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  L to R: Andy Warhol, Nico, Danny Williams, Sterling Morrison, Maureen Tucker, Mary Woronov, Paul Morrissey, Lou Reed, Gerard Malanga and John Cale.




  (Malanga Archive)




  We would like to specially acknowledge the contributions of the following people: Philip Milstein was President of The Velvet Underground Appreciation Society when we began writing this book and his untiring and generous assistance helped us more than any other single factor. He gave us free access to his archives, allowed us to quote at will from his magazine and gave his time to advise us throughout the project. He also read and criticized the finished manuscript. Phil is no longer publishing his excellent magazine What Goes On, The Velvet Underground Appreciation Society’s newsletter which he issued three times. He is now in a band tentatively called Disneyland. Sterling Morrison contributed his archives and advice throughout the project and read the manuscript for accuracy as well as contributing the introduction. We could not have written this book without his aid. Andy Warhol kindly allowed us to quote from his book POPism, which covers the Sixties and his collaboration with The Velvet Underground extensively. Most Warhol quotes come from this source. He also advised us on some of the visual material. Nigel Trevena’s pioneering book on The Velvet Underground was an invaluable aid to us at the beginning of this project. We salute him for his groundbreaking research. Nat Finkelstein retumed to New York in the middle of the project and assisted us with his vitality and visual memory. Price Abbott supported our efforts with her constant care and presence. We thank her for her great meals, encouragement and patience. Miles contributed throughout with his encouragement and clarity. His was the third mind on this project. Allen Ginsberg blessed us. Danny Fields, Maureen Tucker, Henry Geldzahler, Billy Linich, Tony Conrad, Al Aronowitz, John Wilcock, Betsey Johnson, Ed Sanders, Wayne Kramer, Chris Stein, Debbie Harry, Jonathan Richman, Jim Condon, Pinkie Black, Allen Reuben, Leslie Goldman, Karen Rose, Paul Bang, Ralph Perri, Fayette Hickox, Jed Horne, Steven Sesnick and Mark Saunders were most helpful. We thank them for all their time and memories.




  In our research on this book we have drawn on interviews with or about The Velvet Underground by Jim Condon, Allan Richards, Nigel Trevena, John Wilcock, Glenn O’Brien, Mary Harton, Philip Milstein, Lester Bangs, Lenny Kaye, Richard Goldstein, Nat Finkelstein, Giovanni Dadamo and Jean Stein. We acknowledge and thank these pioneers for their reports which were published in the following magazines: What Goes On, Little Caesar, High Times, New Musical Express, Melody Maker, Sounds, Record Mirror, Trouser Press, New York Rocker, and from the following books: POPism by Andy Warhol (New York, 1980), Edie by Jean Stein, edited with George Plimpton (New York, 1982), The Sex Life and Autobiography of Andy Warhol by John Wilcock, (New York, 1971), and No One Waved Goodbye, (London, 1974).




  The update section of this edition of Uptight draws on interviews by the following: David Fricke (Rolling Stone), Lisa Robinson (New York Post), Roger Morton (NME), Adam McGovern (Cover), Jon Pareles (New York Times) and Matt Snow (Vox). Discography for 1995 edition compiled by Peter Doggett.








  Dedicated, with thanks, to Andy Warhol
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⚫ INTRODUCTION





  ⚫ I like Victor Bockris and Gerard Malanga’s book and am impressed by the scope of it. What I would change, and clearly which cannot be changed, is the overall tone of the work, starting with “uptight” in the title, and proceeding to recount the disintegration of first the show, and then of the band. It becomes a chronicle of doom (sort of). What has been buried is the laughter and happiness that attended all of this; the jokes; the parties; the zany adventures. We were serious about what we did, but not grim (very often).




  I’m probably picturing something other than a factual account of what went on, and what happened later. I suspect that my main tear concerns my final comment about the experience being fun. In the light of all that is described, my comment seems insensitive and shallow. Nevertheless, as serious as I was as a “crusader”, I had no desire to become a martyr. The fun and enjoyment of the people and things we were caught up in sustained me in no small measure. I was having, shall we say, the time of my life, and I savored it, knowing full well it couldn’t last. In fact, “exploding”, “plastic”, and “inevitable” sum it all up from an apocalyptic perspective – the origin of the universe and its contents, the mutability of form, and the inescapable decline, entropy, the end.




  Against this backdrop, how can a handful of artists, dancers, and musicians hope to fare any better?




  Sterling Morrison,




  Dept. of English




  The University of Texas at Austin




  March 10, 1983.











  ⚫ ANDY WARHOL UP-TIGHT (1965-1966)




  The Formation of The Exploding Plastic Inevitable




  FREDERIC VIGNERON: If you were to compare The Velvet Underground to an ice cream flavour, which one would it be?




  ANDY WARHOL: Aaaah... white.











  
⚫ MAKING ANDY WARHOL UP-TIGHT





  If you had been in New York City in February 1966, you would have been one of a thousand people who received this flyer in the mail.
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  If you’d gone to the new location of the Film-Makers Cinematheque on West 41st Street, you would have sat in this audience.
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  Henry Geldzahler in center in dark glasses.




  Factory photographer Stephen Shore second from right.




