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To the hard of hearing you shout, and for the almost-blind you draw large and startling figures.


—FLANNERY O’CONNOR


 


My grandfather made bricks


My father made bricks


I make bricks, too,


but where’s my house?


—OLD BRICK MAKER,
FEDERICO FELLINI’S Amarcord


Even if it’s a bad idea, it’s still an idea, that brings us to another idea, which may be less bad or even better. Who knows?


—JACQUES RIVETTE’S
Around a Small Mountain
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INTRODUCTION TO
THE FIRST EDITION:
THE FUTURE IS UNWRITTEN



By Antonino D’Ambrosio




“I think people ought to know that we’re antifascist, we’re antiviolence, we’re antiracist and we’re procreative. We’re against ignorance.”


—JOE STRUMMER, 1976


“We’re all going to have to learn to live together and develop a greater tolerance and get rid of whatever our fathers gave us in the way of hatred between nations.”


—JOE STRUMMER, 2000





On the day Joe Strummer died, December 22, 2002, US forces began dropping leaflets and making radio broadcasts over Iraq urging Iraqis to rise up against Saddam Hussein. The Bush administration stated that the war to overthrow Saddam’s regime would start with US bombing followed by a popular Iraqi insurgent uprising that would gain control of the streets. President George W. Bush declared that this was going to be a battle between good and evil. It was a strange, jarring day. As the United States seemed poised to embark on the latest “war on terror,” the Clash antiwar song “The Call-Up” came to mind: “It’s up to you not to heed the call-up/I don’t wanna die!/It’s up to you not to hear the call-up/I don’t wanna kill!” As Strummer remarked when the song was first recorded, “The song is a statement against the buildup to war and the potential it creates for bringing catastrophe.” Nearly ten years after Strummer’s death, with the “liberation of Iraq” supposedly now completed, and more than two decades after Strummer wrote this song, these words certainly seem prophetic.
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Antonino D’Ambrosio’s press pass from his meeting with Joe Strummer during the musician’s series of performances at St. Ann’s Warehouse in Brooklyn, New York, April 5,2001. (Photo by Antonino D’Ambrosio.)


Let Fury Have the Hour has been more than twenty-five years in the making. It began for me in 1983 when, for the first time, I heard the Clash blaring at me from those huge 1970s-style speakers in my cousin’s house on Lawndale Street in northeast Philadelphia. Of course, I had heard the Clash before then. It was impossible not to. They were the biggest band in the world at the time. They had a huge worldwide hit with “Rock the Casbah” and a video in heavy rotation on the fledgling video network MTV. But we did not have MTV and even though I secretly loved “Rock the Casbah,” it seemed to be a radio-friendly pop song. When I heard, really heard, the Clash’s music for the first time, it came by way of the song “Clampdown.” I related to it because it seemed written for me. It became more than a song—“Clampdown” was my own personal anthem. The Clash promised rebellion. And I was certain that they could deliver it and liberate me from a sense of hopelessness and a life of “wearing blue and brown.”


When punk first became a social and cultural phenomenon in 1976–77, I was five years old and too young to be part of the scene or understand the music that would become an important part of my life only a few years later. Even so, music was already a central part of my life. My parents, immigrants from Italy, possessed a deep love of music. My mother was drawn to rock ’n’ roll—the Beatles and Elvis. She liked John not Paul; he was the one who always had something important to say. Lennon was her working-class hero and I would find mine in Joe Strummer. My father loved country music, especially Willie Nelson. Also not a bad choice as music rebels go. All the same, they always returned to the traditional music of their homeland, spending hours listening to La Banda di Duronia and the beautifully melodic tarantellas of Molise.


Watching my mother dance and sing along to the music she loved taught me that melodies possess something more powerful than film or painting, or any other art form I had encountered up to that point. It grabs hold of you in a place you never knew existed, shakes you to your core, and shatters everything you hold as true. It is transcendent. Illuminating. Empowering. Emancipating. I’m not talking about bubblegum pop and sticky sweet love songs that are a safe standard of mainstream radio. What we all need to help us cope with a world that is anything but comfortable is the kind of music that intoxicates with crushing hooks that open the mind wide with lyrics that make you think. “Clampdown” did that for me. The Clash did that. Joe Strummer did that.


[image: Image]


Joe Strummer performing with the Mescaleros at St. Ann’s Warehouse in Brooklyn, New York, April 5, 2001. (Photo by Antonino D’Ambrosio.)


Strummer forged a pact with his audience, guaranteed for a lifetime. You could be a part of something positive. Change could happen if you were willing to change yourself. I was fortunate to discover this music when I did. I looked at the Clash not as a band or as music of the moment but as a harbinger of the future. I rejected the affected nihilism of the Sex Pistols, considered the definitive punk band. They were about negating; the Clash was about producing positive action. Other groups were fun to listen to and some, like the compelling Crass, even had important things to say, but only the Clash made me believe.1 Each song became an edict delivering me from anguish, teaching me not to waste a moment of my life. The world was not ending. It was just beginning. This is a truth I learn every time I listen to Strummer launch into “London’s Burning” and begin that thrilling ride all over again.


Strummer gave me the strength to have faith that the people’s movements that had scored some big democratic victories in the 1960s could happen again. The Lettrists. The Situationists. May ’68. Grosvenor Square. Allende’s Chile. The hot summer of Italy. It was happening again, you could hear it in his voice and in the music. Forget about waiting on the side of the road for someone to come along and pick you up. It was all about DIY. Do it yourself—not for yourself but for each other. Bonded together in what matters, forsaking intolerance, embracing justice. And this is one of the unique gifts Strummer possessed: he made everyone feel like a member of the team, not a consumer of anything trivial. One way to do this is through music.


Politics and art do mix and if done right can change your life. Reggae. Skanking. Dub. Rap. R&B. Soul. Honky-tonk. Samba. Cumbia. It doesn’t matter what the music is or where it came from—only that it brings you to your feet, makes you listen with your heart, and opens your mind. I applied this to my life and discovered the music of Steel Pulse, Lee “Scratch” Perry, Junior Murvin, Mikey Dread, the Skatalites, the Equals, Public Enemy, and countless more. Strummer opened my ears so I would be able to hear when the music called, promising me salvation and a better day.


