of recordings which produced ‘Ain’t Gonna Bring Me Down’, ‘You Crack Me Up’, ‘Lonesome Train’ and ‘Long Blonde Hair’.

         A single ‘Johnny Remember Me’, a cover of John Leyton’s teenage death ballad, was also released by ID but then ties with that label were severed. Despite constant touring, Paul Fenech established his first label ‘Mad Pig’ and The Meteors’ third album ‘Stampede’ appeared in 1984. The Mad Pig label stretched to six singles releases and another album including the classic ‘I’m Just A Dog’ single in 7” and 12”, two 7” EP’s ‘Fire Fire’ and ‘Bad Moon Rising’ and the 12” only ‘Stampede EP’ and ‘Hogs & Cuties EP’.

         As 1985 came around The Meteors were setting a pattern of constant hard work on the road and regular record releases that few, if any, bands on the Psycho-scene could match. In that same year Mad Pig’s final release was The Meteors’ ‘Monkey’s Breath’ album. This was similar in style to ‘Stampede’ but with standout tracks such ‘Rhythm Of The Bell’, ‘Ain’t Gonna Bring Me Down’ and ‘Meat Is Meat’ which proved that despite an almost insane touring schedule P. Paul was still creating new Meteors’ tracks at a rapid rate, a factor which would eventually lead The Meteors’ frontman to create further outlets for his compositions.

         Throughout the 1980s, the band line-up fluctuated regularly with a procession of drummers and bass-men passing through the ranks as Fenech doggedly pursued his vision of The Meteors. Serving their time on The Meteors’ juggernaut were characters such as Toby ‘Jug’ Griffin, Ian ‘Spider’ Cubitt, Austin Stones and Nev ‘The Spectre’ Hunt. A few stood the pace but generally each album generated a new line-up in some form.

         With Mad Pig Records no longer in operation, The Meteors saw out the decade with top UK Punk and New Wave label Anagram Records, a division of Cherry Red Records. The first fruits of this unholy union was the ‘Surf City EP’ on 7” and 12” in 1986 followed by the album ‘Don’t Touch The Bang Bang Fruit’ in 1987 and a single of the same name. Around this period many other labels were attempting to get on board The Meteors bandwagon releasing whatever they could get their hands on. Dojo Records were particular culprits with their motley selection of live tracks and other bits and pieces 22stretched over three albums& ‘The Curse of the Mutants’ (1984), ‘Live II: Horrible Music For Horrible People By This Horrible Band’ (1986) and ‘Night Of The Werewolf’ (1987). Dojo’s close associates Link also delivered a Meteors concert recording as part of their ‘Live and Loud’ series in 1987. From that period probably the most interesting item was the Castle Records rarity ‘Archive 4 EP’ (a 12” limited to 5000 copies).
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         In a bid to rein in this flurry of material which The Meteors no longer had any control over, the band’s next album for Anagram was a collection of re-recordings of previous issued material. ‘Only The Meteors Are Pure Psychobilly’ was released in 1988 and if the title was not subtle enough the cover artwork, featuring the band’s Mad Monkey character riding roughshod over the gravestones of Frenzy, King Kurt and The Guana Batz, hammered the point home – Paul Fenech had no intention of relinquishing The Meteors’ title as the ‘Undisputed Kings Of Psychobilly’.
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         1988 was a particularly strong year for The Meteors/Anagram partnership three further EPs and another album ‘The Mutant Monkey And The Surfers From Zorch’. The pace continued with the band delivering another new album to Anagram in 1989, ‘Undead, Unfriendly & Unstoppable’, before the relationship grew to a close at the end of the decade. Though both band and label would work together in the future the honeymoon was over and Anagram’s parting gift was the third volume in The Meteors ‘Live’ series, ‘Live Styles Of The Sick And Shameless’ (1990), a suitable landmark for the band’s first decade.

         As Psychobilly established itself in the early 1980s, another band were to become a focus of attention and provide a light-hearted ‘ying’ to The Meteors’ dark ‘yang’. As any follower of the genre will tell you, mentioning Psychobilly music to most members of the public will only result in a blank expression and, if pushed, any vaguely sussed punter on the street may throw up The Meteors’ name but for the majority of Joe Soaps the answer will usually be along the lines of ‘Eh… like King Kurt?’

         Although the band left behind relatively few record releases, at least compared to The Meteors prodigious output, they remain the most mainstream face of early Psychobilly mainly due to a handful of TV appearances and some headline-grabbing tabloid coverage of their outrageous live antics. Much of what became King Kurt legend (rats, dressing as Zulus, dead animals, flour and egg throwing, wearing dresses etc.) actually occurred on or around the period of the band’s formation in late 1982. The story begins in the early 1980s with a band called The Uglies featuring guitarists ‘Handsome’ John Reddington and Paul ‘Thwack’ Laventhol. The group evolved into The Rocking Zulus and then to Rocking Kurt and the Sour Krauts. Joining John and Paul in this live line-up were future King Kurt 23regulars Robert ‘Bert’ Boustead and youthful sax player Alan Power, soon to be known only as Maggot.
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         Rocking Kurt’s frontman was Geoff Harvey, a wild-haired but reasonably out-of-tune singer and writer of a number of the band’s songs including the future Psychobilly anthem ‘Rockin’ Kurt’. Geoff’s off-key warblings have been acknowledged as one element which led to many of King Kurt’s future backing-vocal led compositions. Often Rocking Kurt backing vox were designed to drown out Geoff’s bum notes and the blinding gaps which he often left in songs when he forgot the words. Nevertheless, Geoff was an essential member of the group and the band were gutted to find out he was leaving.
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         The band felt Geoff would be hard to replace not only as a unique frontman but also as a key member of a close group of friends. However, they kept it together as a band and placed an advert for a new singer: “WANTED: EX-RAMPTON PATIENT. Must have full control of mouth and silly haircut. OAPs considered.”

         As Rampton is one of the UK’s top hospitals for the criminally insane only one patient actually applied along with two other no-hopers. Despite this, demented attempt at recruitment, the band eventually secured the vocal talents of Gary ‘Smeg’ Cayton from low-rent Brighton band Smeggy and the Cheesy Bits. After a quick name change, dropping out ‘Roc’ and ‘and the Sour Krauts’, the six-piece King Kurt was born.