  (Nat Finkelstein)




  They are about to see Andy Warhol, Up-Tight a multimedia rock show formed out of a combination of films by Andy Warhol, lights by Danny Williams, music by The Velvet Underground and Nico, dancing by Gerard Malanga and Edie Sedgwick, slides and film projections by Paul Morrissey and Warhol, photographs by Billy Linich and by Nat Finkelstein who had a show of his super enlarged contact sheets of The Velvets at the Factory in the foyer of the Cinematheque all week, movie cameras by Barbara Rubin, and the audience by themselves. Donald Lyons and Bob Neuwirth (Dylan’s roadie and confidant), listed in the ad, came as Edie’s escorts. The Cinematheque was a small avantgarde movie house. The show began with a film called “Lupe” starring Edie Sedgwick. The second to last film she and Andy made together, it details the last night of the Mexican Hollywood star Lupe Velez, who planned the perfect suicide by dressing up, lighting candles all around her bed and taking a big dose of barbiturates, but ended up drowning in her own vomit in the toilet bowl that nausea had made her crawl to. The parallels between Velez and Sedgwick are inescapable.




  After two 35-minute reels of “Lupe”, The Velvet Underground and Nico walked onto the stage in front of the movie screen and began to tune up in the dark. Andy, who was working one movie projector, now trained a silent version of “Vinyl”, his interpretation of “A Clockwork Orange”, starring Gerard Malanga as a juvenile delinquent, on the screen. Superimposed on this by another movie projector run by Paul Morrissey were close-up shots of Nico singing “I’ll Keep It With Mine” by Bob Dylan. Looking ghostly in the flickering movie lights, Nico on stage picked up the song from Nico on screen and the band joined in behind her. Then, as The Velvet Underground went into “Venus in Furs”, Gerard Malanga and Edie Sedgwick moved to centre stage and began gyrating in a free form dance pattern. The whole ensemble was now playing in front of two movies “Vinyl” and “The Velvet Underground and Nico: A Symphony of Sound” being shown silently next to each other. While Nat Finkelstein circulated taking uptight photographs (“Maybe I worked so well with the uptight series because part of my own technique was to move in as close as possible so everybody knew there was a camera there”), Danny Williams, the Factory’s Harvard grad electrician, began to project color slides over the band and the films. Suddenly and unexpectedly, a huge spotlight came crashing down and shone directly on the audience, as Barbara Rubin rushed down the aisle with her sun-gun glaring into their faces screaming questions like “Is Your Penis Big Enough?” and ” Does he eat you out?” It was Barbara who had suggested the Andy Warho4 Up-Tight name and developed the concept of making people uptight rather than relaxed by filming their responses with her movie camera. As The Velvets went into ” Run Run Run”, Lou leaned into his guitar grinning maniacally in black dungarees, a rumpled black jacket over a black t-shirt and high-heel boots. John Cale was hunkered over his viola in a black suit with a rhinestone choke necklace designed by Kenny Jay Lane in the shape of a snake, while Nico, tall, thin, hauntingly beautiful, stood silhouetted alone in a chic white pants suit. Maureen Tucker, the innocent looking drummer whose sex nobody could at first discern, stood behind her bass drum using tom tom mallets to hit it with a machine-like precision, while rhythm and lead guitarist extraordinaire Sterling Morrison, all in black, stood rock still in the midst of this terrible discordant-chaotic-flashing commotion of light, sound, and sight. For the most part the audience sat there too stunned to think or react. The music was supersonic and very loud. The Velvets turned their amps up as high as they could go. The effect vibrated all through the audience. To some it seemed like a whole prison ward had escaped. Others speak of it today as hypnotic and timeless.




  HENRY GELDZAHLER: As far as I can remember the presentation was thrilling but the music was to me much more romantic and melodic. Andy Warhol – Up Tight was explosive and abrasive but I kept finding the traditional, almost folk substructure of The Velvets music. I was more impressed with the music than with the other effects, but it was enhanced by the combination.




  Lou began to sing “Heroin”. Gerard slowly unwound, came to rest on the floor of the stage, and proceeded to light a candle and, in a kneeling position, slightly bent over, undid his belt. He pulled out a spoon from his back pocket, rolled up his sleeve, heated the spoon over the flame of the candle, touched the spoon with what appeared to be a hypodermic needle (actually a lead pencil), wrapped the belt around his arm tightly, and began to flex his arm in a sweeping up-and-down motion. Then he pressed the “needle” into his arm, slowly rose and began to whirl frantically around the stage. Lou was in the high-pitched middle instrumental segment of the song. Behind the projector in the audience Paul Morrissey was explaining to a reporter that this is “a completely different kind of rock and roll”. Behind the other projector in the projection booth Andy Warhol was explaining the simultaneous showing of the movies to another reporter: “On the one screen you have a movie that takes an hour and a half. On the other screen you have a movie that takes an hour and a half. Except that . . . it takes longer than an hour and a half”. Below them, Gerard was lying full length on the stage staring blankly up at Lou Reed.
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  Andy Warhol and Paul Morrissey at The Factory, 1965.




