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Foreword

Fickle mistress, Dame Pop. Outside the lucky few, whose warm personalities, glittering talent, wit and generosity of spirit – Gary Barlow, Van Morrison, Count Grishnakh of Death Metal faves Burzum and so on – have made them ‘National Treasures’, there are many who never quite hit the heights in this crazy business we call ‘show’. Furthermore, even for the most stellar of stars, there can be the false move, the misstep, the much-rumoured-but-never-released skeleton in the back catalogue. Many’s the time late at night that I’ve heard the talk turn amongst the cognoscenti to Kraftwerk’s lost Christmas album, Dylan’s collaboration with Liberace and Morrissey’s misguided foray into Panto, the lost prog classic Dodecahedron and the Who’s first rock opera about a deaf, dumb and blind bingo caller. Enquire within on these and other matters. You will not be disappointed.

Brilliance in one’s field is no guarantee of ‘celebrity’. Have you ever seen Steve Reich on Celebrity Pointless? Sir Peter aka ‘Maxwell’ Davies on Chatty Man? Did Sun Ra ever appear on Wogan? Well, yes, to be strictly accurate he did. But the show was never broadcast. Why? Perhaps we shall never know. But I think you take my point. History is told by the victors, they say, and whilst the record review pages of Take a Break magazine are filled with today’s ephemeral popinjays – Lady Gaga, Muse or Katy Perry, the transvestite ceramicist of ‘I Kilned A Girl’ fame – truer, rarer, richer talents gather dust in the ‘Where Are They Now?’ file. Their albums are scattered to the Sue Ryders and Cancer Research shops of the world, where they languish behind old Car Maintenance manuals for Vauxhall Cavaliers, and Frustration with The Popomatic Dice (Dice missing, will accept 50p).

Nick ‘Charlie’ Drake, Vashti ‘Mind My’ Bunions, The Chive Scissors, Skiffle Widow, The New Potatoes. Names now as forgotten as ACDO, Olga Korbut, Lenny The Lion and the former Yugoslavia. But only fate, perversity and those incompetent stoners in the record company PR departments denied them the fame and riches they deserved. You don’t understand. They coulda had class. They could have been contenders. They could have been somebody, instead of bums with one-way tickets to Palookaville, which is what they are, let’s face it, Charley.

Sorry, where was I? Oh, yes, the book. The names in this book are well-known. But the albums are not. Alongside their creators’ more famous works, the ‘Thrillers’, the ‘Like A Virgins’, the ‘Tommys’, these are the ones that got away. The dwarf idiot half-brothers, the Mushroom Omelette at the end of the Indian menu of rock history.

These days I have to confess that I have little time for rock scholarship. I rarely, if ever, dip into the pages of Crazy Disc, Fab 2001 or Jazz Magazine, not even my old alma mater NME. These days I’m happy to be ‘out of the loops’ (dread phrase!) and prefer to have The Tatler and Culottes Ahoy! ‘biked round’ to the old pile. It comes to us all in the end, even those fabled firebrands of our youths. Julie Burchill now lives in Penge with her cat Bakunin. Nick Kent runs a candle-making workshop in the New Forest. Tony Parsons is widely tipped to be the next Archbishop of Canterbury.

But when my dear, dear old friends Dennis Quantock and Mike Billingham [check spellings], Steve Sherez and Martina White asked me to write a few paid words of introduction to this marvellously slight and affordable volume, how could I resist? These days I tend to spend my time down at the harbour with my nets and lures whistling the odd chorus of nothing more lusty than ‘Bobby Shaftoe’. But within these pages are albums for which even I am wide-eyed with anticipation. And, gentle reader, I have lived. Never mind ‘attack ships on fire off the shoulder of Orion’. I have seen Shaun Ryder in his underwear backstage at the Northampton Roadmenders Club. I have been around the ring. I have supped long of music’s intoxicating draughts.

Think of this book, if you will, as a fusty and mildewed old second-hand shop glimpsed down a back street in a lonely East Anglian seaside village out of season, one such as you might find in the stories of M. R. James or Robert Aickmann. You slip in, and the little bell jingles, bringing a small hooded man out from the back room. Worryingly he keeps his back to you throughout the conversation, but, in a croaky mumble, he suggests you take a look inside the suitcase by the suit of armour before disappearing into the back room. In the aforementioned case, you see treasures that fill your heart with greed and a perverse kind of lust. A first edition of H. P. Lovecraft, a letter signed by Conan Doyle, a framed mezzotint of Dumpy’s Rusty Nuts.