         Though forever linked with The Meteors as the two-pronged spear of British Psychobilly, both bands were radically different. King Kurt were twice the size for a start with their twin guitar attack and sax. This line-up itself created a completely unique sound but still one which presented a fast-paced and deranged version of Rock‘n’Roll that instantly appealed to many fledgling Psychobillies.

         The band’s outrageous live performances rapidly gained them notoriety and some music press. Lurid headlines in daily newspapers even warned of alcohol poisoning, dead animals launched into (and out of) the crowd and a variety of sex acts performed in the audience. How accurate the reporting was remains to be seen but anyone who witnessed these early gigs would probably testify that they were not far from the truth. One gig refused entry to any blokes not wearing dresses and most live shows became a foodfight of ‘Animal House’ proportions.

         While The Meteors would often offer the front row a mouthful of chicken’s blood (courtesy of P. Paul Fenech), King Kurt gigs resulted in widespread attacks of flour bombs, eggs, shaving foam, fire extinguishers and anything else which came to hand – along with a few unmentionables. Drinking games were also part of the gig experience including a live favourite which would follow later in the band’s career, the infamous ‘Wheel of Misfortune’ a huge wheel to which punters were strapped to and spun after being fed a bucket of booze through a hose. This often resulted in the victim being left in an unconscious stupor or forced them to let go a multi-coloured fountain of puke. Snakebite was the supposed content of the bucket but many would shudder to think what foul potions were also added to the receptacle.

         24In 1982, King Kurt took themselves into the studio to produce their debut single. Having worked extensively on their set live they slapped down recordings of ‘Zulu Beat’ and the B-side ‘Rockin’ Kurt’. The seven-inch appeared on the independent label Thin Sliced Records, financed by a character known only as ‘Catweazle’ who had witnessed the band live and coughed up the cash for their debut. Each single was wrapped in a luridly coloured printed sleeve featuring the first appearance of King Kurt, the alcoholic rat himself. Far rarer, hand-drawn sleeves were also created featuring the cartoon King Kurt in a variety of guises. As a further mark of good taste the seven-inch was released in a selection of coloured vinyl. A twelve-inch single also appeared from Thin Sliced with the addition of the band’s earliest recordings of ‘Ghost Riders’ and ‘Oedipus Rex’.

         With the single’s release, and the band’s increasingly high profile live, they soon attracted further record company attention in the shape of Stiff Records – the home of Pub Rock, Punk Rock, Two-Tone and New Wave. Stiff signed the band in 1983 and bunged them in the studio with Dave Edmunds, a well respected Rock‘n’Roller who had already produced The Stray Cats and had many hits of his own over three decades. Edmunds managed to capture the band’s rowdy live energy while still producing a high-quality, groundbreaking Psychobilly album. That is to say, he did not fuck about and attempt to smooth down their rough edges and the debut LP ‘Ooh Wallah Wallah’ still sounds great over two decades later.

         The album was also backed up with some major promotion in the form of nationwide gigs, press publicity and even some entertaining promo videos. The first single to be lifted from the album was ‘Destination Zululand’ and it was supported with a video of Kurt antics mostly filmed in a quarry, an obvious stand-in for the real ‘Zululand’. It was an immediate success and gained King Kurt the holy grail of 1980s UK pop stardom, a Top 40 chart position sneaking in at number 38. This also led to a ‘live’ appearance on ‘Top of the Pops’, Britain’s premier music show on TV. Although this was to be the peak of King Kurt’s mainstream success, the follow-up single ‘Mack the Knife’ fared less well. Failing to dent the mainstream charts with their following singles they were to remain superstars of the Psychobilly underground.

         Nonetheless, the band later had another poke at chart success with what, even by King Kurt standards, was a bit of a novelty. ‘Banana Banana’ (1984) was a glorious, whacked-out number with its riff ruthlessly pinched from a 1970s peanut advert (‘…they’re jungle fresh!’) although the original tune was 1950s standard ‘The Peanut Vendor’. Regardless of the song’s roots, Kurt bashed it into submission and took their fetish for jungle rhythms to their absolute peak with this singalong anthem. Although it was released on seven-inch, twelve-inch and banana-shaped picture disc it never set the charts alight, which is a great pity as if it had maybe today whole families would gather on the dancefloor at weddings and anniversary parties and shake it to ‘Banana Banana’ instead of the fucking ‘Birdy Song’.
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         In 1985, things began to get a little rocky within the band and bass-player Bert departed along with guitarist Handsome John. Both band members dropped off the radar for many years and retired from the music biz with Bert eventually moving into publishing and John Reddington becoming a lawyer (though he would return to the band for a short period). Their replacements were 25youthful guitarist ‘Whistling’ Jim Piper and bass player Richard ‘Dick Crippen’ Coppen. Crippin came from a solid background of Rock and Punk and had previously been a member of Tenpole Tudor, themselves a unique model of demented Rock‘n’Roll.

         Around the time of Bert and John’s departure. Stiff had initially tired of the band’s wild reputation and fearing they would be held liable for the band’s shocking financial state, at a time when bills for hotel damages often outweighed the cash generated by touring and merchandise sales, they parted company. However, when King Kurt returned from their first successful US tour both label and band were reunited and the new line-up returned to the studio for Stiff with producers Pat Collier, who worked on most of the album, and David Batchelor. who lent his talents for four tracks. Crippen immediately made a contribution to the proceedings, mixing the album along with Mick Glossop, and writing the song ‘Momma Kurt’. The whole process was a fairly democratic venture with songs by Thwack, Maggot, Smeg and Rory all making their way onto vinyl.

         Then in 1986 it happened! King Kurt thrust their ‘Big Cock’ at the unsuspecting record-buying public, with initial copies appearing in ‘throbbing red vinyl’. Though this ‘Carry On…’ style wit was the perfect example of the saucy seaside humour which Brits are famous for, King Kurt’s amusingly titled second album genuinely disturbed many easily-offended squares as if Punk Rock had never happened. Fearing quiffed-up hooligans would terrorise shop staff by demanding ‘Have you got King Kurt’s Big Cock?’ some retailers, particularly WH Smith, refused to stock the album. For less sensitive record stores, the standard album release simply featured a small group photo nestling under the band’s name and a picture of a huge rooster but the coloured vinyl edition delivered the title starkly with King Kurt/Big Cock filling the twelve-inch pink sleeve (ooer!) with bold black lettering.