Seeming fit and vibrant just a few weeks before he died, Strummer had performed a blistering set at a benefit show for the Acton Fire Brigade at Acton Town Hall where Mick Jones briefly joined him on stage.2 His death at the age of fifty, on December 22, 2002, of a rare heart condition, was sudden and shocking. He left behind an extraordinary career that will affect generations. Still, this does not lessen the sting of his loss because an important voice was silenced, one that used music as a platform to cut a path for something better, at least for a moment. He now sits in the pantheon of artists like Bob Marley, Kirsty MacColl, Robert Johnson, Buddy Holly, and Victor Jara, who left this world in their prime and before their time.


Yet, unlike these musicians, some believed that Strummer was past his prime, his best years already behind him. Characteristic of Strummer’s “rebel way” he fooled all who dismissed him. While everyone was waiting for the Clash to get back together, Strummer quietly attained a level of creativity and originality with his albums Rock Art and the X-Ray Style, Global A Go-Go, and Streetcore. The newness of his music was a revelation. The growth and breadth of his worldview was inspirational and timely. The potential of the work to come, we are left to imagine, was boundless. As Strummer himself said, “The best moments of any career are those that are unexpected.”


Strummer’s moment, for many, had come and gone in the late 1970s after the release of London Calling3 and a few years later the departure of Mick Jones from the band. Things would never be the same. Strummer, Jones, Simonon, and Headon had raised the bar and then were expected to go higher. Instead, they wanted to go deeper. As a member of the Clash, Strummer cut a cool, brash pop cultural figure with his improvised guttural Cockney-accented voice, electric guitar leg, and upturned upper lip. The group, with Strummer out in front, personified rebellion rock and took the Bobby Fuller Four’s “I Fought the Law” and made it into an enduring protest anthem all their own.4 Strummer embodied the soul of punk rock and the potential it possessed as both a social movement and political vehicle. It went beyond a pop cultural moment or reactionary pose and became a principle that guided his life until the end.


In the final decade of his life, Strummer dedicated himself to important political causes by opposing globalization, advocating climate control with his work for Future Forests, and spreading a message of unity by embracing multiculturalism.5 Before there was even a category for world music in record stores, Strummer was infusing his music with global sounds. In the 1990s, he had hosted a radio show on the BBC World Service titled “Joe Strummer’s London Calling” and had filmed the pilot for a television show called Global Boom Box that focused on world music.6


For Strummer, music and politics went hand-in-hand. The present volume is a reflection of his ongoing influence upon them. The essay that opens the book, “Let Fury Have the Hour,” was written for an audience that never heard of the Clash or punk rock. For this reason, I placed it as an introductory piece to frame the book. The essays that follow in the first section capture the exciting moments of a major musician at the start of his career.


In the second section, “The Rebel Way” explores the period in which Strummer described himself as going from “hero to zero” after his departure from the Clash. During this period he acted in films from Alex Cox’s Straight to Hell to Jim Jarmusch’s Mystery Train, and composed soundtracks, most notably for Cox’s Walker. As Charlie Bertsch writes, “Even at his most combative, he was more interested in building up a community of rebels than in tearing down those who failed to make the grade.”


In the third section, in “You Can’t Have a Revolution Without Songs,” I place Strummer in the canon of great political folk musicians and discuss his recent work in relation to the astounding music of Caetano Veloso, Silvio Rodríguez, Víctor Jara, and Mercedes Sosa. Strummer always referred to himself as a folk musician at heart. He mentioned that he loved Woody Guthrie’s “Buffalo Skinners,” a song where the working man gets the better of his corrupt employer. Strummer had more than a bit of the “Buffalo Skinner” in him, and after years of battling Epic Records, he was free to make the music he wanted, in the way he wanted.


As Michael Franti of Spearhead tells us in the first essay in the fourth section, “The World Is Worth Fighting For,” “The underlying message that you get from Strummer’s music is the world can be a terrible, scary place but it is worth fighting for.” Strummer continued the fight even when his music was no longer played on the radio. This section gives Strummer’s contemporaries—Tim Robbins, Chuck D, Billy Bragg, Michael Franti—an opportunity to discuss the indelible mark he left on their lives as artists, activists, and human beings.


A final note on the contributors and contributions that make this book come alive. When approached to put this book together, I decided to include a mix of essays from the past (Greil Marcus, Sylvie Simmons) as well as new pieces (Dennis Broe, Charlie Bertsch). Even more, it was important to speak with a wide range of musicians, directors, actors, writers, and everyone in between whom Strummer influenced spiritually, creatively, and politically. In some cases, these individuals contributed their own work to the book, such as Billy Bragg, who continues to be an important musical and political voice, and was the very first to contribute to this volume with “The Joe I Knew,” a passionate eulogy.
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Joe Strummer mural on the wall of musician Jesse Malin’s Lower East Side, New York City, bar, Niagara. (Photo by Antonino D’Ambrosio.)


Perhaps the greatest testament to Strummer was the generosity and support of everyone I spoke with. Many, including Kristine McKenna, Billy Bragg, and Carter Van Pelt, donated their work in tribute to Strummer to be part of this important project. Michael Franti and Chuck D took time out of their hectic touring schedules to speak with me. Then there are those who could not contribute material to the book but offered wonderful support like Pulitzer Prize–winning playwright Tony Kushner who told me he “loved, loved, loved Joe Strummer” as his work served as a model for him throughout his life and continues to do so.


Let Fury Have the Hour is not only a testament to a profound creative activist but also serves as a historical record to motivate, encourage, and inspire others to take the difficult yet rewarding path of thinking for others instead of merely for themselves. Strummer was always most interested in getting his new music out to as many people as possible who would truly listen—a tougher task than one would think for someone like Strummer. He remained undaunted even when his new music was not selling well and when, sometimes, people even said, “Joe who? You used to be in what band?”


The excitement he displayed at sharing his new music or his love of new artists like Manu Chao was as infectious as when he first plugged in his old Telecaster guitar and cranked out “London’s Burning” on that wondrous blur of a night long ago in 1976. By the end of his life, Strummer was making music for “people who are beyond the parameters of the demographic fascists who decide what sells and what gets advertised and what gets on playlists.”7


This book was written during a period I consider one of the darkest and most distressing in our history. In the months that led up to the book, the American occupying force in Iraq massacred civilians in Fallujah and were exposed for participating in torture and sexual abuse at the Abu Ghraib detention facility. America’s credibility abroad has been badly damaged, while domestically unemployment has skyrocketed alongside tax cuts for the wealthy. Money that should be going into health care, public education, and the environment continued to be siphoned off to further fund the military. As Strummer asked over a quarter of a century ago, “Are you going backwards?/Or are you going forwards?”


