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Preface

Writing about rock music before the advent of Wikipedia, the Internet, YouTube, e-mail — not to mention libraries full of biographies and reference books, college courses and, err…, computers — meant scouring what magazines existed at the time, Lillian Roxon's wonderful Rock Encyclopedia, liner notes and record company press releases for scraps of information and then convincing yourself you knew enough to pontificate with confidence and authority. Of course, it helped if you could interview the artist, but that was not always an option.

We did the best we could, sometime relying on received wisdom (and dates and names) that was not fully factual; mistakes made early in the game sometimes lasted for decades, repeated ad infinitum by what appeared to be primary sources but were not reliable. Skepticism about the stories artists told was not really an option; there was little to no way to check the credibility of assertions made in interviews. These days, all it takes is a few keyboard clicks. 

When Trouser Press began publishing in early 1974, we were reliant for information and inspiration on two British weekly papers, Melody Maker and New Musical Express (via sea mail), American magazines like Phonograph Record and Crawdaddy!, collectors' fanzines like The Rock Marketplace and Bomp!, cutout record racks around New York and not much else. We spoke to artists whenever we could and asked them about releases, lineups, history and whatever else we could get to fill in the gaps in our knowledge. We were all about their history and their catalogues in the beginning, an obsession that tapered off as we embraced more contemporary concerns.

Reading this selection of articles from the magazine's ten-year run four-plus decades later, I'm struck by the depth of what we, and our freelance contributors, were able to come up with, both in terms of creative ideas and solid reporting. Sure, some of this stuff now seems elementary or even uninformed; many of the artists we devoted a few words to have since been the subjects of full-scale biographies, documentaries and extensively researched magazine profiles. It's important to keep the perspective of when these were written and the tools we had to work with. Getting artists on the record about subjects that interested us at a time when the rock press was respected (a bit), allowed us a lot of leeway; we were granted far more access than is generally on offer by major artists. In many cases, the courage of Trouser Press interviewers to ask tough or uncomfortable questions is surprising, given how unlikely even polite confrontation would be the order of business today.

In turn, the openness of artists who spoke to us then now is shocking; perhaps because the impact a quote in a music magazine 45 years ago, unamplified by social media and clickbait, would not have been too great (except, of course, for John Lennon's one unfortunate turn of phrase), they could feel free to express themselves more freely. We often sought out artists who were not being barraged with the same questions often enough to formulate stock answers; we were winging it, maybe some of them were as well.

Another point that always needs to be stressed when reading vintage criticism is that, when we wrote about a record, it was new, often by a band or artist who had yet to make a mark. Upon release, every LP has an equal opportunity to succeed or fail. We responded to what we heard, with no foresight or really any concern about how they might be heard or thought of decades later. If a record that got a lukewarm (or even negative) review in Trouser Press went on to sell ten million copies and land the group in the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame, such acclamation may make what we wrote at the time seem clueless, wrong or short-sighted. And, sure, it may have been all of the above. But it was new to our reviewer at the time; future airplay, sales and endurance all have an effect on the perspective of a contemporary reader. So, while you may enjoy the hindsight that a half-century affords, don't blame our writers for not knowing what was to become of the music they were writing about.

You may also find information in feature articles that is so commonplace it’s hard to see why it was mentioned; bear in mind that it wasn’t commonplace when these were written. (I did, however, remove one reference to U2 as being from Ireland.) If observations made herein now seem quaint, obvious or even wrong, credit the incredible onslaught of information about past cultural figures that has emerged in the years since. 

Our world was not what Cameron Crowe depicted in Almost Famous; we didn't tour with bands, share their drugs or shag their groupies. We rarely got offered the free trips that brought our British writer pals to town a couple of times a year. Most of the time, we sat in our small Times Square office (eventually decamping to a larger space on Fifth Avenue (hoo-boy!) facing Madison Square Park — a building that was later made into a residence and now contains a New York penthouse owned by Jeff Bezos), answered the phone, wrote and opened snail mail and typed on IBM Selectrics. We interviewed bands in record company conference rooms and hotel rooms. We went to concerts and press parties, but debauchery was not on the agenda, work was. Putting out a monthly magazine with a small staff took a lot of time and effort; keeping it afloat always took precedence over the perks others in our profession may have enjoyed.