         Despite the predictable backlash, which only stimulated further interest in the band, ‘Big Cock’ was another collection of excellent material along with their stomping cover of Eddie Cochran’s ‘Nervous Breakdown’. Future classics littered both sides such as ‘Pumpin’ Pistons’, ‘Horatio’, ‘Kneebone Knock’, ‘Alcoholic Rat’ and the previously released singles ‘Road To Rack‘n’Ruin’ and ‘Billy’. One track missing from the line-up was ‘Slammers’ which was also a single prior to the album’s release. Though ‘Big Cock’ was another King Kurt classic for Stiff, their relationship with the band was soon over as the band signed to major label Polydor later that year.

         King Kurt’s deal with Polydor got off to a good start with a 7” and 12” release featuring the band’s mauling of the ‘West Side Story’ anthem ‘America (…What A State)’. Though the band played fast and loose with the original lyrics it featured a powerful production job and, though difficult to reproduce live, it certainly was unlike any Psychobilly-influenced record of the time.

         Their following release for Polydor was again a unique tune for King Kurt, the booming spaghetti-western themed ‘The Land Of Ring Dang Do’ (1987), a stomping ballad soaked in mariachi trumpet. ‘Handsome’ John Reddington brought his guitar back to the fold and, despite reasonable promotion from the label, including a limited edition double single in a gatefold sleeve, the band’s career with Polydor was effectively over. If Polydor did not appear to appreciate the band, King Kurt remained massive on the Psychobilly and Scootering scenes and took their raucous live shows regularly across the UK, Europe and Japan. It therefore came as a great surprise to many that late in 1987 the band’s ever reliable ‘Rat and Rodent Club’ issued a newsletter announcing King Kurt’s demise.

         Although the band were no more that did not stop the records coming and their new label GWR gathered together many of the singles tracks and B-sides which had not featured on the band’s first two long-players and compiled the album ‘The Last Will & Testicle’ in 1988. Smeg, Maggot and Thwack continued for some time as The Kurts but their only recording was the 7” and 12” single on GWR featuring their live favourite, a rowdy mauling of the Bay City Rollers teen anthem ‘Bye, Bye Baby’. As The Kurts themselves faded and the decade neared its end, their concert recording of a gig in Japan was released by Link Records as part of their ‘Live and Rockin’ series and it provided a suitable epitaph to the first chapter of the King Kurt story. Quite why King Kurt went from their high position in the Psychobilly foodchain to nothing in eight years was a mystery to many but there was 26still life in the old rat and the road to rack and ruin would continue in the 1990s and beyond.
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         Alongside The Meteors and King Kurt in the early 1980s, another band would go on to enjoy something approaching mainstream success during their career and book themselves a lasting place in the Psychobilly hall of fame. Bursting out of Feltham, West London in 1983 and inspired by some of The Meteors’ earliest gigs, Guana Batz quickly established themselves as leading lights of the early UK Psychobilly scene and excellent live performers. Their first gig was in January 1983, offering home support to King Kurt at Feltham Football Club. They were an immediate success and before the number of gigs they had played were in double digits they were supporting the mighty Bo Diddley at London’s Lyceum.

         The original line-up featured singer/guitarist Pip Hancox, guitarist Stuart Osborne, drummer Dave ‘Diddle’ Turner and double-bass player Mick Wigfall. Like most Psychobilly bands their early days were a transitional period and this line-up did not release any material until Wigfall was ditched in favour of ex-Meteors electric bassist Mick White. The band had attracted the attention of Big Beat Records which led to their first seven-inch vinyl ‘Your So Fine’, a four track EP released in 1983. This featured the Batz ‘electric bass’ line-up and showcased a band still forming what would become the Guana Batz’ trademark style and it contains the punkiest recordings among the band’s back catalogue.

         The following year saw Guana Batz appear on another Big Beat single, ‘The Cave c/w ‘Werewolf Blues’. Like its predecessor, the single gained sizable UK radio airplay, particularly on John Peel’s Radio One show which at the time was the benchmark of all UK independent music. Despite the relative success of both these singles, or perhaps because of it, what followed next was a long journey towards the Batz’ debut LP – a trip that excited but also infuriated many fans who could not get enough of the band and desperately hankered for an album full of stomping tunes. The band had made further appearances on vinyl with their own composition ‘Just Love Me’ on the legendary compilation ‘Rockabilly Psychosis & The Garage Disease’ in 1984 and the track ‘Cannibal Run’ on Anagram Records early Psychobilly/Indie compilation LP ‘Blood on the Cats’, but their long-player was nowhere to be seen.

         While the band were enjoying this reasonable success on vinyl they were garnering a far greater reputation for their blistering live performances. With their live sound, or ‘Modern Rockabilly’ as they once referred to it, they were distinctly different to The Meteors and King Kurt and set the template for 27the hard slappin’, hard rockin’ four-piece that many Psychobilly bands subsequently followed. They also went some way to forming other key trends of the Psychobilly movement such as excessive tattooing, wearing short trousers at gigs and near-nakedness in public.

         Pip and Dave Diddle rarely wore their tops beyond playing the first few tracks of their live set and the flamboyant singer in particular disrobed almost entirely throughout the band’s career onstage. Rather than being a fashion statement, or a chance to display tattoos, near nudity was often a necessity as Guana Batz performances were often so frantic that sweat dripped out of every gig – from the band and from the punters. The Guana Batz put everything into their gigs and the fans could (literally) feel it.

         Around 1984 the band experienced two key events which would push their career much further. Mick White moved on and the band reverted to the use of double-bass when they recruited former Ricochets slapper Sam Sardi. Sam was a well-respected bass man and The Ricochets had been one of the main influences on many Psychobilly bands since their emergence from the UK Rockabilly scene of the late 1970s. This was the first real classic line-up of The Guana Batz and one which cemented the ‘Guana Beat’ and led to far greater success.