As I wrote the essays and edited the work for Let Fury Have the Hour, the process became a wholly invigorating and necessary one. It became a labor of hope sustained by the belief that I was putting something out to the world that could, in some way, move us forward. One of the last things Strummer told me in our April 2002 meeting in Brooklyn was that the goal all along was to keep things hopeful and remain optimistic. “We must be positive and know that truth is on our side,” he said. “Music can turn people on to the beauty of a life still to be lived . . . we choose to not sit idly by and not be miserable.” He left this world having achieved much more than he realized; he was a person who changed countless lives by becoming the unofficial leader of a people’s movement. Echoing a favorite statement of his, the future is indeed unwritten—how we write it and what we do offers us all a grand hope and a compelling opportunity.


—ANTONINO D’AMBROSIO
New York City, May 2004





OPENING 1:
ARTISTS AS FIRST RESPONDERS



By Wayne Kramer with Margaret Saadi Kramer


People are storytellers. Through stories we learn who we are and where we have come from. This artistic process, this means of communication, helps us understand where we may be heading collectively. Throughout my life art has assured me that I am not alone. And that’s what I strive to express in every melody, every lyric, every arrangement.


I’ve heard it throughout my life: freedom isn’t free. Decades ago, as a teenage bandleader, I somehow understood the concept of participatory democracy and I thought that my music could change the world. Furious is what I was (and perhaps naive), but I certainly understood at least that democracy is not just some theory. It’s something to do and as artists, we are its first responders. We create something in the world that wasn’t there before. We tell stories of the events around us and then project these stories back into the world in music, film, books, dance, theater, sculpture, painting, video games, graffiti, and myriad other forms of art that are still emerging. We are striving to explain what it feels like to be alive today. We are marking out history to see where we got it right and, maybe more importantly, where we fell short of the mark.


There is a tradition of activism in art built on the principles of America’s founding documents that are being fulfilled in Let Fury Have the Hour. If fury is the emotion, then the hour is now. So when Joe Strummer or Billy Bragg or Tom Morello or Saul Williams or Chuck D or Jill Sobule sing songs about the injustice they see with their own eyes, and speak with their own hearts, then filmmakers like John Sayles and Michael Moore and Antonino D’Ambrosio and Adam McKay make movies exposing the contradictions of a nation divided, I am encouraged and I am inspired. And then what happens? I make more art and it starts all over again.
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Wayne Kramer performs in Antonino D’Ambrosio’s film Let Fury Have the Hour, November 2010. (Photo by Antonino D’Ambrosio.)


Antonino’s work in film and literature is hammering home the inexorable truth that change is the one and only thing we can count on. Fury is a visual essay about what is happening—today—in the real and wide world. The entire world, actually. The United Kingdom, Europe, and America are joined by all the other developed and emerging nations of the world in a new global consciousness. The Arab Spring has inspired the Wall Street Occupiers who have, in turn, inspired a worldwide “Occupation” movement. The cell phone and mobile applications have transformed politics in Tunisia, Egypt, Libya, Yemen, and hopefully Syria and Iran soon. All the while occurring in real time to soundtracks from Rage Against the Machine and the MC5 to Khaled and Public Enemy and Ramy Essam. Art and music are the universal language of all freedom-loving people on earth today and it connects us with one another instantly. It is an exciting time to be alive. Dangerous and romantic, too. That sometimes makes for better art. It seems to me that the best art is dangerous art.


Let Fury Have the Hour is a look under the hood at how artists are facing and exposing the forces of repression and corruption. With international economic and political elites enjoying absolute freedom from accountability, heaven knows we need the voices and visions of our artists more now than ever before. The work of artists—along with a handful of journalists who are committed to holding the feet of the rich and powerful to the fire of legal and public scrutiny—is all we have today.
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Wayne Kramer performs in Antonino D’Ambrosio’s film Let Fury Have the Hour, November 2010. (Photo by Antonino D’Ambrosio.)


In America, we have become a nation that accepts rampant criminality by the political class. From Gerald Ford’s pardon of “law and order” president Richard Nixon (as a result of multiple felonies he committed in office) to Iran-Contra and the Bush era’s warrantless wiretaps of millions of Americans’ phones and emails, and the pardon of “Scooter” Libby right up to today’s congressional representatives extolling the virtue of unlimited wealth as birthright while we incarcerate millions of the least powerful for petty crimes in numbers never before realized in history and mandating longer and more severe sentences than any country on earth, something is out of line here. Seriously out of line.


The founders had no illusions about the potential emergence of a powerful political class that would make the corruption of the monarchy pale in comparison. They constantly wrote about such a danger. They warned us repeatedly. They understood human nature. They built as many safeguards as they could come up with into the structure of government. They were sending us a message and the message is clear: Tell the truth. Honor your fellow man as yourself. Hold public officials accountable to the rule of law. If something is wrong, then change it. If we don’t answer the call by speaking truth to power, then we jeopardize what we cherish in democracy as a way of life. If the rule of law means one thing for people of color and limited economic means but something entirely different for political and economic elites, then we have betrayed their vision. We ignore these fundamental rights and responsibilities at our own peril. We need artists and art built on the principles of human rights and equality for all. We demand art built on passion and a commitment to greatness and to the highest aspirations of the people, not the greatest profit.


Real art makes you think, ask questions. Art that doesn’t challenge tired old ways of thinking and offer a new perspective only serves to amuse and distract people from the reality of who and what is really controlling their lives and futures. Picasso’s Guernica shows the tragedy of war and the suffering it inflicts on individuals, particularly innocent civilians. This work is revered because it is a perpetual reminder of the tragedies of war. It has become an antiwar symbol and an embodiment of peace. Such fury must always be encouraged.


Without the fury of discontent, fury of injustice, fury in opposition of mediocrity, we fail as a civilization. The greatest building blocks of civilization are the aspirations of humankind: the rule of law applied fairly to all people, the right to a good job, to a quality education, to health care, to be secure in our persons and homes, and to justice for all.


So sing on, sister, and play on, brother. Cherish your rabble-rousers and brutal truth-tellers. And goddamn right, let fury have its hour.