One item more than any other makes you catch your breath. Pushing aside a cobwebby curtain that brushes unpleasantly against your cheek, you enter the rear chamber. It is dark and fetid, with a rank sweet odour. ‘How much for this 7-inch of “Boys Keep Swinging” on yellow vinyl?’ you blurt out, but before you can haggle or speak further, the hooded figure emerges from the shadows with an inhuman gurgle, throws back his hood and reveals himself. It’s Jimmy Tarbuck.

No, no, it isn’t. Damn this new medication. Perhaps it’s the dosage. And don’t think of this book like that at all. Think of it as a book full of great lost albums. That is, after all the title, and we should respect it.

This book, then, is for those devoted souls who take popular music seriously, not those shallow individuals who regard music as just an ace way of getting off with girls, dancing till the small hours or generally having an ace time with. No, it is more than this. It is about collecting and cataloguing. It is about reducing a glorious thing of joy to an arid and pointless game of naysaying and nitpicking for sexually inadequate middle-aged men. It is about raising your voice slightly in the pub and putting down that pretty girl who just said she ‘quite liked’ Gary Numan with a sneery ‘Perhaps you should check out the first Neu! album and Kratftwerk’s early stuff with Connie Plank! Gary certainly did!’ in a plonkingly loud voice.

Yes, that’s the real spirit of pop expertise. And this book will help you become the right kind of pop fan; opinionated, hectoring, and able to get through an entire edition of Later with Jools Holland without running from the room screaming, ‘For Christ sake, take that kora off Damon Albarn and put some Sheila B Devotion on!’

Venceremos!! Enjoy!! Woot!! Get In!!

Stuart Maconie

Montevideo

Summer 2014
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THE IKEA SESSIONS

BY

COLDPLAY


RECORDED: 2003

PRODUCER: ALLEN KEY

LABEL: IKEA ENTERTAINMENT



It is a truth universally acknowledged that IKEA make furniture for people who believe they’re getting edgy, contemporary, stylish design, but in actual fact have no idea whether what they’re sitting on or eating off is good or bad. People who probably don’t like it much anyway, and don’t really care. So who better than Coldplay to become the furniture giant’s band in residence?

‘Designed by committee, machine-made, mass-produced and bland,’ said Thor Olafson, IKEA UK’s Head of Creative Blue Sky Out Of The Box Thinking. ‘That’s their music. Just like our furniture. That’s why we approached them. And because Keane were busy.’

In 2003, Coldplay were on the way up. Their first album, 2000’s Parachutes, had introduced Chris Martin’s privileged whine to the world, given middle managers and sales executives something to listen to in their company cars and, most crucially, provided people in the home counties with aural wallpaper for their dinner parties. ‘As soon as we heard “Yellow”, we knew that IKEA and Coldplay were meant to go together,’ said Olafson. ‘Like gin and tonic. Or gravadlax and dill. Or BBC4 and another one of those Nordic Noir series where people in knitwear frown at grey landscapes or stand in cellars with a torch.’

With IKEA’s flagship store set to open in Croydon later that year, Olafson approached Coldplay with a radical idea. ‘Play your songs in our store,’ he said. ‘That way people will get to hear what their furniture will sound like in their own homes. We will say: come, sit on our modular KIVIK sofa. Share your long, brooding, evening silences with us. Stare at the TV on the ORRBURG. Ask what time EastEnders is on. Profess your love of Ant and Dec. Sigh a lot. Cry, even.’

The crowds flocked. Coldplay set up their instruments, playing live while customers did the famous IKEA shuffle. The resulting album was planned as a giveaway with instore purchases of over five hundred pounds, provided the customer took home delivery.* Heard now, the songs make for curious listening. Stripped of their customary backing tracks, the instrumentation sounds as weak as Martin’s trademark tremulous, over-sensitive yodel, while ‘Fix You (But There’s Always a Couple of Bits Missing)’ loses whatever plaintive longing it may have once had when Mr and Mrs Prebble from Tulse Hill begin arguing over the length of an INGATORP dining room table just before the bridge.