         The first recording from this incarnation of the Batz was to be a live recording, and where better to capture the band than at their spiritual home – The Klub Foot. ‘Stomping At The Klub Foot’ was the first in a series of big-selling live albums recorded in the 1980s at the Clarendon Hotel Ballroom, or ‘Klub Foot’ as it was known at weekends. The first LP captured a live gig featuring The Guana Batz alongside Restless, Thee Milkshakes and The Sting-Rays. With Restless waving the flag for pure Rockabilly and Thee Milkshakes and The Sting-Rays representing the emerging Trash scene, The Guana Batz were obviously a firm favourite amongst that evening’s sizable Psychobilly population. It was during this recording that Pip confirmed that there would be a Guana Batz album, but as 1984 drew to a close the long awaited album had yet to appear.

         In June of 1985 The Guana Batz’ debut album finally materialised as the suitably titled ‘Held Down To Vinyl… At Last’. It appeared on the ID label and was only the company’s fourth release after LPs by The Meteors, Richard Hell and The Anti Nowhere League. If creating demand by the LP’s belated appearance in record stores was the goal, then it succeeded as ‘Held Down…’ leapt to the top of the UK independent charts. This was a sizable achievement back in the days when truly independent labels and distributors had an important place in the music, unlike much of today’s music-biz output in which the notion of an ‘Indie’ label often appears to be simply an imprint or sub­division of one of the major players.

         Though expectation alone may have driven the album to the number one spot it was the LP’s quality and broad appeal which maintained its position in the Indie charts. At a time when most Psychobilly albums operated mostly at one pace (mental!) with the odd slow tune jammed in to give listeners a breather, the Guana Batz’ debut started slow with ‘Down On The Line’ and ‘Got No Money’ and never really broke sweat until the end of Side One. Though the Batz did not deliver the flat-out stompfest many expected, tracks such as ‘Can’t Take The Pressure’, ‘King Rat’ and ‘Bust Out’ kept the pace up admirably.

         This combination of styles showed a certain confidence from a band who were delivering a measured album and not just a blast through their live set captured one day in the studio. Though many bands have benefited from this technique, The Guana Batz appeared to maintain the quality control on all their releases, including their debut. With this determination they also delivered an album of equal interest to many Rockabillies, Indie fans and nosy music lovers who wanted an introduction to this ‘thing called Psychobilly’. It also placed the band in the trio of Psychobilly bands, along with The Meteors and King Kurt, who non-believers had actually heard of and they remain to this day one of the names many people drop when trying to explain the roots of the wreckin’ genre.

         Before and after the album’s release, The Guana Batz cemented their reputation as an ear-flattening, high-quality rockin’ combo by constant touring across the UK and Europe. They regularly visited many 28toilets, dives and back­-room boozers up and down the country before quickly graduating to headline gigs at many respected rock venues, festivals and student unions. For the uninitiated, or the faithful, the last half of the 1980s offered punters the very real opportunity to catch the band live somewhere close to home – even in the more isolated areas of the country.
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         Thankfully a visual record of this period remains in availability on some form other than the booze-soaked memories of old Psychobillies. A DVD, released in the UK by Cherry Red, features two archive films of Guana Batz – ‘Live Over London’ from around the ‘Held Down…’ period and ‘Still Sweating After All These Years’ dating from a later gig with the same line-up. Both concert films capture the band at their peak and illustrate the band’s live mania in contrast to their more measured studio recordings.

         Despite all this touring, the band did not let too much time pass before delivering their second long-player for ID Records ‘Loan Sharks’ (1986). If you accept that under two years is pretty speedy on the Guana Batz time scale then in 1986 Batz fans were to witness a mighty flow of vinyl releases in comparison to the band’s previous release schedule. ‘Loan Sharks’ was to be another big success for the band worldwide, even though it had the audacity to peak at number two in the UK Independent charts. Nonetheless, this fact was small potatoes as chart positions were never of any great worth to any Psychobilly act within a record industry that rarely gave a fuck for the genre.

         Their second long-player was a far more polished album than ‘Held Down’, from its well photographed cover artwork to the sound of a band who were water-tight after extensive touring and more at home in the studio than before. Again the band delivered some speaker-rattling rockers such as ‘Piledriver Boogie’, ‘Slippin’ In’ and ‘I’m Weird’, alongside three choice covers and a surprisingly radio-friendly track. The covers were ‘Shake Your Money Maker’, The Swingin’ Blue Jeans ‘Hippy Hippy Shake’ and Chuck Berry’s teenage make-out anthem ‘No Particular Place To Go’ (accompanied by a few lyrical tweaks by the Batz).

         Between them, these originals had elements of Blues, Beat and Rock‘n’Roll – styles which illustrated the band’s own unique sound and perhaps explains the Guana Batz appeal inside and outside of the Psychobilly scene. Though these influences, and a variety of others, were present in many bands who stalked the Psycho-scene of the time one track from ‘Loan Sharks’ really broke the mould.

         ‘Radio Sweetheart’ was a chirpy, shuffling, good-time Rockabilly love song with a crystal clear production which could easily have seen the Batz following The Stray Cats, The Polecats and The Jets onto ‘Top of the Pops’ and the British charts had it been released as a single. No seven-inch ever appeared, which is probably just as well as it would undoubtedly have left the Batz open to cries of ‘sellout’ from the hard-core Psychobilly fraternity. Restless had already had their fingers burnt with a similarly pop style makeover on their album ‘After Midnight’. Regardless of the commercial potential of ‘Radio Sweetheart’ the song was, like the evenly paced opening tracks on ‘Held Down…’, yet another firm signal from the Guana Batz that they would refuse to be strait-jacketed by many of their fans’ desire for tracks of high-speed dementia with no real variety. 29
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         30For The Guana Batz’ fanbase there were other vinyl treats on offer, especially after the long wait for ‘Held Down…’. 1986 also saw the release of the twelve-inch single ‘Seethrough’, a three track offering which also featured the Batz version of ‘Batman’ (another fine TV tribute which perfectly matched their legendary live rendition of ‘Joe 90’). Two of the band’s extra live tracks from their original ‘Stomping At The Klub Foot’ recording, ‘You’re So Fine’ and ‘No Particular Place To Go’, also made an appearance on the double LP ‘Stomping At The Klub Foot: Vol. 3&4’. This was an unusual release designed to capitalise on the growing popularity of this series of live recordings and it featured one album worth of new material and a collection of unused cuts from bands who had appeared on the previous two Klub Foot albums.