  (Nat Finkelstein)




  This was the beginning of a one-and-a-half year collaboration between Warhol and The Velvet Underground that would shortly result in The Exploding Plastic Inevitable, a twelve person group (or team, as they saw themselves) that toured the States from 1966 halfway through 1967 changing the way people saw, heard and felt rock & rock in the U.S. and subsequently the world. This first half of our book – “Andy Warhol, Up-Tight” – is the story of the formation of The Exploding Plastic Inevitable, which introduced The Velvet Underground in the States, and constituted Warhol’s major contribution to rock & roll. Before delineating its details, let’s step back and take a look at where the different members of the group came from and how they got together, since what each brought to the project puts the overall effect of the team into perspective.




  In the winter of 1965 Andy Warhol was working very fast and accurately through a series of changes that had made him into a media superstar. There wasn’t a week that went by that the newspapers or magazines didn’t carry a story about him. Already famous for his pop paintings and his revolutionary movies, he was reaching a watershed in his highly successful collaboration with Edie Sedgwick. They had made eight movies together and Edie was the envy of every girl in town, but the pressures of the life she was leading weighed heavily upon her exotically unstable character. A growing involvement with Bob Dylan’s circle, where the manipulative use of acid and amphetamine did little to bolster her ego, was further debilitating her, and Warhol was finding it hard to continue the collaboration, even though he wanted to. Jonas Mekas had offered him a week at the Cinematheque and they’d decided to do an Edie Sedgwick Retrospective. Meanwhile Andy had temporarily stopped painting and was looking for new sources of income to support the movies which weren’t making any money yet. Paul Morrissey, who had just joined the factory, worked the sound and lights.




  PAUL MORRISSEY: Do you remember the details of why The Velvet Underground was brought to the Factory and we bought them amplifiers? For the record, a famous Broadway producer called Michael Myerberg, who’d just done “Waiting for Godot”, invited Andy and I over to Sardi’s one night to make a deal. He was going to open up the first discotheque with an enormous dance floor in an airplane hangar in Queens. And he said he would pay Andy to come out there every night, with as many people like Edie Sedgwick as he wanted, to bring it publicity. I immediately said, ‘I have a better suggestion. There’s no real reason to just come out and sit there and get paid.’ (It wasn’t much money anyway). ‘The only reason Andy will go is if he could be like Brian Epstein and present a group he managed.’




  Myer berg liked this idea and said if we did that he might even use Andy’s name in the title of the discotheque. It turned out he was bullshitting us but he seemed sincere at the time and Andy said ‘Why don’t we call it Andy Warhol’s Up.’ And I said, ‘Not only will Andy’s presence be justified because his group is there, but behind the group we’ll be projecting two or three images of film footage,’ because we were making all these movies that we’d been showing at the Cinematheque that had no commercial value, and I thought this would be a good way to have them generate some money too. This was agreed upon and I was set to go out and find a rock & roll group. I didn’t know what group it was going to be.




  As Morrissey began his search, Barbara Rubin, a boyishly attractive, precocious 21-year old art groupie, came to the Factory and invited Gerard Malanga, who was Andy’s Prime Minister without portfolio, to go with her to see a group called The Velvet Underground. Malanga had been a dancer on Alan Freed’s Big Beat TV show when Freed got busted in a payola scandal (that also affected, among others, Dick Clark) and the show got closed down. Rubin was an intimate of, among others, Allen Ginsberg, William Burroughs, Bob Dylan, Jonas Mekas and Andrei Voznesensky, who had, according to Ginsberg, “dedicated her life to introducing geniuses to each other in the hope that they would collaborate to make great art that would change the world”. It was the middle of December 1965.




  GERARD MALANGA: She asked me to bring my whip and suggested I dance
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  while the group performed, as Barbara knew how much I enjoyed it, having already seen me dance to Martha and The Vandellas in Andy’s film “Vinyl”. On the following day, Barbara and I entered Cafe Bizarre to the glaring sounds of what appeared to be a rock & roll group, but there all resemblance ended. The stage was level with the rest of the floor, so the group was right up against the tables and chairs. I waited for about 20-minutes before getting up to dance. I was tentative at first because no one else was on the dance floor at the time and I thought my participating would be an intrusion since the musicians were in such close proximity to the audience. I did, finally, make my way to the front of the audience – a few scattered customers – and was joined minutes later by a young girl who quickly retreated back to her seat. During intermission Barbara introduced me to Lou Reed and John Cale. Lou said how much he enjoyed my getting up to dance to the music. I told him I felt a little self-conscious because I was intruding, but he assured me I wasn’t, and both he and John said I should come back and dance again. They really wanted people to dance to the music and not just to sit and listen to it. The music was very intimidating.




  MORRISSEY: The next day you told me The Velvets were interesting, you and Barbara wanted to film some footage of them, and you asked me to come along to help with the lighting. I thought they were fascinating. The first thing that registered to me, and I think to Andy later, was the drummer Maureen, because you could not tell whether she was a boy or a girl. This was a first within rock and roll because The Beatles all looked like little girls but you knew they were boys. You had no idea what Maureen’s gender was. The second thing was John Cale’s electric viola. And the third thing was they sang a song called “Heroin”. For some reason when I’m looking for something the first thing I see always works out for me. When I take an apartment it’s always the first one. And usually casting actors in movies I always cast the first one that comes in front of my mind and I say that’s right. I never fool around and change a person. I never saw any other rock and roll groups. They were a unique group and they were called The Underground. That’s another reason I went down because you told me the name of the group. And this was the term always connected with Andy, too. I didn’t say anything at the time, but the next day I said, ‘Andy, I found the group to play at Michael Myerberg’s UP’. So Andy came down the very next night.
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  Edie Sedgwick in Andy Warhol, Up-Tight at The Cinematheque, February, 1966.