Meanwhile, the band’s influence didn’t stop on the shop floor. Gwyneth Paltrow, Martin’s curvaceous, unpretentious and always up-for-a-laugh wife, brought her love of health foods to bear in the café. Out went IKEA’s signature – and hugely popular – meatballs in favour of a range of vegan snacks based on the punishment regime given to chatty monks in the dungeons of a fifteenth-century Trappist monastery. The meals now consisted of artisan unmilled seed bread, water, grass, and an unwashed carrot chopped into 361 pieces. Paltrow considered them a huge success, but customers were unconvinced, choosing to starve instead. She did, however, have concerns that her three children, Apple, Kumquat and Guava, were being inexplicably bullied in the crèche and left the project early.

The sessions came to an abrupt halt soon after that. ‘We thought it would be because of artistic differences,’ said Olafson, ‘but it was nothing like that. Gwyneth wanted to design her own range of healthy, posture-improving furniture (the TALKEMADA range) based on torture implements of the Spanish Inquisition. We couldn’t allow our company to be linked with a fascist organisation. Not after the last time.’

So Coldplay departed and Croydon instantly became slightly more interesting. But something of their experience remained. ‘I went to see them on their last tour,’ said Olafson, ‘And when Chris Martin was seated at the piano, I’m sure he was sitting on a KARLSKRONA.’

However, they had left something of themselves behind. Martin, in his haste to leave, took with him three random strangers – two from kitchen fittings and another who’d popped in to buy a couple of BENNOs – believing them to be the other three mute, anonymous members of his band. To this day the plaintive cries of ‘Chris, wait for us … How do we get out?’ can be heard echoing round the maze-like walls of the store. The three people he took with him have subsequently gone on to become stadium rockstars.

And no one has noticed.

 


1. In My Place
(There’s a Lovely HEMNES Shelving System)

2. Clocks (Are Available in the Marketplace and They’re Very Reasonably Priced)

3. Fix You
(But There’s Always a Couple of Bits Missing)

4. Conscious Uncoupling (See Leaflet for Details)

5. A Rush of Blood to the Head
(Tripping Over The Kids’ DUKTIG)

6. The Scientist (Who Designed the METOD MAXIMERA Kitchen System Is a Genius)

7. God Put a Smile upon Your Face
(When You Sit in a POANG)

8. Death and All His Friends (Shop Here)

9. 42 (Times I’ve Been round This Store and I Still Can’t Find the Way Out)

10. Cemeteries of London
(Tottenham, Croydon, Lakeside, Wembley)




ANGEL’S DELIGHT

BY

JAMES BROWN


RECORDED: 1988

PRODUCER: JAMES BROWN

LABEL: PHENCYCLIDINE



In 1988 James Brown, the Godfather of Soul, the Minister of Super Heavy Funk, Soul Brother Number One, the Uncle of Funkle, the Rajah of Rhythm, the Akond of Swank, was having a few personal problems. He’d fallen out with so many former collaborators that he was reduced to fining himself. His hit career had dried up (the follow up to Living in America, the somewhat derivative Still Living in America, hadn’t even made the charts), and while every act from Public Enemy to Terry Wogan was sampling his beats, James Brown literally could not get arrested. Except in the non-literal sense of literally, that is, because on 17 July, in Aiken County, South Carolina, he was arrested in the literal sense of literally, for possession of angel dust and wonky hair.

Wonky hair, in and of itself, is not a problem, but angel dust is a very different kettle of piranha fish. Highly addictive, with a powerful ‘rush’, once the initial funny fizzy sensation in the mouth has worn off, angel dust can make the user became mentally unstable while possessed of the strength of ten men. Now, imagine that strength and mental instability in the hands of a frankly already part-bonkers soul legend and what you – or rather, the Aiken County Police department – had on their hands was a cross between Sly Stone on a bad day and the Incredible Hulk on a very bad day.

Brown resisted arrest, resisted argument, resisted logic and resisted the UK changeover from the imperial to the metric system. He was finally restrained when an officer showed him a mirror and Brown, recognising an equal, calmed down long enough to be placed in a cell. Even then he managed to somehow eat his bed and organise a cockroach rebel army before he passed out in a pool of his own funk.