Trouser Press existed for ten years, from 1974 to 1984, and the focus of our coverage followed, to a degree, the evolution of rock music over that span. Other than glam, there wasn’t much we loved in the early ’70s, so we focused on musicians who first made their mark in the ’60s. We covered the early stages of progressive rock because it was out of the mainstream and mostly foreign-based; that appealed to our sense of mission to write about music otherwise being overlooked. We were excited about the grit and spirit of pub rock and absolutely thrilled by the concurrent explosion of punk and American indie music in 1976–77. In the early ’80s, while embracing post-punk and its myriad offshoots, we dabbled in other genres — hardcore, reggae, arena rock, classic rock — while tentatively appreciating the colorful young chart bands popularized by MTV.

Over the course of its existence, Trouser Press published a total of 5,508 pages, which included 859 feature articles. We reviewed a total of 3,320 albums.

The story of Trouser Press resembles the story of a band. We met in high school, got things going in college, had fun for a while, involved a lot of great people, made no money, broke up and then got famous. We never had a clear sense of what the magazine meant to anyone — until we stopped. Since 1984, I have been amazed by how durable a concept, a memory, an ideal Trouser Press turned out to be. People on our message board still refer to “Trouser Press bands,” meaning an ethos more than a sound. Whatever that ethos is, Trouser Press represents it even more strongly now than it did 40 years ago, when Rolling Stone ran our obituary: “Voice of pop-rock underground folds after 10 fan-filled years.”

The writing presented here runs from straightforward historical documentation — a resource generally in short supply in the ’70s, which made it seem important for us to carefully gather and present — to rampantly creative freestyle criticism. That led us down rabbit holes of discographical detail and genealogical spelunking. (In our early issues, a box containing a careful listing of releases, with U.S. and UK label information, dates and catalogue numbers, accompanied many articles. As those would now be hopelessly outdated and incomplete, they do not appear here.) 

Our approach to the artists we interviewed was sometimes, in retrospect, surprisingly confrontational, or at least challenging in ways rarely seen in music journalism nowadays. We took many of our cues from the British weeklies, which led us to believe that being sarcastic and cynical was the requisite alternative to being giddily fannish (which we could certainly be as well). Our commitment to snark extended to the liberal distribution of editor's remarks in the middle of articles, taking our own writers and subjects to task in a dialectic not every writer appreciated.

We were determined to never patronize our readers, who we assumed to be intelligent, curious and willing to make a little effort — just as we were in our reading. We used big words, tossed around arcane references, even the occasional sophisticated concept to put across what we wanted to convey. None of us were academics or scholars, but there were some ample vocabularies in our company, and we never (well, almost never) discouraged their deployment. So, yes, the German word gemütlichkeit (geniality, friendliness) and the phrase Blut und Eisen (blood and iron) did appear in our pages. And “hejira,” “abjured,” “etiolated,” “pataphysics” and “fustian.” “Defenestrate” was randomly trotted out for the headline of an article about the Buzzcocks; “agonistes” was hung on Bryan Ferry. “Penultimate” got misused, maybe more than once. A reference to the Tasadays, a tiny indigenous population of the Philippines, found its way into a profile of Iggy Pop, as did lacuna (an unfilled space or interval). James Joyce got a namecheck.