OPENING 2:
FOR, NOT AGAINST



By Antonino D’Ambrosio


A moment. November 4, 1980. Trouble. Ronald Reagan is now the fortieth president of the United States, to the tune of “Happy Days are Here Again.” But Reagan was careful not to let anyone see beyond the greatest acting job since his one brief moment in The Killers. “Well, I could change that in a hurry,” Reagan says just before slapping Angie Dickinson hard across the face as John Cassavetes looks on through eyes filled with rage. Foreshadowing? Happy days! While everyone was laughing at Jimmy Carter—a decent man held face down, drowning in an indecent situation—they were checking the box for Reagan. Happy days for me! Reagan promised greatness for all. A shining city on a hill illuminated by camera lights. A staged production: the evil empire trumped by the real empire. Nearly 44 million votes, many from people who never voted that way. Happy days are here again. But someone forgot to ask, Happy days for whom?


One thing about that night remains buried in my brain: my bricklayer father staring silently at the television, lost in his thoughts or perhaps wrestling with his grave concern for the uncertainty that lay ahead. I later learned that Bruce Springsteen was sitting watching the election results unfold just like my father. Silent. Confused. Angry. The next night, Springsteen anxiously climbed on to the stage before a sold-out crowd in Tempe, Arizona. The moment was a strange one for the rock musician who found stardom in the 1970s greeting us from Asbury Park and then letting loose with “Born to Run.” As Springsteen grabbed the microphone, almost without thinking and with his heart racing, he shouted, “I don’t know what you thought about what happened last night but I thought it was pretty terrifying.” Swinging down his right arm hard on his guitar, Springsteen didn’t wait for the crowd to roar back its approval or rejection. Instantly, with the E Street Band backing him, the venue was boiling hot with “Badlands”: “Baby I got my facts learned real good right now/You better get it straight darling/Poor men wanna be rich, rich men wanna be kings/And a king ain’t satisfied till he rules everything.”
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Joe Strummer’s Telecaster guitar before his performance at St. Ann’s Warehouse in Brooklyn, New York, April 5, 2001. Still from the film Let Fury Have the Hour. (Photo by Antonino D’Ambrosio.)


Springsteen offered a prophetic proclamation that night. Soon Reagan swept aside one culture while dumping a new, bogus Americana on top of the country. Smothering us with evasion and superficiality. A linguistic attack: stand in front of the flag, right hand over your heart, smile wide, and mouth the words. A wink and a nod, here’s the Reagan revolution. No need to defend his agenda as the right course of action; just declare that there is no alternative, no other approach to consider. No need to convince anyone of anything: it’s morning in America again. A sleight of hand and a shift of dialogue: states’ rights versus human rights. Get in the General Lee with the Confederate flag proudly displayed on the roof and ride roughshod over this land straight to reelection in 1984. A hit reality television show broadcast around the world from the Oval Office with Springsteen’s “Born in the U.S.A.” brazenly used as the soundtrack. “This was when Republicans mastered the art of coopting anything and everything that seemed fundamentally American,” Springsteen explained. “If you were on the other side, you were somehow unpatriotic. You see in the Reagan election ads on TV, you know, ‘It’s morning in America.’ Well, it’s not morning in Pittsburgh.” At one point Reagan left a wreath at a German cemetery that included SS graves: “Thanks for your efforts.” Were our brains hanging upside down? The Ramones thought so: “Bonzo goes to bitburg then goes out for a cup of tea/as I watch it on tv somehow it really bothered me/drank in all the bars in town for an extended foreign policy.” Reagan was not for but rather against democracy. Terrifying.


A moment. October 27, 1964. First strike. Reagan appears on national television. Sponsored by Goldwater-Miller on behalf of Barry Goldwater for President, Reagan opens in a prerecorded speech: “I have spent most of my life as a Democrat. I recently have seen fit to follow another course. I believe that the issues confronting us cross party lines. Now, one side in this campaign has been telling us that the issues of this election are the maintenance of peace and prosperity. The line has been used ‘We’ve never had it so good.’ Yet anytime you and I question the schemes of the do-gooders, we are denounced as being against their humanitarian goals. They say we are always ‘against’ things, never ‘for’ anything. Well, the trouble with our liberal friends is not that they are ignorant, but that they know so much that isn’t so.” Reagan planted the seeds of his revolution, which took root sixteen years later and now have blossomed into an overgrown forest, dense and foreboding. A revolution not just against the Great Society but against society. Marlon Brando saw it from the first moment. “Reagan was a hack to Brando,” David Thomson writes. “An actor and politician who does not bother to care . . . he steps out of one fake light into another, and seems able to call them both sunshine.” “You may be a one-eyed jack around here,” Brando says in the great western he directed. “But I’ve seen the other side of your face.” Brando knew Reagan was always against.


[image: Image]


“Mourning in America” from artist Shepard Fairey ‘s Reagan & Friends mural series inspired by Antonino D’Ambrosio’s film Let Fury Have the Hour. (Courtesy Shepard Fairey.)


A moment. May 4, 1979. Retrograde. Margaret Thatcher is prime minister of England. Her first remarks are borrowed from the prayer of Saint Francis: “Where there is discord, may we bring harmony. Where there is error, may we bring truth. Where there is doubt, may we bring faith. And where there is despair, may we bring hope.” Thatcher’s decade in office was a consistent contradiction of this initial statement. A truer story is told by flipping each sentence: Where there is harmony, may we bring discord. Where there is truth, may we bring error. Where there is faith, may we bring doubt. And where there is hope, may we bring despair. “Society doesn’t exist,” Thatcher said. There are only individuals. We are unequal and we all have the right to be unequal. “Thank heavens,” Thatcher exhaled in relief. Against.
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“Top-Elite Faschions for Sale” from artist Shepard Fairey s Reagan & Friends mural series inspired by Antonino D’Ambrosio’ film let Fury Have the Hour. (Courtesy Shepard Fairey.)