         The band finally released a cut from an album with the title track ‘Loan Sharks’ getting a single release but before this they released another single which again highlighted either the band’s refusal to be typecast or was another stab at mainstream success. ‘I’m On Fire’ was a Bruce Springsteen cover that was distinctly rocked by the Batz but not in the same way that Demented Are Go would mutate The Osmonds ‘Crazy Horses’ into a Psychobilly masterpiece.

         The Guana Batz version of ‘I’m On Fire’ was undoubtedly a stomping overhaul of the original but one which even ‘The Boss’ may have approved of. This was a brave move as many Psychobillies who had emerged from the early Punk scene would surely have regarded Springsteen as an overblown Rock superstar worthy only of contempt. However, once again The Guana Batz had almost crossed over into the mainstream without isolating the Psychobilly faithful – a remarkable feat.

         After the success of both albums and yet more consistent touring, including trips to South America and Japan, a recording of the band live in concert was the obvious choice for the next album and ‘Live Over London’ appeared in 1987, on ID. Captured in all their sweaty glory at the ‘Klub Foot’ (where else?) this album served as a welcome memento to anyone who had worked up a sweat in the wreckin’ pit at a Batz gig. It also offered fans an opportunity to hear the band live without the usual background noise of grunting, fists pounding flesh and the occasional snap of broken bones.
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         Despite being a classic Guana Batz performance this line-up featured former Meteors drummer Steve ‘Ginger’ Meadham, who had been drafted in to cover for an injured Dave Diddle. Ginger had already played with Sam Sardi in The Ricochets and easily fitted into the Batz’ live show. The album also served as a quick fix for a record label desperate for more Guana Batz product and a chance for the handful of Psychobillies who had yet to catch the band in concert to experience the band’s unique live sound. 31
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         321988 saw the Guana Batz release their third studio album ‘Rough Edges’, which was to be their final offering on ID Records along with their final ID seven-inch ‘Rock This Town’. Though probably not as successful an album as their previous offerings, ‘Rough Edges’ did include many tracks that would remain Batz favourites including ‘Streetwise’ and ‘Love Generator’. Yet again there were some choice cover versions in the form of Buddy Holly’s ‘Rock Around With Ollie Vee, Baker Knight’s ‘Bring My Cadillac Back’ and an excellent Guana Batz rendition of Elvis’ ‘One Night’. ‘Rough Edges’ was something of a progression for the band, showcasing their developing songwriting and recording skills and combining new elements to their sound while still sounding like a resolutely rockin’ Batz release.

         This album not only drew to a close a very successful period of the band’s career with ID Records but also saw the end of another era as drummer, and founding member of the group, Dave ‘Diddle’ Turner decided to leave the band and focus on his building job and his girlfriend. The band’s constant, and often hectic, touring schedule was cited as the reason for his departure. Unfortunately, Dave would never return to the band as he died in the Summer of 2001 from a stroke, leaving his family, friends, former bandmates and loyal Batz fans shocked and saddened. However, at the time despite Dave’s departure and the move from ID, the Guana Batz were about to move on regardless into the 1990s.

         The Krewmen are unique amongst the early pioneers of Psychobilly as their influence on the scene remains huge but they are a band who have operated almost independently of the scene, sticking with the same record label for almost twenty years and pursuing their own, constantly evolving, sound regardless of musical changes in the genre.

         Perhaps their fierce independence comes from the fact that the band were seasoned performers long before their 1986 debut album ‘The Adventures Of The Krewmen’ which is another cornerstone of early Psychobilly. Originally formed in 1982, the Surrey-based outfit were initially a Rockabilly covers band called The Starlites but even then they stood out amongst the huge number of bands peddling the same thing at the time. So much so that they caught the attention of the producers of ‘Elvis – The Musical’, a stage show which hired them to play as The King’s band and they entered a period of professional touring across the UK, USA and Canada.

         After their spell of musical theatre the original drummer and bass player split from the band leaving Tony on his own. He recruited drummer Jimmy Fahy along with guitarist/vocalist Carl Sonny Leland and moved onto bass himself. With this line-up reshuffle the band continued their career as a Rockabilly act but now began writing their own material far more and developing their sound in a Bluesier direction. During this period they released two singles, the ‘What You Are Today’ 7” and the 12” ‘Ramblin”. These records sounded far different to the band’s now legendary Psychobilly style and recording sessions from this time appeared many years later on the CD ‘Klassic Tracks From 1985’ (2000) on Lost Moment Records.

         Although an accomplished Rockabilly act, group leader Tony McMillan could not see a way forward for their rockin’ blues and began to look to the blossoming Psychobilly scene for inspiration. Carl and Jimmy did not share Tony’s enthusiasm and McMillan once again found himself with fistful of songs, the band’s name and not much else. Seeking to pursue a wilder direction and focus on his own writing and producing skills, McMillan recruited a new singer – Mark Cole, Dominic Parr on drums and double-bass player Jason Thornton (leaving Tony free to return to guitar). The surviving original member then prepared Lost Moment for a new direction, far beyond the sound which had secured them a record deal in the first place.

         With this new line-up and direction everything clicked and The Krewmen went on to create a trio of Psychobilly albums which remain legendary. ‘The Adventures Of The Krewmen’ (1986) was an assured debut from its striking comic book cover to its collection of fine tracks (all penned by McMillan and Cole) and it featured a drastically different sound to their previous two incarnations. The Krewmen toured furiously to promote the album and the creative partnership continued on their second album ‘Sweet Dreams’ (1987) which contained mostly McMillan and Cole compositions and both the guitarist and 33vocalist produced the album. ‘Sweet Dreams’ filled seamlessly alongside ‘Adventures…’ and was a frantic and powerful collection of songs.
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         With two albums available, the band headed off on their first major European tour taking in over eighty gigs to some very enthusiastic audiences. Amidst this lengthy bout of road fever, The Krewmen’s third album ‘Into The Tomb’ was released. Again this LP was warmly received and had its own individual style but the McMillan/Cole writing partnership had withered to only one track and three cover versions were employed to bolster up the album. This trio of covers (‘Should I Stay Or Should I Go’, ‘Solid Gold Easy Action’ and the Jewish wedding anthem ‘Hava Nagila’) were well done and not an unusually large amount for a standard Psychobilly album but were noticeable as The Krewmen were noted up to that point for their mainly original compositions. The cracks were beginning to show not only in the studio but also on tour.