The next day in court, Brown was repentant and shame-faced. He promised never to do it again. ‘Say it loud,’ he said, ‘I’m ashamed and proud.’ When it was pointed out to him that you can’t be ashamed and proud at the same time, James Brown amended his statement to, ‘Say it loud, I’m not proud and I’m proud.’ The judge agreed with the DA that this was probably the best they were going to get, and sentenced Brown to eighty minutes of community service in the form of a new album, whose profits would go to the Aiken County Youth Services Combined Marching Band and Gymnastics Team.

Brown readily agreed and summoned his touring band by climbing to the roof of the courthouse and shining an Afro-shaped beacon into the night sky. Unfortunately, on the way to the studio he ran into his old dealer, Huggy ‘Terrifying’ Bear, who promptly sold him a pound of the legendary ‘Gabriel’ dust. The resulting recording session, in which ten engineers were wounded and Vanilla Ice was accidentally inhaled by a hippo, was generally agreed by the survivors to be ‘the funkiest thing since the atom bomb’. Unfortunately, someone managed to chop up the tapes and snort them, so all that remains is this tantalising if bizarre track listing.

 


1. Don’t Make Me Funky
(You Wouldn’t Like Me When I’m Funky)

2. Spoken Interlude
(Lizards Are Coming)

3. I Feel Good … Wait … I Feel Amazing … Wait … I Don’t Feel Very Well

4. Get On Up I Feel Like Being a Washing Machine

5. Spoken Interlude 2
(More Lizards Are Coming)

6. It’s a Man’s Man’s Man’s Man’s Man’s Man’s Man’s Man’s Man’s Man’s Man’s Man’s Man’s Man’s I’m a Warthog Man’s Man’s Man’s Man’s Man’s Man’s World

7. Papa’s Got a Brand-New What Is That Oh God It’s Got Wings It’s Got Claws It’s Not a Lizard It’s a Dragon AAAAAARGH!

8. Spoken Interlude 3
(Living with Our Dragon Masters)




THE COMMON ROOM

BY

MUMFORD & SONS


RECORDED: 2004

PRODUCER: MARCUS MUMFORD/BEN LOVETT/

MR JACKSON THE MUSIC TEACHER

LABEL: TRUST FUND RECORDS



‘As good as anything they’ve ever done.’

‘You won’t hear a better album by Mumford & Sons.’

‘Every bit as talented then as they are now!’

These are just some of the reviews from people privileged enough to have heard The Common Room, an album recorded by Marcus Mumford and his school chum Ben Lovett when they were just sixteen. Admittedly, these are people who hate everything the band has ever done, but still …

Marcus Oliver Johnstone Mumford and Benjamin Lovett had bonded, aged only eleven, over a shared love of fine tawny port and the comedy stylings of Cornish funnyman Jethro. Progressing through the years at St Mimsy’s College (£45,000 per term), they quickly became accomplished musicians and songwriters, while maintaining exemplary standards in all their academic subjects and memberships of the Debating Society, First XI and Combined Cadet Force. By the time they reached the lower sixth, Mumford and Lovett, despite being tipped for jobs in the intelligence services and the City respectively, had decided on a career in music.

‘It was in our blood,’ Mumford said years later. ‘We’d been heavily influenced by so many amazing artists. Enya was one … and Tanita Tikaram was the other one. Sting’s lute experiments also left their mark on both of us.’ It was not the only thing to leave its mark during their years at King’s, and some of their less happy experiences were chronicled on The Common Room, in songs such as ‘Thank You Sir, May I Have Another’ and most notably ‘Matron, That Stings’: Your chubby nursemaid fingers/Marking me for weeks/Like common sausages/Red against my teenage cheeks.

Armed with only a vintage Gibson acoustic guitar and a handmade tea-chest from Fortnum & Mason, Mumford and Lovett set out to record a series of songs shot through with the rebellion so typical of most boys their age. ‘We were sick to the stomach of all the privilege we had,’ Lovett told Horse & Hound in 2012. ‘We were stifled by it, crushed by the weight of it day after bloody day. We were grateful for the nice equipment, mind you.’



Using every spare minute and study break, the boys began laying down tracks in the sixth form common room that would give their debut its title. They dug deep into the well of personal experience, producing songs that railed against their lives of extraordinary luxury, yet also celebrated their religious faith and an Englishness that had perhaps been neglected for far too long. ‘Yeah, we really loved the English countryside,’ said Mumford. ‘Especially those sizeable bits of it our fathers owned.’