  (Fred McDarrah)




  The Cafe Bizarre was a long narrow room with sawdust on the floor and a number of tables with fish-net lamps ranged along the walls. The Warhol party, including Sedgwick, Morrissey, Malanga and Rubin, sat at a couple of tables against the wall in front of and to the left of the band. It was a Thursday night Nobody paid any attention to their arrival. The art and rock worlds were still quite separate and the ten or fifteen people scattered among the tables didn’t recognize the new arrivals. The silver-haired man in dark glasses and a black leather jacket with his chin resting on an elegantly slim hand listened to the animated conversation of his companions, occasionally interrupting with a short, playful comment but remained for the most part silent. As soon as The Velvet Underground started to play however, Andy became quite animated, because he immediately recognized he could work with this band. The music was so loud it was impossible to talk while they were playing, but in a break between songs he asked Edie what she thought about having the band play in front of the movies during her upcoming retrospective. She was understandably unenthusiastic about a suggestion that would clearly have drawn a good deal of attention away from her starring role and got up-tight. But when Gerard got up and danced in black leather pants with his whip, eerily mirroring The Velvets’ style with his sinuous, mesmeric movements, which resembled a cross between the Frug and an Egyptian belly dance, Andy saw Gerard become a part of The Velvets and had even more reason to feel that here was a rock band with whom he could really connect.




  The Velvet Underground was little known outside their small circle but active on the same level of the underground movie scene that Andy was championing. Working more in tune with his own artistic approach than any other rock group he’d seen, they refused to accept any form of pre-conditioned order or restraint.




  LOU REED: That was a very funny period with a very funny group of people. Everybody in a certain section was doing almost exactly the same thing without anyone knowing anybody else.




  After the set Barbara brought The Velvets over to Andy’s table. They were all in their early twenties and dressed from head to foot in black. John Cale’s sonorous accent and dreamy deportment bespoke his Welsh background and classical music training. Curly haired Lou Reed’s shy gum-chewing smile identified him most closely with Andy, with whom he shared a similar temperament. They sat next to each other and immediately hit it off Sterling Morrison and Maureen Tucker were quiet at this first meeting, but the vibes were good. They were all aware of who Andy was and gratified by his interest and compliments.
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  Maureen Tucker, John Cale, Sterling Morrison and Lou Reed




  (Nat Finkelstein)




  MORRISSEY: On the night Andy came to the Bizarre Gerard had invited Nico, who had just come to town, and that’s when I met her. I think Gerard had already brought the record “I’ll Keep It With Mine” up to the Factory. I felt that the one thing The Velvets didn’t have was a solo singer, because I just didn’t think that Lou had the personality to stand in front of the group and sing. The group needed something beautiful to counteract the kind of screeching ugliness they were trying to sell, and the combination of a really beautiful girl standing in front of all this decadence was what was needed. That very night, right away I said, ‘Nico, you’re a singer. You need somebody to play in back of you. You can maybe sing with this group, if they want to work with us and go in this club and be managed.’




  ANDY WARHOL: The Pop idea, after all, was that anybody could do anything, so naturally we were all trying to do it all. Nobody wanted to stay in one category, we all wanted to branch out into every creative thing we could. That’s why when we met The Velvet Underground at the end of ’65, we were all for getting into the music scene, too.




  Before leaving Andy invited The Velvets and Nico to come up to the Factory whenever they felt like it. He left before the second set, but at dinner afterwards kept saying to his friends “We have to think of something to do with The Velvets. What can we do? What could it be? WE HAVE TO THINK OF SOMETHING!” He had always been interested in rock music. The great “Sally Goes Round The Roses” by The Jaynettes was his favorite song, he played it non-stop. He was excited about the possibilities of combining The Velvets’ musical with his visual sensibility.
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⚫ WHAT WAS THE MUSICAL SENSIBILITY OF THE VELVET UNDERGROUND?
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  LaMonte Young and Marion Zazeela, Summer 1968


  

 (Ron Zimardi)




  ⚫ JOHN CALE: I had a classical education in classical music playing the viola in youth orchestras. I heard rock & roll on the radio in the Alan Freed days, and it was exciting, but I never thought of playing.




  John Cale was born on December 5th 1940 in Crynant, South Wales where he went to school until he was seventeen. According to Nico, Cale’s ‘father is totally deaf and his mother is totally mute.’




  John studied at London University Goldsmiths’ College from 1960-1963. ‘When I was studying composition I was completely oblivious to the fact that The Rolling Stones were playing in some nearby club.’ At Goldsmiths he spent his time ostensibly working on a musicological dissertation, but was not oblivious to the latest trends in avant-garde classical music and performance art. He got involved with electronic music and performances with the British composer Humphrey Searle. One of his teachers, Cornelius Cardew, was an important booster of John Cage, La Monte Young and other avant-garde American composers. John Cage was the first major influence on John Cale.