         Early in the European tour the band had agreed that Cole’s attitude did no favours for The Krewmen or their fans and by the end of the tour the band were once again a trio with Tony as vocalist/guitarist. 34The band continued for over a year as a three-piece then drummer Dominic and bass player Jason began to feel the strain of The Krewmen’s constant touring and recording and they left together in 1988. McMillan had no intention of letting The Krewmen story end there and brought in drummer Steve Piper and double-bassist Mark Burke (now better known as The Phantom Rockers mainman).

         The Krewmen’s fourth album, ‘Plague Of The Dead’, was released in 1988 and preceded by two four-track 12” singles, ‘My Generation’ and ‘Do You Wanna Touch Me’. Both titles were covers, of The Who and Gary Glitter, and they also featured on the album. Although Mark was credited on the album, the studio recording featured Tony McMillan on bass and it was not long before Burke was replaced by Graham Grant (Demented Are Go). This line-up toured to promote ‘Plague Of The Dead’ including gigs in America in 1989.

         Around this time. U.S. record label Skyclad licensed a dozen tracks from Lost Moment’s Krewmen back catalogue and created the album ‘Curse Of The Graveyard Demon’. Had the band relied on purely American Psychobilly support they would probably have starved but The Krewmen (as they have throughout their career) always drew fans from many musical genres and once gig-goers realised that a double-bass does not always signify another bunch of Stray Cats copyists the band’s reputation began to grow in the States.

         Things changed again when the band returned from America and Graham Grant was replaced on bass by Paul Oxley (ex-Radiacs). As the band stabilised they began moving in a heavier direction which resulted in the 1990 album ‘Power’. This was indeed a powerful album with elements of Punk, Hardcore and Metal which (with some foresight) suited the fracturing Psychobilly scene of the 1990s and The Krewmen’s fans outside of the genre.

         By now the band had played across America. Japan and Europe and were still looking for new countries to conquer. Just when everyone thought they were getting to grips with the band’s direction The Krewmen delivered their ominously titled album ‘The Final Adventures Of The Krewmen’ (1991). The album title left many wondering if this was the beginning of the end for The Krewmen and the following years did little to confirm or deny this.

         In 1992, Steve Piper strode to the front of the stage as rhythm guitarist and Tony Gallagher became the band’s drummer. Despite many fans regarding the McMillan/Cole/Thornton/Parr line-up as the definitive one, from 1992 to the present the later four-piece have played a lot longer, and arguably with greater harmony, than before. The Krewmen have slowed down considerably since then and though the band have toured sporadically all over the world new material has not been forthcoming.

         1994 saw the release of the Lost Moment collection ‘The Krewmen Singled Out’, bringing many of their non-album tracks together in one handy package. A new deal with Lost Moment, for four albums, was announced in 1998 and a new album was promised which never materialised. Around this time the band referred to their own schedule as: “one Psychobilly festival each year in Europe”.

         Surprisingly, given their loyal fanbase, The Krewmen have failed to capitalise both on the recent resurgence of Psychobilly and the power of the internet as a promotional tool. Nonetheless, as they have never officially ‘thrown in the towel’ a whole host of old fans and curious newcomers may yet have the opportunity to witness a Krewmen revival. When Mark ‘Mad Dog’ Cole reappeared on the scene, late in 2006, rumours were rife that the McMillan/Cole partnership was to be reunited but these murmurings were quickly squashed by McMillan’s management. However, Cole returned to the live scene in 2007 with a spot at Germany’s ‘Kings Of Psychobilly’ event.

         While many of the classic UK Psychobilly groups of the early 1980s were from London or its surrounding area (even Demented Are Go made the move to the big smoke as their fame grew), the wild, wild, West of England produced two major acts who left an indelible mark on the Psychobilly scene – The Sharks and Frenzy, another hard-slappin’ trio who would become mainstays of the musical style that dare not say its name.

         In August 1983, Steve Whitehouse, now no longer a member of The Sharks, got together with his old friend guitarist Simon Brand and formed Frenzy. With drummer Merv Pepler on board the band were 35soon up and running. Their first release was the ‘Robot Riot’ single on 7” and 12”, which included two songs which rapidly became early Psychobilly anthems; the title track and ‘Cry or Die’. The extended version of this release also included the song ‘Torment’, a title which would have important significance for guitarist Simon Brand some years later.

         Although a new name on the scene, many had witnessed Steve Whitehouse’s powerful slapping with The Sharks and his earlier group The Shakin’ Quiffs so it was no surprise that Frenzy rapidly gained a large and enthusiastic following which soon saw them bypass support slots to become regular headliners at a growing number of Psychobilly hoe-downs. Frenzy also enjoyed a certain live infamy by being one of the first bands out of the ‘Neo’ scene who were quickly growing too ‘Psycho’ for many Rockabilly clubs, an early sign that Psychobilly was really establishing itself as a completely new musical genre.

         An album deal with Nervous followed soon after and led to the ‘Hall of Mirrors’ album in 1984 but before the record’s release Simon Brand was on the move, to make plans for his seminal Psychobilly group Torment, and he was quickly replaced by Cavan ‘Kev’ Saunders. Brand had left after a gig in Holland in the Spring of 1984 and Saunders was initially approached purely to stand in for one concert that June at a major Dutch music festival. During rehearsals for the date Saunders’ guitar style, honed during his previous ten year residences in a variety of bar and club bands, fitted the band well and it was agreed that he would become a full-time member of the band.