A moment. Two record releases. Strike back. December 14, 1979. CBS Records releases London Calling in the U.K., composed with the specter of Thatcher looming just outside the studio door: “Now that war is declared—and battle come down.” January 1980 and Epic Records releases London Calling in the U.S., where it soars to the top of the charts despite the lead weight of Reagan pulling it down. “From every dingy basement on every dingy street/ Every dragging handclap over every dragging beat/That’s just the beat of time—the beat that must go on.” The album recorded with—to borrow the words of Nobel Laureate poet Seamus Heaney—“hope is not optimism, which expects things to turn out well, but something rooted in the conviction that there is good worth working for.” Their solidarity and ranging interest in the human condition is on full display right from the title tune inspired by the scary Three Mile Island core meltdown just outside my Philadelphia front door. The Clash was all the way in: for. The music was a balm, rubbed on to counteract the cultural rash, the political inflammation shaping history breaking out against. The album borrowed the typography from Elvis Presley’s first album but breaks clear with an emotional image of Paul Simonon smashing his bass on the New York City Palladium stage. Less an iconic image of rock star egomania and more a warning shot blasting out a generation’s frustration: “But I know there’ll be some way/When I can swing everything back my way/Like skyscrapers rising up/Floor by floor, I’m not giving up.” In between the notes, underneath the chords, in the breaths separating the words it was all there: the world is worth fighting for!


A moment. The 1980s. Theft. Two detached leaders pushing the harshest of agendas, forging a partnership like a two-headed hydra that declared compassion a mortal weakness, a silly contrivance that goes against our human nature to get everything we can only for ourselves. If society doesn’t exist, then your community, your neighborhood, is a figment of the do-gooders’ imagination, people who really just want attention for themselves. Thinking for and about others is the very definition of selfishness. Thinking of only you is true selflessness. But didn’t they say the family was central? Family values? Last time I checked the family is the most basic form of social organization, the foundation of a society, the core group in a democracy bound together by sharing. The poor didn’t exist. AIDS didn’t exist. Civil rights didn’t exist. It’s so funny it makes you cry, the twisted logic of it all.


Reagan’s master plan sought to roll back the gains of Roosevelt’s New Deal and Lyndon Johnson’s Great Society. Trickle down economics, an absurdist con trick that even the cleverest Dada prankster artist could never hope to pull off. Reagan and his clan pulled it off, shoved it down our throats, and patted each other on the back. Job well done. Trickle down on the many from the geyser flooding the bank accounts of the few. Thatcher’s cabinet memo consisted of one large bullet point: dismantle the social democratic state. One for one and all for none. The free ride was over. Public education. Health care. Good jobs. Pensions. Opportunities. Exhaled out like a puff of smoke. Gone. “It was the era of R&B—Reagan to Bush—that motivated me to do something about it,” Chuck D says in my film Let Fury Have the Hour. “And then do a lot about it.” “Indeed, Margaret Thatcher was my greatest influence,” Billy Bragg says. Reagan, Bush, and Thatcher too. They were united around one clear principle: against.
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“Corporate Violence for Sale” from Artist Shepard Fairey ‘s Reagan & Friends mural series inspired by Antonino D’Ambrosio’s film Let Fury Have the Hour. (Courtesy Shepard Fairey.)


All these moments strung together established a politics and a culture that remain mean and nasty. Tug on those bootstraps even though your feet are bare. It’s your fault you failed. You’re a fool to be compassionate, to be a citizen, to take active participation in making the world around you work just a little bit better for everyone: all just a vainglorious attempt at getting attention. Wow! They couldn’t be serious, could they? No one would fall for this, would they? The answer is stuck in my throat. Morning in America again was more like mourning in America. Reagan and Thatcher were like a well-orchestrated three act theater piece reminiscent of an Oscar Wilde high farce minus the witty dialogue, taking everything to a new level of spellbinding unreality. Act I: wear the mask of populism. Act II: remove the mask, reveal the true face. Act III: erase and rewrite history. Done.


Thirty years later we’re still grieving over what could have been, what should have been, what might still be possible. Springsteen’s Telecaster-soaked declaration is a piercing feedback echoed by a June 1, 2009, New York Times headline: “Reagan Did It.” The article traced the root cause of the current economic meltdown straight back to “Reaganomics,” which relied heavily on deregulating financial markets. The outcome: the rise of “casino capitalism,” allowing private investors a free hand to gamble with tax dollars and loot the system. Now we find ourselves at a disquieting moment in history. Democracy is besieged, not rising. The current political movements and their leaders seem unable to comprehend the enormity of the global challenges that stare out at us to the vanishing point. The disintegrating markets are just a precursor to the real havoc under way around the world. With America currently caught in a tug-of-war between cultural clashes and dystopian debates, we linger oblivious to the fact that there is a remarkable geopolitical shift unfolding that requires creative response, not reactionary rancorousness. “Our problems are also all of our assets,” said Iranian filmmaker Jafar Panahi, currently under house arrest. “Understanding this promising paradox helped us not to lose hope, and to be able to go on since we believe wherever in the world that we live, we are going to face problems, big or small. But it is our duty not to be defeated and to find solutions.” Instead, current political leaders choose to engage not with facts and consensus but via a “win at all costs” strategy, which is wildly out of step with what the historical moment demands. By rousing people with fear, flouting of the rule of law, and creating an illusory society via spectacle and outright lies, America finds itself a confused and misled country. Orwell feared that the truth would be concealed from us and Huxley feared that the truth would be drowned in a sea of irrelevance. Both are proven right in today’s political culture.


On the surface, the original edition of this book seemed to be about an individual, a musician who was part of a group that was more like a gang and defined one generation, inspiring another and dreaming the next. But it wasn’t and still isn’t.


It’s about seeing the world as interconnected and interdependent, an urban territory inhabited by us all. My essays from the original book inspired the feature length film of the same name and along with my new essays in this new edition makes up the frame whose walls and roof are hammered into place by the imagination of those who read these words. It’s about constructing a counternarrative founded in the reality of being alive and not the falsely conceived reality show packaged and sold to us like our daily bread. “I don’t want to sell anything, buy anything, or process anything as a career,” Lloyd Dobler declares in Say Anything. “I don’t want to sell anything bought or processed, or buy anything sold or processed, or process anything sold, bought, or processed, or repair anything sold, bought, or processed. You know, as a career, I don’t want to do that.” Lloyd, played by Strummer fan and friend John Cusack, proudly wears a Clash T-shirt during this soliloquy.
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Artist Shepard Fairey’s Reagan & Friends mural series inspired by Antonino D’Ambrosio’s film Let Fury Have the Hour. Placed on wall in downtown IA by Shepard Fairey and OBEY Giant Team. (Courtesy Shepard Fairey.)