  CALE: Most classical musicians are really insecure about self-expression. The conductor always tells you how to play a piece. Then Cage comes along and gives you a sheet with dots and diagrams, and gives you the freedom to play what you’d like and most people goof off.




  Cage’s music can sound like anything – Mozart, Beethoven, Bach – anyone. It can sound like what any one individual wants it to sound like. You can find your own riff and do exactly what you want. Classical musicians however are not given this freedom in the system they play.
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  John Cage


  

 (Gerard Malanga)




  La Monte Young, the second major influence on Cale, is an important American composer whose work has been infrequently heard by his own choice. His 1958 “Trio For Strings”, which inspired composers like Philip Glass and Steve Reich has, for example, never been recorded.




  In 1963, under the aegis of Aaron Copland, Cale was awarded a Leonard Bernstein scholarship to study Modern Composition with the Franco-Greek composer, Iannis Xenakis in the Eastman Conservatory at Tanglewood, in Lenox Massachusetts. According to Copland they originally met in England where he saw Cale perform and subsequently made posssible his arrival in the States for that summer of study at Tanglewood. However, Copland later decided Cale couldn’t play his work at Tanglewood because it was too destructive. ‘He didn’t want his pianos destroyed.’ So John went to New York City and found La Monte Young, who was writing pieces in which the musician talked to the piano or, in one memorable incident, screamed at a plant until it died.




  CALE: La Monte was perhaps the best part of my education and my introduction to musical discipline.




  We formed The Dream Syndicate, which consisted of two amplified voices, an amplified violin and my amplified viola. The concept of the group was to sustain notes for two hours at a time. La Monte would hold the lowest notes, I would hold the next three on my viola, his wife Marion would hold the next note and this fellow Tony Conrad would hold the top note. That was my first group experience and what an experience it was!




  It was so different. I mean the tapes are art objects. Some people who came to our concerts know what it was like, but it is the only example of that kind of music in the world. The Indians use the drone also, but they use a totally different tuning system and though they attempt a scientific approach, they don’t really have it buttoned down like we did.




  The members of The Dream Syndicate, motivated by a scientific and mystical fascination with sound, spent long hours in rehearsals learning to provide sustained meditative drones and chants. Their rigorous style served to discipline John and developed his knowledge of the just intonation system. He also learned to use his viola in a new amplified way which would lead to the powerful droning effect that is so strong in the first two Velvet Underground records.




  CALE: When we formed The Dream Syndicate I needed to have a strong sound. I decided to try using guitar strings on my viola, and I got a drone that sounded like a jet-engine! Playing the viola in the just intonation system was so exciting. The thing that really amazed me about it was that we played similarly to the way The Everly Brothers used to sing. There was this one song which they sang, in which they started with two voices holding one chord. They sang it so perfectly in tune that you could actually hear each voice. They probably didn’t know they were singing just intonation, but they sang the right intervals. And when those intervals are in tune, as they were in The Everly Brothers and our group, it is extremely forceful.




  While he worked with LaMonte Young, John Cale shared a flat with fellow Dream Syndicate member Tony Conrad on Manhattan’s Lower East Side.




  TONY CONRAD: In the Fall of 1964, John Cale and I were sharing an apartment at 56 Ludlow Street, which is now sealed up. We had been working with LaMonte for some time doing very austere regimented things which were pretty intense. We had been talking about serious things like intervals, and Indian music and theory and avant-garde music, but when John moved into my place on Ludlow Street it turned out that when I went home I sat around listening to Hank Williams records and was blasting a huge 45 collection. john started getting interested in rock & roll, although there was a great ambiguity in his mind about how somebody could be interested in both rock and classical music. But there was something very liberating about the whole rock thing, and in a sense 56 Ludlow Street came to stand for a lot in terms of some kind of liberating musical influence. There was a guy next door called David Gelber, who was playwright Jack Gelber’s brother (wrote “The Connection”), and he had a lot of friends who were weird, dumpy, pasty, party chicks from Queens. He went to their parties, and one day he told us that we should come and meet these people because they owned a record company and they were looking for some people with long hair to form a rock band. We had hair that would now look suitable for business dress, but they thought we were the weirdest things in the world. The upshot of it was that we went to this chick’s party and there were these creepos who we were introduced to. They asked us if we played guitar and were we interested in rock. These guys looked so alien to us we couldn’t believe it. I mean this was the other side of the Queens Life Central This guy Terry Phillips, who had slicked-back hair, a pencil-thin mustache, a real flaccid manner and weird distance from life, was interviewing us about whether we’re interested in rock & roll and we naturally felt like rock & roll stars already. He was connected to this record company Pickwick, which is a big record company that would do re-issue albums like Bobby Darren and Jack Borgheimer where there’d be one Bobby Darren song and ten Jack Borgheimer songs. They said did we have guitars and we said no. Did we know a drummer, and we said yeah, so we got Walter DeMaria, who’s done some great, great drum work, on this thing and we went out to this weird cinderblock warehouse which was the headquarters of Pickwick Records, in Coney Island. The place was packed floor to ceiling with records and in the back these sleaze-balls and weirdos wearing polyester suits had a little hole-in-the-wall room with a couple of Ampex tape recorders in it. What had happened was they’d got back there with one of their staff writers, gone crazy one night and recorded a couple of his songs. They’d decided they wanted to release them, but needed a band to cover, because the executives and creepos had made the record so there wasn’t any band – it was a studio shot. The first thing they wanted to do was sign us up to seven-year creative contracts.