         Frenzy’s debut featured Brand on tracks such as ‘Frenzy’ but for the album cover and the majority of the recordings, Saunders was in the picture. Along with Brand’s contributions the album also included re-recordings of the tracks ‘Skeleton Rock’ and ‘Ghost Train’ which had both appeared on The Shark’s debut album. With further vinyl appearances on a host of compilations including the groundbreaking ‘Zorch Factor One’, and almost a residency at the Klub Foot, Frenzy soon became known as one of the top, unashamedly, Psychobilly bands of the early 1980s.

         Midway through the decade, things really got moving within the band and alongside their popular Klub Foot shows they played many of the Capital’s other major rockin’ venues such as The 100 Club, Dingwalls and the lesser known Psychobilly haunt The Headstone in Harrow. Home gigs in the West Country were relatively rare but they were a hard-working unit and never afraid to take their live performance up and down the country, including many towns often ignored by many touring bands.

         Though their reception from UK audiences was warm, in Europe it was almost ecstatic. While the band were largely ignored by the British press, even when their single ‘I See Red’ was a top five UK Indie hit. in countries such as Holland. Germany and Finland they were front page news. Unfortunately, this was to prove to be the same story for many other British Psychobilly bands – almost barren press coverage at home compared to acres of newsprint devoted to them in Europe. Frenzy even appeared on a Dutch television show, miming frantically to ‘Nobody’s Business’, at a time when a UK TV appearance would have been out of the question in Britain due to the dual music television stranglehold of ‘Top of The Pops’ and ‘The Tube’.

         Although ‘I See Red’ also gained favourable airplay on a variety of radio stations, including many of the evening shows on Radio 1, ID Records would not consider the release of a red-vinyl 12” version of the single which the band believed would have promotional potential. This decision may have prevented the record from pushing that little bit further and crossing Frenzy over from Indie to mainstream chart success. Nonetheless, the band were too busy to ponder over what might have been and instead focused their energy into continued touring and their second album. ‘Clockwork Toy’ was released in 1986 on ID Records and saw Frenzy at an early creative peak. After countless gigs their sound was tight, each member of the band was writing new material and they were occasionally employing session players to strengthen their line-up.

         After the release of the album the band were getting so many offers to tour across Europe that a major decision was made. Kev Saunders remembers: “We decided to turn fully professional in Summer ‘86, we were starting to get bigger tours. Instead of two or three gigs in Holland or Germany we were now starting to get offers of tours in Scandinavia.” Unfortunately, this increased workload meant that 36drummer Merv Pepler could no longer continue with the band as he was still serving an apprenticeship and would be unable to take more time off to tour. Merv’s replacement was Adam Seviour, a drummer connected to the band from the studio where they recorded the demo which had led to their debut album deal with Nervous.

         With Adam on board they blazed a trail across Europe, adding Belgium, Switzerland, France and Italy to their touring schedule. Back in Finland they even found themselves alongside the unlikely company of Maxi Priest and Katrina & the Waves at an open-air festival in front of a crowd of around 20,000 people. In Holland they were besieged by autograph hunters and mobbed by fans – a far cry from their early days in the UK bundling their gear out the back door of some sweaty pub past a few pissed-up Psychobilly well wishers. To accompany this wealth of touring throughout 1987 was the Nervous album ‘Live At The 100 Club’, featuring a recording from the London hotspot made the previous year.

         What happened next in the Frenzy story became a matter of some controversy. While Frenzy’s position as a premiere live attraction never diminished, their third album ‘Sally’s Pink Bedroom’ was received with mixed emotions by critics and fans. Kev Saunders explains the background to this troubled release: “We wanted to get out of our contract with ID Records, and one of the plans was to record an album of cover versions. We didn’t want to give them any more new material but were contractually obliged to record another album for them. In the end a compromise was reached, we would record an album of half originals, half covers. This was the ‘Sally’s Pink Bedroom’ album and there still seems to be some differences of opinion amongst people, regarding the content of this album. As well as reasons of contract fulfilment, we also wanted to branch out in different musical directions. Steve was using bass guitar on some of the tracks and we were using session players in the studio as well as live.”
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         In 1987, with Psychobilly still in its formative stages, the album was a relatively bold (and risky) step. Many fans could just about handle a boot-stomping cover version of the likes of Sweet, Mud or Motorhead but Frenzy’s choice to cover tracks from the likes of Roxy Music and Wall of Voodoo raised a few eyebrows. This was a time when many music fans stuck rigidly to music of similar genres and even the use of keyboards, beyond the beat-driven rumble of a Hammond organ, was viewed 37with suspicion so the band’s synth-driven version of ‘Love Is The Drug’ left many pondering over Frenzy’s future direction.
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         In retrospect, ‘Sally’s Pink Bedroom’ was never intended to be seen as their third studio album proper but despite being the release which simply brought their contract to an end with ID it also hinted that the band were finding the Psychobilly genre too restricting. Steve and Kev especially had years of experience between them in writing, playing and recording and there is no doubt that ‘Sally’s Pink Bedroom’ showcased a far more polished, and commercial, Frenzy sound. Things were changing but by the end of 1987 the unfortunate loss of a booking agency deal saw a sizable number of gigs disappear – after a tour of Germany, Kev Saunders left the band and Frenzy were effectively in retirement.

         The following year, Steve Whitehouse got the Frenzy story in motion once again. The release of the Jettisoundz video ‘Just Passin’ Through’ in 1988, featuring a live recording from the Barrel Organ in Birmingham and a promo for ‘Clockwork Toy’, got Steve, Adam and Kev back together for a viewing after six months in the wilderness. The video encouraged the band to resume proceedings but with Kev unwilling to return to the Psychobilly scene, Steve and Adam began a search for a new guitarist. After some unsuccessful auditions, including one with former member Simon Brand, Frenzy settled on ex-Rapids guitarist Spike.

         After a few gigs, work began on the fourth Frenzy studio album ‘This Is The Fire’. Though this album would see both Frenzy’s songwriting and recording mature it was to be a fractured creation comprising of a variety of sessions and personnel mainly due to Steve’s involvement as Restless’ replacement bass-player. For some time, Steve would divide his touring and recording work between both bands. The earliest recording of the album took place in Adam Seviour’s absence using electronic drums accompanying Steve and Spike. Further recordings involved Shaun Kirkpatrick, owner of Kirk Studios in Somerset where the album was recorded, joining Spike on guitar then replacing him completely when Spike moved on before the album’s completion. As well as the digital percussion used on these sessions, ex-Sharks’ drummer Hodge contributed to two tracks as well as replacing Adam at further Frenzy gigs.