Following the first edition of this book, I came to work with many of the creative activists the book aimed to uplift: Chuck D, Billy Bragg, Wayne Kramer, Ian MacKaye, Edwidge Danticat, John Sayles, Hari Kunzru, Shepard Fairey, Eugene Hütz, Lewis Black, and more. And each, incomparably, stakes a claim in my film. Likewise, my work since has taken me around the world bringing into sharp focus something the Uruguayan writer Eduardo Galeano once told me: “This is where, more than ever, I was able to confirm that a book can have fingers that touch those who read it because the process of writing . . . opened my eyes to the many undiscovered roads that exist.” These experiences also reaffirmed my deeply held belief in the profound power we share in our common humanity. “I felt a growing desire to reach out and touch my fellow creatures throughout the world. Perhaps evil forces dominate the course of events, but I sense in the hearts of men, if not a sense of fraternity, but at least one of inquiry. This curiosity is still on the surface but it is better than nothing.” That’s Jean Renoir discussing his 1951 film The River. Nothing could be better and that’s the spirit embedded in the new edition as well as the film Let Fury Have the Hour.


In the beginning, the Clash tapped on my window, waving me to come outside and see that there was something more. Life as a series of moments tied together, at once long and hard but also swift and beautiful. Not static but fluid and freely moving. The past, the present, and the future vividly on display with a kaleidoscopic sound that burst out from Brixton and Brooklyn. It was my town, your block, our world represented in a sonic documentary, recalibrating the historical moment, slipping into the gaps between the shallow and narrow-minded who never cease in trying to take control of the world. The Clash announced: “Are you taking over/or are you taking orders?/Are you going backwards/or are you going forwards?” Am I? Are you? These were not questions. This was the eternal challenge that art has always posed: what kind of world do you want to live in?


Call it rebel music, protest songs, the hymn of the disenfranchised and dispossessed, crying out not from the record store bin but from the center of history. Anthems like no other for the people who wear “blue” and “brown.” People like my bricklayer father and uncles, like all the people I knew. It takes a nation of millions to kick out the jams, wait for the great leap forward, come rougher every time, and create dangerously. Stereoscopic CPR for me, painfully being left behind in the new world America was helping to transform. Ours was a generation shut out. Up until then, I floated through an old world my immigrant family existed in and a new world taking shape. One was slowly disappearing as the other erected barricades denying us entry. The light always flashing red: “Stay out! Your kind not welcome!” We were a generation given one choice: conform, hand in your citizenship, sit back, relax, consume. You can purchase your status and become somebody, anybody except yourself. If you can’t purchase your status, then you’re a nobody. A rigid era of reactionary politics and a culture defined by cynicism arose from the ashes of a society that once hoped to be great but instead wanted to dominate. The era of R&B plus T wanted to make cynics of us all. “What’s good for me and what can I get out of it” is all that matters, not what works well for everyone. Be skeptical, suspicious of anything not intended to make a profit. Trust only the freedom gained from the free market. They made everyone believe that what they were doing was natural and opposing it was some kind of slight against the divine order of things.


Grab the future by the face, the Clash said, and then I turned and the MC5 yelled in my ear, “Forget their logical desperation/utilize your imagination.” Contact. Connection. Music. Art. Life. Breath. Everything was bright and real for the first time. Everything was possible. My mind and heart could feel and see a world far beyond my lonely block. Forget about being nice and civil. Life was messy and hard and that was okay, actually a good thing. Don’t give in to what is easy and comfortable because in the course of one’s life that choice becomes difficult, a burden so emotionally heavy to maintain that it slowly saps your will to live. It’s a trap, caging our human spirit and preventing us from pushing forward to find the best of ourselves. Democracy is hard, but giving in, giving up was harder, much harder. The words reverberate, “Are you going backwards/or are you going forwards?” The answers are many and take different shapes but all point toward one thing: for, not against.


There was a huge world at the end of that block and the Clash was my initial navigator, but the journey never ends with new conductors and passengers jumping on and off for the ride. Time to sign up, become part of the gang, roll up our sleeves, and build. It’s not up to them, you, or me. It’s us. No in-between. No gray area. Hop on and join the movement of world citizenship. Reject cynicism and instead uplift creative response. Art can’t change things in and of itself, but it may just bring us together to communicate, harmonize, and create. Possibility. Reward. This isn’t a new discovery, a new revelation—but a timeless truth brought forward to the present in a way that makes anything possible. It’s easier than we’re conditioned to believe; we just have to dream. “The dream that we dream together is reality,” John Lennon once said. All good art comes from something ancient at its core, responding to and representing the quiet revolution of the human spirit, marching forward regardless of any obstacles in its path. “Art is the lie that tells the truth,” Picasso reminds us.
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“Legislative Influence for Sale” from Shepard Fairey’s Reagan & Friends mural series inspired by Antonino D’Ambrosio’s film Let Fury Have the Hour. (Courtesy Shepard Fairey.)


These tensions are still white hot. They’re always walking alongside human history in the shadows, maybe even in our shadows. They just fade in and fade out. Much has happened in the time that’s passed since the first edition of this book was published. Wars started, seemingly lost, but without an end. Democracy spreading across South America. Maybe. The Arab Spring. Hurricanes, earthquakes, oil spills, nuclear meltdowns points west and east. The ghost of Tom Joad stirs as bank foreclosures reach historic levels. Austerity in Europe. Who are the cops and who are the robbers? They are one. “Police and thieves in the street (oh yeah)/Fighting the nation with their guns and ammunition,” Junior Murvin told us. The banks now rob us and the new robber barons, with leveraged buyouts and Ponzi schemes, rob everybody. “Police and thieves in the street (oh yeah)/Scaring the nation with their guns and ammunition,” the Clash reminded us. A onetime Chinese empire collapsed because it locked itself away from the rest of the world. A new one emerges with a neon sign flashing “open for business,” producing and selling anything to anyone, anywhere: a plastic trinket as disposable as the debt swallowing the world whole. Ai Weiwei knows the truth, deeming it all a “fake smile,” the words not even out of his mouth and then “bang, bang go the boots on the floor/clang clang go the Jail Guitar Doors.” Old political leaders are gone, new ones replace them. Was it change? The silence indicts us. Not handsome like the Seven Days of May’s sinister General Scott (played by Burt Lancaster) bent on taking over the government, the screams of protest come from a time-warped few stuck in a deluded, illusory loop of resurrecting a country that never died because it never lived. These aliens don’t require the dark sunglasses used in They Live! to see their true face. If they live, who dies?