  We realized after a narrow reading of the contracts that they would make all our artistic work actually owned by Lee Herridon Productions, which was the parent company that owned Pickwick, so we all refused to sign. But we went over and listened to the record. It was called “The Ostrich”. They’d gotten together with this guy and spent the night taking, in their own words, “everything”, gotten really wiggy and done this weird mix-down. We refused to sign the contracts, but we agreed to their proposal that we play some gigs to promote the record. Next weekend they came around and picked us up in a station wagon and John Cale, Walter DeMaria and I began going out on these gigs trying to break this record in the Lehigh Valley area. There were actually four people in the group because there was also the guy who’d actually written and recorded the song – that was Lou Reed. He was 22.




  By the time Lou entered high school he’d already formed his first band and was playing professionally on weekends. At age fourteen, he released his first record “So Blue” (1957) in a high school group called The Shades on the Time Label. The flip side was called “Leave Her For Me”.
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  Lou Reed as a student at Syracuse University, c. 1963.


  

 (Malanga Archive)




  REED: Our big moment came when Murray the K played it, buthe was sick and someone else stood in. He played it once. I got royalties of 78¢. We were still in school. We’d open supermarkets, shopping centers, things like that. We had glitter jackets. It was what was called style – later on people would call it punk but at that time what we meant by punk was a pusher, y’know, ‘He’s just a fucking punk!’
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  L-R: John Cale, Angus Maclise, Sterling Morrison and Lou Reed - the original Velvet Underground line-up. New York, 1965.


  

 (Donald Greenhaus)




  “So Blue” sunk into oblivion but has since been re-released on a bootleg collection of early Velvets material. Lou Reed always wanted to be a rock & roll singer, a rock & roll star. He was born March 2, 1942 in Freeport, Long Island, the elder of two children (a sister, Elizabeth) to a middle-income family. His father was an accountant. Ironically his first practical contact with music came from his parents who paid for him to have five years of training as a classical pianist. “They wanted me to do a scholarship and all that but no . . . no thank you . . . this is not my idea of what’s exciting.” He began to amass a vast collection of rock & roll 45s. Lou was a natural born rock & roll animal. Although it should be noted that his tastes in music have always been very Catholic: “When I started out I was inspired by people like Ornette Coleman. He has always been a great influence.”




  He seemed quite normal to his high school acquaintances, who remember him as a good basketball player and occasionally accompanied him on double dates or went along with him to one of his weekend shows. His parents, however, seem to have taken a very dim view of the direction their unfathomable son was developing in. “I went out and did the most horrifying thing possible in those days. I joined a rock band. And, of course, I represented something very alien to my parents.” So alien that at the age of eighteen they took him to a hospital where he was administered a series of electro-shock treatments. “I didn’t have the bad ones where they don’t put you to sleep first. I had the fun ones where they put you to sleep first. You count backwards, then you’re out. It was shocking, but that’s when I was getting interested in electricity anyway.”




  In 1960 Reed left home to attend Syracuse University in upstate New York. His career at Syracuse does not seem to have changed the course he was bent on, although he picked up some influences, the major one undoubtedly being the legendary American poet Delmore Schwartz who became his mentor and drinking partner: “I was friends with Delmore. He wrote great poetry and was an incredible man. Once when he was on a drunken binge with me, he had his arm around me and he said, ‘You know, I’m going to die one of these days’. He was one of the unhappiest people I ever knew. ‘You can write – and if you sell out and there’s a heaven from which you can be haunted, I’ll haunt you.’” In fact Delmore Schwartz did return to haunt Lou on a Reed solo album called “The Blue Mask” released twenty years later, but in an affirmative, encouraging vein.




  Sterling Morrison first met Lou when they were students at Syracuse living in the same dormitory. “The first sound I ever heard from Lou was when the ROTC (Reserve Officers’ Training Corps) were marching in the field behind the dorm in their uniforms. First I heard ear-splitting bagpipe music from his hi-fi, and then he cranked up his electric guitar and gave a few blasts on that. So I knew there was a guitar player living upstairs.” Lou had been thrown out of the ROTC Program when he’d put a gun to the head of his commanding officer. He had his own show on the campus radio station where he would play old rock & roll and R&B records, but Lou was thrown out of that position too, when he made fun of a commercial on muscular dystrophy.