Mocked by their peers – who gleefully christened them Bumfuck & Sons – the duo found themselves in a creative impasse midway through the Michaelmas term (somewhere between double Latin and Wednesday Games). In an effort to recharge their artistic batteries, they packed their Boden haversacks and decamped to the Left Bank in Paris, intending to feed from the intense and heady experience of painters and poets, bohemians and clochards. The plan was admirable, but flawed. They had intended to sleep rough, but after a single horrendous afternoon, during which Mumford was sold a stale baguette and Lovett felt a bit chilly, they both made frantic phone calls home and spent the rest of the trip in the George V.

Of course, to those who enjoy feasting on the rich fare of Sigh No More and Babel, this adolescent effort will be no more than thin gruel. But it’s a worthwhile snack. Were it not for this early experiment, and the duo’s subsequent exposure to real country and folk courtesy of Garth Brooks and Billy Ray Cyrus, those later masterpieces might never have been made at all.

 


1. I Ain’t Nobody’s Fag

2. I Won’t Bend Down

3. England, My Garden of Delights
(Most of Surrey and a Good Chunk of Kent)

4. Matron, That Stings

5. Forgotten Kit (Wear Your Pants)

6. Thank You, Sir, May I Have Another

7. Giving My Fucking Allowance Away to the Poor
(Well, Thinking about It)

8. Carpentry Was Good Enough for Jesus
(A* in Woodwork)

9. Awake My Soul, It’s Time for Rowing Practice




FRANKLY WIDOW TWANKLY

BY

MORRISSEY


RECORDED: 1999

PRODUCER: BOZ BOORER/CHRISTOPHER BIGGINS

LABEL: PARLOPHONE



Morrissey has previous when it comes to recording material and not releasing it. He ditched an entire album in 1993, confining himself to bed for three months after Alan Bennett walked by on the other side of the street without waving. He later recorded tracks with Tony Visconti, then refused to release them after witnessing Visconti looking into a butcher’s shop window and later sneaking back to buy a bag of pork scratchings. But without doubt it is Frankly Widow Twankly, his great lost panto album, that has invited most speculation.

‘There’s nothing as British as panto,’ Morrissey declared. When the interviewer pointed out that panto was essentially a bastardisation of the Italian commedia dell’arte, Morrissey spanked him with a wet slipper. Carrying on regardless, thus was born Frankly Widow Twankly. (Incidentally, when the same interviewer pointed out that it should be ‘Twanky’ not ‘Twankly’, Morrissey said it rhymed, so it was correct and not to challenge him. He then went back to working on lyrics claiming all British monarchs were descended from Oliver Cromwell.)

Morrissey set to work, gathering a crack team of seasoned panto session musicians around him. At first he objected to the smell of Old Holborn pipe tobacco and the sight of Angler’s Monthly and Practical Caravanner in the studio, but he was informed by co-producer Biggins (famous for his work with cheeky scouse sex-bomb Cilla Black) that it was a different way of working; a different culture. Morrissey, unhappy – always, always unhappy – grudgingly went along with it.

He also surrounded himself with the very best talent to realise his artistic vision. The Krankies were called in to play the comedy Chinese policemen double act, here called ‘Meat’ and ‘Murder’. A heavily refreshed Charles Hawtrey played the part of the Genie of the Lamp; in a spirit of reconciliation Mike Joyce featured as Baron Hardup; Judge John Weeks was the Sheriff of Nottingham and John Barrowman was on hand to give Mozza his Dick.* David Bowie (at his most chameleon-like) was scheduled to appear as the Thin White Dame, but soon left after an argument with Morrissey because of his insistence on bringing his own Bovril sandwiches to rehearsals. He was replaced by the ever-reliable John Inman. Morrissey now had his dream team around him. ‘When I looked at some of the people I was working with,’ he said later, ‘I just felt my essential Englishness rise up.’

Unfortunately Morrissey and Biggins clashed constantly throughout the sessions,* Morrissey’s insistence that only organic lentils could be used during the cake-making scene creating a tense atmosphere. Morrissey then decided to take the production on tour.

It opened at the Pavilion Theatre on Cromer Pier, with Morrissey singing the perennial classic ‘Oh I Do Like to Be beside the Seaside’ in his own inimitable manner: Oh I do like to be beside the seaside/But only when it’s grim and really bleak/Oh I
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