Let Fury Have the Hour, the book and film, is a call to celebrate the art of living, of being for, not against. The Clash is our starting point, but they weren’t the first and certainly aren’t the last. They saw their role as storytellers, a new type of folk singer chronicling the demise of one revolution (industrial) and rise of another further alienating upheaval (technocratic). They drew a straight line back to those who went before (Erik Satie, Bartók, Woody Guthrie, Odetta, Nina Simone, the MC5) as well as those who followed (Public Enemy, Manu Chao, Fugazi, Le Tigre, Gogol Bordello, Sleater-Kinney, the Kominas). They belonged to a community of rebels, cultural activists who understand that as human beings we share, despite unique personal details, a universal outline of living in this world. The effect is an opportunity to authentically and sincerely create a new narrative, one that transcends deluded politics and the artificial borders that split us apart. Stand for, not against.


Music (as well as art of any kind) is most powerful when it illuminates the connections that should be clear but because of forces that conspire to separate and divide are now blurred, leading to a belief that these connections don’t exist. If no one knows they exist, they disappear, and all that’s left are the differences, manufactured and manipulated to continue splitting the world apart. Music counters this by serving as an antidote, injecting a luminosity of spirit that inspires a new generation to aspire to something more. By placing ourselves—this new “we”—on the historical continuum of creative responders—world citizens—who see their work as something more. It’s the mirror that returns not a reflection of who we are on the surface but a truer portrait of the essence of our humanity. It’s a challenge, a responsibility to go farther. An urgent plea that’s impossible to ignore: For.
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Artist Shepard Fairey’s “Enjoy Small Privileges. Ignore Large Transgressions.” (Courtesy Shepard Fairey.)


The Clash—and more powerfully listening (music), moving (skateboarding), writing (graffiti), watching (film), and learning (literature)—allowed me to lay claim to the world that at one time felt foreign. I could reimagine what kind of world I wanted to live in but also imagine being a key player in shaping history. I could invent alternatives and then apply them in a way that I could do something to breakdown the illusion of separation. It awakened in me the connection we share with all people, engaging me to understand that I could speak the way I breathe. It gave me life as a participant. I knew that I could dream, awake in the moment, as each epoch imagines the one to follow. What emanated from the vinyl grooves spinning on the turntable while Reagan and Thatcher reduced and then eroded democracy was much more than music; it was an injection of courage and a rejection of fear, a creative birth that remains liberating. It broadcasts that the true war is between being for and being against. It still asks, Which side are you on?





Act I



MOVING OUT LOUD
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Joe Strummer during the musician’s series of performances at St. Ann’s Warehouse in Brooklyn, New York, April 5, 2001. (Photo by Antonino D’Ambrosio.)





LET FURY HAVE THE HOUR



The Punk Rock Politics of Joe Strummer


By Antonino D’Ambrosio


Pioneering punk rock musician Joe Strummer, former front man of the Clash and political activist, died of a rare heart condition at his home in Somerset, Broomfield, England, at the age of fifty on December 22, 2002. Barely twenty-five years earlier the Clash had burst onto the London music scene to become one of the great rebel rock bands of all time. Fusing a mélange of musical styles with riotous live performances and left-wing political activism, it inspires many to this day.


By the mid-1970s, England’s postwar prosperity was melting away into rising unemployment, shrinking social service programs, and increasing poverty. The wrecked economy fueled an incendiary social situation as racism, xenophobia, and police brutality became the order of the day. Mounting feelings of anger and frustration, fused with a deepening sense of isolation, left much of English youth feeling hopeless. Trying to make sense of this mess, many found a means of expression in punk rock. More than just hard driving rock ’n’ roll, punk rock was heralded by many as a counterculture movement, a philosophy, and a way of life. Punk stood in direct opposition, aesthetically and politically, to the reigning rock establishment—then dominated by a style called “glam rock”—and it attacked conventional society. Glam was pretentious, overproduced, slick, and bourgeois. Punk rock, in stark contrast, was angry, loud, aggressive, and rooted in working-class alienation. With its four chords, simple melodies, fast tempo, and ironic lyrics, it proved irresistible.


Strummer told me the Clash was inspired by groups like the MC5 of Detroit, a cultural organ of the White Panthers. “We wanted to be more like them, using our music as a loud voice of protest . . . punk rock, at the heart of it, should be protest music.” While most bands spiraled into ridiculous caricatures of themselves, the Clash, under Strummer’s influence, became the definitive punk rock band. They drew a line in the sand and dared all to cross it and join them. While the Sex Pistols spent their time being reactionary, tawdry, and snide, the Clash were active, thoughtful, and serious.


Throughout his twenty-five years in music, Strummer touched millions. Billy Bragg, a fellow English musician and activist inspired by Strummer’s socially conscious music, said it best, describing Strummer as unwavering in “his commitment to making political pop culture.” Living true to his words, Strummer held on to his political ideals throughout his life in spite of intense media rancor and the demanding expectations of fans, who clung to his every word as if it were scripture. The pressure would have crushed a lesser talent.


Like many others growing up during the Reagan era, I discovered the Clash and had my worldview transformed. It was nothing like I had ever heard before. The music’s energy, spirit, and searing lyrics gave voice to feelings of alienation and hopelessness, as well as anger and defiance, that I had not yet articulated.


Through his songwriting Strummer consistently critiqued capitalism, advocated racial justice, and opposed imperialism. He showed young people alternatives to the complacency, opportunism, and political ambivalence that dominate popular culture. Strummer’s music remains an enduring legacy of radicalism, defiance, and resistance.



CREATIVE RESISTANCE



In April 2002, I had the good fortune to meet with Joe Strummer and discuss a wide range of issues. One theme emerged repeatedly in these conversations—using the past to better understand the present and shape the future. This outlook was fundamental to Strummer’s creative activism. The events of May 1968 in Paris, the student and labor movements of Italy’s hot autumn, and the election and overthrow of Salvador Allende in Chile were key events that Strummer cited to explain his politicization. Punk rock, and Strummer in particular, would borrow heavily from these movements—not just ideologically but aesthetically as well. “Punk rock for me was a social movement,” he states. “We tried to do the things politically we thought were important to our generation and hopefully would inspire another generation to go even further.”