  Holmes Sterling Morrison Jr was born on August 29, 1942 at East Meadow, Long Island to a middle-class, two-car, small-town at first but later suburban family of Scots ancestry. He had two younger brothers – Robert and William; three younger sisters – Dorothy, Kathleen and Marjorie.
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  STERLING MORRISON: I began studying trumpet at seven, and continued until I was 12, when my teacher was drafted. Unable to find another good one, and in spite of my promise on the instrument, I switched to guitar, inspired by Bo Diddley and Chuck Berry. I liked the rockabilly form that was around (rockabilly WAS rock ’n’ roll in the beginning) but was more interested in the guitar work of black musicians. Listened to Alan Freed and Jocko all the time; kept my honky ears open. Doo-wah music impressed me mightily. Later on liked Mickey Baker and T-Bone Walker; Jimmy Reed. Eventually caught up with acoustical blues aces like Lightnin’ Hopkins, but always preferred electric guitar music and special effects. I got a flyer in the mail from Sam Ash Music in Hempstead inviting me to hear a demonstration of newly invented “fuzz-tone”. I didn’t have to go because my amp already was doing that on its own. I graduated H.S. with very high numbers and matching low esteem for just about everything but music. I was accepted at Syracuse along with Maureen’s brother Jim, a friend since eighth grade. Regents Scholarships for us both. He went, but I headed west to U. of Illinois (major: Physics). Left there at request of Dean of Men after two semesters, mostly for not attending class and for having been drummed out of ROTC, which was compulsory. Good grades, bad attitude, 3.2 beer. Transferred to City College of New York but left after two weeks due to no place to live. Headed for Syracuse with intent to attend in January. Stayed the Fall term with Jim Tucker at Sadler Hall beneath Lou.




  Lou Reed and Sterling Morrison were both great admirers of Delmore Schwartz, who’d had a tremendous early success marred by deep depressions, pills, booze and subsequent failure. “Delmore was a brilliant poet”, says Morrison “but he had a clinical case of paranoia. He thought he was being investigated at the behest of Nelson Rockefeller, and eventually he decided that Lou and I and everyone around him were Rockefeller’s spies.”




  There was a good music scene at Syracuse with Felix Cavalieri (of The Young Rascals), Mike Esposito (of The Blues Magoos) and Garland Jeffreys among other fellow students. Morrison and Reed played early Ike and Tina Turner numbers together in bands with names like Moses and his Brothers, Pasha and The Prophets, L.A. and The El Doradoes. L.A. stands for Lou Allen, the name Lou played under at the time.




  MORRISON: I had gone home to the Island after meeting Lou at Syracuse to raise some money, and went back to City College in the Fall (major: English Lit.). Visited Syracuse frequently and played with Lou when I could; spring break; summers. I was always about to enrol but never did. Lou and I had some of the shittiest bands that ever WERE. They were shitty because we were playing authentic rock & roll. I was a very sensitive young person and played very unsensitive, uncaring music which is Warn Bang Pow! Let’s rock out! What I expected my audience to do was tear the house down, beat me up, whatever. In the Sixties I had King Hatreds. I was a biker type and I hung around with nasty black people and nasty white people and I played nasty white and black rock & roll music.




  After he graduated Lou moved back in with his parents in Freeport from where he began to commute to a job as a factory songwriter at Pickwick records, a company specializing in quickie albums, cashing in on popular trends such as hot rod, surf and Mersey Beat music.
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  REED: There were four of us literally locked in a room writing songs. They would say ‘Write ten California songs, ten Detroit songs’, then we’d go down into the studio for an hour or two and cut three or four albums really quickly, which came in handy later because I knew my way around a studio, not well enough but I could work really fast. One day I was stoned and (after reading in Eugenia Sheppard’s column that ostrich feathers were big that season) just for laughs – I decided to make up a dance. So I said, ‘You put your head on the floor and have somebody step on it!’ It was years ahead of its time. And another thing called “Sneaky Pete”. And when they heard it they thought it could be a single, so we needed people who could be a group to go out and promote it.




  CONRAD: See, by the time they approached us, they had pressed the record already. “The Ostrich” was the A side and “Sneaky Pete” was the B side. We had nothing to do with making the record, we were just stringers hired to promote it. The impression I got was that Lou had a close relationship with these people at Pickwick because they recognized that he was a very gifted person. There was something really authentic about their understanding of his talent. He impressed everybody as having some particularly assertive personal quality, and it’s certainly to their credit that they hung out and popped pills and goofed in the studio with him. Anyway, they made up this name for us The Primitives, and they thought “The Ostrich” would be a new dance craze, ‘Do the Ostrich!’ They said, ‘Don’t worry, it’s easy to play because all the strings are tuned to the same note,’ which blew our minds because that was what we were doing with LaMonte in The Dream Syndicate. It was pretty amazing, we couldn’t believe it. They said, ‘All you do is go Dun de Dun Dun/Dun de Dun Dun’, and then we learned the breaks. The first couple of times we did this we hadn’t even rehearsed, we just stepped out on stage. It was bizarre because they would say, ‘And now, from New York City – The Primitives!’ The kids would start screaming YAAAAAAAAAA and run up and we’d go Dun de Dun Dun. I remember we did a radio interview in Redding, Pennsylvania, played a high school gig in New Jersey, a supermarket and taped a TV show with Shirley Ellis who did “Name Game” and “Clapping Song”. Lou was prepared to assume the role of director because he knew the tunes, so he told us what we had to do, but there was also the odd thing that Walter and John and I took all this with a grain of salt, especially at first, because we knew they didn’t really know who we were in the sense that we actually did have some particular powers and were not complete ingenues, which is what they had been looking for. They didn’t know shit about who we were. Those gigs were completely mindblowing to Walter, John and me. I mean we’re riding around in a station wagon goofing on the idea that we’re going to be playing rock & roll music, then we’re on this stage and we don’t know what’s going on and none of us have really played this kind of music before, and then there’s all this hype and screaming kids and meeting other groups. The whole thing was absolutely unexpected and hypnotizing. We did it about half a dozen times on weekends. It was fun. There was even a flutter of interest including a photo in VOGUE, but the record died. After a point we said, ‘We’re not getting anywhere with this, we’re not making any money, and the record isn’t going to break’. They also kept pressing these contracts on us and it began to be kind of a turn-off, so we just didn’t do it any more. The thing is, John was really impressed with Lou because Lou had this unique ability to sing lyrics. He would go out there without anything in his head at all and just sing songs. Lyrics would just come out of his mouth. You didn’t know where they came from but suddenly he was doing rock & roll. It was obvious that Lou really authentically loved rock & roll, but he was wrestling with some kind of problems in his personal life and he was also living with his mother out on Long Island, so he was vanishing into Long Island at this point and not really furthering his scene very much. Then John started getting together with Lou. He was really attracted to Lou’s whole approach.