         Despite the ‘Frankenstein’ nature of the album’s recording over a relatively long period of time, Steve Whitehouse’s vision shone through and upon its release by Rage Records in early 1990 Frenzy found 38themselves at the receiving end of a number of good reviews and further offers of gigs. However, as the band had evolved during the creation of ‘This Is The Fire’ a stabilised line-up was a priority before Frenzy could move into the 1990s with any confidence.

         Although arriving a little later than most of the pioneering acts, one band have left an indelible mark on the Psychobilly scene. The Demented Are Go story is a hard beast to pin down. It started around 1982 and continues to this day but along the way lies a chequered history of revolving band members, special guests, booze-soaked memories, hazy recollections of gigs, fights, nights in jail, drugs, slugs, mugs, jugs and an infamous Osmonds song. At the centre of this maelstrom is lead singer and songwriter Mark Phillips (aka Spark), a character who can often be responsible for so much chaos offstage yet still deliver 100% pure showmanship at almost every gig. Demented Are Go have offered a blueprint for a depraved Psychobilly lifestyle yet have rarely left their fans short-changed with disappointing no-shows or sub-standard performances.

         This tortured tale begins back in the early 1980s when young Punk Ant Thomas and his cousin Mark Phillips first got together in Cardiff and started a band influenced by the music they enjoyed, mainly Punk, Rock‘n’Roll and 1960s Garage. Initially Mark was the drummer and Ant was up front but this soon changed into what was to become the partnership that forged the legendary Demented Are Go sound. This original line-up seems hard to imagine as Ant’s machine-gun drumbeat and Mark Phillips’ unique, and often imitated, vocal style are such an outstanding feature of the band’s recording output.

         A move to London was required and with guitarist Dick ‘no relation’ Thomas on board things slowly got rolling, especially as Dick was a more accomplished band member and one who knew how to get things moving on the rockin’ scene. The band’s first vinyl appearance was on the 1985 Nervous compilation LP ‘Hell’s Bent On Rockin”. Alongside good company from the likes of The Sharks, The Meteors and Frenzy, Demented showcased two tracks: ‘One Sharp Knife’ and ‘Rubber Rock’. While most bands on the brink of an album deal would probably be tempted to keep all their best tunes for their debut long-player, Demented had such a growing catalogue of future Psychobilly anthems that they let these two quality tunes make their appearance on this compilation. This was probably just as well as their next offering would not see the light of day till almost eighteen months after ‘Hell’s Bent…’ hit the streets.

         
            
[image: ]Demented Are Go join the Fury roster (Dell Richardson).  

            

         

         39With ID Records growing roster of top-class talent, such as The Meteors, Guana Batz and Restless, it was no surprise when Demented Are Go inked a deal with the label. This resulted in their groundbreaking debut album ‘In Sickness and In Health’, which was released in 1986. Groundbreaking is not a word to be used lightly but the album was exceptional in a number of ways. At a time when many new bands were emerging, a lot of Psychobilly debut recordings were often bashed out on a limited schedule and a tight budget. The majority of these records maintained the band’s energy and excitement but many often lost a little of the band’s live power even when played through the finest stereo systems. Demented’s debut was a bit more assured, produced by esteemed Psychobilly and Trash knob twiddler Mickey Mutant, it featured a combination of instruments including the use of both electric and acoustic guitars, electric bass, double-bass and even fiddle.
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The Reverend King Kurt
(Jo Jackson).
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The Meteors onstage in Cologne
in the 1980s (Jan Van Hal).
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MUMBLIN’ GUITAR, Bo Diddley, Chess

MISS BOBBY SOX, Benny Joy, white label
GRANDFATHER'S CLOCK, Hardrock Gunter, white label

ALLNIGHT LONG, The Polecats, Mercury

MANIAC ROCKERS FROM HELL, The Meteors, Ace
ALPHABET ROCK, The Lancers, Coral

LONG BLOND HAIR, Johnny Powers, Olympic
MOVIN’, Bill Blacks Cambo, Hi

SHE LOVES TO ROCK, Cornel Gunter, ABC Paramount
SHOUT SHOUT, Ernie Maresca, London

HEARTS OF STONE, Fontane Sisters, Dot

HONK TONK ROCK, Betty Johnson, Bally
ALITTLEBIT MORE, Sleepy La Beef, Ale

BLACK MAGIC, Jericho Jones, Redita

ROMPIN’ AND STOMPIN’, Curtis Gordon, Redita
TEENAGE ROCK, The Gadabouts, Wing

VOODOO RHYTHM, The Meteors, Aca

BIG GREEN CAR, The Polecats, Mercury

59 VOLVO, Vernon Green, Dootone
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Demented Are Go's front man
Mark Phillips (Simon
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-





OEBPS/images/a021_01_online.jpg





OEBPS/images/a002_01_online.jpg





OEBPS/images/a001_01_online.jpg
HELLS BENT ON ROCKIN’

CRAIG BRACKENRIDGE

GHERRY

RED BOOKS





OEBPS/images/a023_01_online.jpg
Demented Are Go
Jjoin the Fury

roster (Dell
Richardson).





OEBPS/images/a004_01_online.jpg





OEBPS/images/a003_01_online.jpg
P. Paul Fenech...
He don’t worry
about it! (Jan
Van Hal).






OEBPS/images/9781914565052_cover_epub.jpg





OEBPS/images/a017_01_online.jpg
DEUCES WILD
n\/\/ﬁﬁlz YOAR  ADALKIES T SECRTS '/\
Ano L3 A Rarmy ATz TesArT? )

WED.20.JUNE  DOORS OPEN 7.30pm

SAM MIQUELS,
MERRION CENTRE, LEEDS. TEL. 0532 444057






OEBPS/images/a016_01_online.jpg
Pip from The Guana Batz, live in Portsmouth in 1986
(Jo Jackson)
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Guana Batz setlist from 1986 (Jo Jacksap). P
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Guana Batz guitarist Stuart
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