As a musician, Strummer redefined music and reaffirmed the principles of committed and intelligent opposition. He became involved in many different movements and supported many causes before they were fashionable. The Clash were at the forefront of the Rock Against Racism movement founded in the 1970s to combat the rise of the far-right National Front. Never afraid of controversy, Strummer pushed the Clash to support publicly the H-Block protests in Northern Ireland, which began in 1976 when the British took away the political status of IRA “prisoners.” He performed for the last time on November 15, 2002, at a benefit for striking London firefighters. For someone who used his music to galvanize and promote progressive action, this final performance was most fitting.


Strummer’s unique partnership with Mick Jones, his main collaborator and lead guitarist in the Clash, brought a revolutionary sense of excitement to modern music. Strummer and Jones quickly recognized the power of rap music that was just emerging from New York City’s underground in the late 1970s. “When we came to the U.S., Mick stumbled upon a music shop in Brooklyn that carried the music of Grand Master Flash and the Furious Five, the Sugar Hill Gang . . . these groups were radically changing music and they changed everything for us.”


With typical Clash inventiveness, they became one of the first white groups to incorporate rap into their music. As a tribute to the pathbreaking Sugar Hill Gang, the Clash recorded “The Magnificent Seven,” one of their best-known and most important singles. Exemplifying the Clash’s commitment to challenging social conventions, they enlisted several New York City rap groups to join their huge Clash on Broadway tour. This was extremely controversial at the time, since combining the two disparate audiences and musical genres was widely predicted to result in racial mayhem.


Reflecting on the group’s influence, I suggested to Strummer that hip-hop has replaced punk rock as the dominant political pop cultural force in spirit, vitality, and creativity. He responded, “No doubt about it, particularly in respect to addressing the ills of capitalism and providing a smart class analysis, underground hip-hop, not the pop-culture stuff, picked up where punk left off and ran full steam ahead.”


THE GREATEST REBEL ROCK BAND OF ALL TIME



On New Year’s Eve 1976, the Clash opened for the top-billed Sex Pistols. Impressed, the Sex Pistols asked the Clash to join them on the infamous 1977 Anarchy in the UK tour. The wild antics by some of the bands drew intense media scrutiny and caused punk rock to be labeled public enemy number one. While parents, police, and politicians sounded the alarm, young people were hooked.


Strummer, a former busker and squatter, characterized the early days as filled with hope and frustration. “Many in the punk scene were confused, mixing various political ideologies.” The effect was that punk rock musicians were easy targets for ridicule and attack by the monarchy, media, Parliament, and the police. According to Strummer, the objective was to present a clearer, unified stance with a more thoughtful and relevant political message. It was obvious to Strummer early on that punk rock was vulnerable to cooptation by the music industry with the eager assistance of opportunistic musicians. He issued an indictment in a song, “(White Man) In Hammersmith Palais”:




Punk rockers in the UK


They won’t notice anyway


They’re all too busy fighting


For a good place under the lighting


The new groups are not concerned


With what there is to be learned


They got Burton suits, hah you think it’s funny


Turning rebellion into money


All over people changing their votes


Along with their overcoats


If Adolf Hitler flew in today


They’d send a limousine anyway





Strummer blamed many of the bands of the time for allowing punk rock to degenerate into a “shameful product hawked by the record companies” and “used to promote right wing ideals.” He refused to join the effort to dilute the creative and social aspects of the punk rock philosophy. The Clash’s eponymous first studio album clearly marked where they stood on things.


The album addressed social issues, including classism, racism, and police and state-sanctioned brutality. By bringing together a broad range of musical influences that had previously been segregated by music industry marketing strategies, it significantly changed modern music. There were brilliant covers of old rock classics, infusions of R&B, fractured pop, a well-balanced mix of ska, dub, and reggae, and of course what became the signature sound of the Clash: thought provoking lyrics sung in Strummer’s unique cockney accent, a blistering and angry style layered over aggressive compositions.


The Clash’s music, coupled with its explosive live performances, let people know that they had something important to say on the state of things. Although produced for next to nothing, the Clash’s first album became the largest selling American import in music history. Americans loved the Clash’s music and message, and the record companies took note.


“The same issues we were struggling against then are even more important now like British and U.S. imperialism.” Strummer continues, “when we wrote ‘I’m So Bored with the U.S.A.,’ it touched a nerve for young people on both sides of the Atlantic.” The lyrics are sharp and compelling:




Yankee dollar talk


To the dictators of the world


In fact it’s giving orders


An’ they can’t afford to miss a word





Other songs addressed the growing disaffection young people felt as they faced the harsh realities of the job market in 1976. “Career Opportunities” became a classic protest song for many:




They offered me the office, offered me the shop


They said I’d better take anything they’d got


Do you wanna make tea at the BBC?


Do you wanna be, do you really wanna be a cop?


Career opportunities are the ones that never knock . . .


Every job they offer you is to keep you out the dock


Career opportunity, the ones that never knock





“Industrial society offered nothing really, and as we moved to this more fragmented society with more emphasis on technology the state was looking for us to work according to our class . . . it all seemed about controlling class, particularly the lower classes.”


CLASHING WITH AMERICA



In 1979, the Clash headed to America. In between this tour and the first album the Clash had conquered the UK and Europe. They released another album, Give ’Em Enough Rope, and were in the process of putting together the Clash “masterpiece,” London Calling. “Two devastating things happened at this time,” Strummer recalls. “Margaret Thatcher became Prime Minister of England and Ronald Reagan became President of the U.S. . . . it was hard to tell who would be worse but we knew that a tremendous struggle was ahead . . . their tendencies leaned to the far-right if not fascism.”


The Clash always drew inspiration from, and paid homage to, other rebel musicians, especially black musicians from the United States and the Caribbean. But collaborating with these musicians brought them face-to-face with the racism of the music industry and some of their fans. While touring the United States, the Clash featured pioneering American rock ’n’ roll artist Bo Diddley as their opening act. Diddley was a hero to Strummer. The Clash were excited that the tour would help them connect with their American audience. However, they were shocked by the intense racism that Diddley’s presence elicited in the South. “The record label was unsupportive from the word go because Give ’Em [Enough Rope] did not sell like our first album, they hated our choice of Bo Diddley and we refused to pick a different support act and resisted their attempt to repackage us as new wave.” Strummer and his band mates were determined to resist pressure from industry bosses to refashion punk rock into the more commercial, less political, and more docile new wave mold.
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