  CALE: When I met Lou, he was a staff writer for some publishing company. He played me the songs he’d written for them, but they were nothing new or terribly exciting. They were just like every other song on the radio. But then he played me several which he claimed they wouldn’t publish. He played “Heroin” first and it totally knocked me out. The words and music were so raunchy and devastating. What’s more, his songs fit perfectly with my music concept.




  CONRAD: So Lou began coming into the city and began getting together with John. I took off, so there was more room in the pad and Lou soon moved in, which was great because we got him out of his mother’s place. Lou was like a rock & roll animal and authentically turned everybody on. He really had a deep fixation on that and his lifestyle was completely compatible and acclimatised to it. He was definitely a liberating force for John, but John was an incredible person too.




  He was very idealistic in the sense of putting himself behind what he was interested in and believed in in a tremendous way, and anytime you do that you wind up with fantastic abilities and experiences, so there was a tremendous amount of resonance going on there musically. Lou was definitely possessed by rock & roll. He was definitely a rock & roll punk straight from the books, but the books were only written twenty years later. On the other hand there was no group of people in music more sophisticated than the group we were involved with. This was an unbelievably alert group of people who were engaged in a way which was part of and in touch with everything, open to everything, particularly John – the way that he sought out LaMonte and engaged himself directly with the group and the way that he lived, which was extremely ascetic and barren and weird. John was a very interesting person in terms of his personal aura and the kind of creative presence that he brought about, and inventive in terms of ideas about techniques. In terms of musical influence what John was doing with the viola, which had grown out of the kinds of things we were doing in our group, was obviously tremendously important and yet it was extremely odd that we wandered into this group of people who tuned their guitars all to one note.




  Rather than suggesting that there was an influence that flowed one way or another I’m trying to suggest that it seemed like a very powerful encounter in a sense, each of them moving in a direction which was daring and audacious for the other as well as themselves. John was moving at a very very fast pace away from a classical training background through the avant-garde and into performance art and then rock. It was phenomenal for Lou considering his interest in what would be referred to today as punk – somebody who is really living rock and is interested in an extremely aggressive assertive position – to discover that classical musicians and avant-garde artists were also engaged in that. There was a real bonding that occurred between John and Lou in that particular relationship.
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  L-R: Sterling Morrison, Lou Reed, John Cale and Angus MacLise when they were living on Grand Street and Ludlow Street respectively. Location: 450 Grand Street. c. 1965.


  

 (Donald Greenhaus)


 

   TOM WILSON: You and John were the original members then. Where did you find Sterling?


 

  REED: I met him on the subway. I hadn’t seen him in three years and he didn’t have any shoes on and I had boots on and we took him home.




  MORRISON: This account, though amusing, is preposterous. I did indeed run into Lou (and John for the first time) on the subway – on the “D” train at the Seventh Avenue stop or thereabouts. I was on my way up to school at City College. I have never, ever, gone shoeless on the dogshit streets of Manhattan. And, since it was January, I may be supposed to have been wearing my winter coat too. But meet we did. I hadn’t seen Lou for almost a year. He invited me over to this guy Rick’s place to get high and talk/play music. The three of us kept going from that moment. By then the whole thing with Pickwick had fallen through, so we sat around and said, ‘Well, we’re retired. There’s no way we can put a band together that can work in this city’. Because all that was going on in Manhattan in the early ’60’s were those slick midtown club acts like Joey Dee and The Starlighters who wore matching suits. So we decided to forget about competing and just play songs we liked.
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  Tony Conrad




  CONRAD: By then, I’d stopped playing with them and Walter DeMaria had moved so John, Lou and Sterling started playing with Angus MacLise on drums. He lived in the same building and had also worked with LaMonte Young. A lot of people went through that building on Ludlow Street. Mario Montez (one of Jack Smith’s and Andy Warhol’s original Superstars) lived downstairs, Angus was living upstairs. John and I were there and Piero Heliczer (a poet and underground film-maker who would play a major role in the development of The Velvets’ connection with multimedia presentations) had the apartment next door. They used a series of different names like The Warlocks and The Falling Spikes. Angus had some unique percussion equipment. When he played the bongos, it was just like poetry. He made a number of tapes with Piero, John and myself when we all lived in the same building on Ludlow.
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