For this collection, I’ve made some minor cuts so things would fit. I've added a few emendations [usually in brackets but sometimes not] where needed to provide context or clarification, especially of references that may have been common knowledge all those years ago but now have very little chance of being correctly apprehended. As the magazine staff's editing, proofreading and typesetting abilities improved significantly over the years, some of the early stuff needed cleaning up. I’ve second-guessed the occasional clumsy phrase, cut small bits of throat-clearing chaff and corrected formatting, misspellings, typos, wordos, punctuation and factual errors that appeared in print, not in the interest of hiding imperfections (we made plenty of boo-boos) but for the sake of clarity, stylistic consistency and contemporary readability. Oxford comma, begone! No one has ever been able to agree on the correct rendering of “rock'n'roll,” but Trouser Press Books house style is “rock and roll,” so that's been adjusted throughout. 

Album titles, which the magazine always intentionally rendered in boldface (we just had to be different), are now italicized. Thanks to online resources like www.Discogs.com, song and LP titles have been corrected where necessary. But artist names that have undergone revision in spelling over the years (looking at you, Steve Naive / Nieve / Neive…) have been left as they originally appeared in articles. Like everyone else at the time, we mistakenly assumed that the singer of U2 was Mr. Vox.

The racial-cultural designation “black” has been, in line with current usage, capitalized. Apologies to anyone offended by once-tolerated slurs and outmoded viewpoints preserved in quotations from artists. In the interests of respecting copyrights and avoiding legal matters, lyrics that were quoted in the original articles (fair use in journalism, not generally allowed without license in books) have been excised. You can look 'em up. 

Guarantee: no opinions, perceptions or arguments have been harmed in the editorial process.

Our readers were as opinionated, engaged and outspoken as we were: the letters page, which we named Hello It’s Me after the Todd Rundgren song, routinely ran finicky corrections, withering attacks, fulsome praise and everything in between. Whatever it was people praised the magazine for, an equal and opposite number took us to task for being too mainstream, too critical, too smart, too dumb, full of shit … and we printed a lot of it.

Starting in TP 26, we ran a monthly column called Raving Faves in which we posited a question and tallied the replies — crowd-sourced listicles, long before either term existed. That lasted as long as the magazine did: 70 in all, with topics ranging from Best Song Titles and Best/Worst Drum Solo to Favorite Record Company and Worst Rock Rip-Offs.

The goals that guided the editorial selection here were:


		To document the best, most consequential or most timely writing that appeared in the magazine.

		To honor and showcase some of the many fine writers who contributed over the years.

		To follow the magazine’s changing editorial focus through a variety of musical eras.

		To offer a minor corrective to the historical record about the dearth of women in ’70s/’80s music journalism. (I will, however, offer no suggestion that we covered female musicians adequately. Only ten of our 95 covers pictured women, and only four of those did not also include men.)

		To share what was written at the time, without benefit of foresight, as a snapshot of history.


 

It was hard to cut out sizable features on important bands, but space put constraints on what it was possible to include. Some worthy candidates were omitted because we didn’t locate the writers to seek permission. In any case, the entire run of issues are indexed and can be read for free at www.TrouserPress.com. I urge anyone who enjoys what's here to check out the site and read more. This book is just a small segment of the pieces published in the magazine: there's lots more good writing worth your time than what's here.

For strictly practical reasons, none of the “Autodiscographies” published in Trouser Press are included in this volume. We did 18 of these extensive interrogations of artists about their work, album by album. The subjects: Blondie, Buzzcocks (Pete Shelley), John Cale, Damned, Dave Edmunds, Genesis, Roy Harper, Ian Hunter, Jefferson Airplane/Starship, Jethro Tull (Ian Anderson), Steve Marriott, Bill Nelson, Iggy Pop, Ramones, Sparks, Stranglers and Steve Winwood. They're all highlights of the magazine's archive, but there was no way to include them all, so I've held them out with the thought of devoting a separate volume to them down the road.

The same space considerations meant there’s nothing here from Trouser Press Collectors’ Magazine, the bi-monthly newspaper we spun off and published between 1978 and 1983 (30 issues in all) to provide a vehicle for the auction and set sale record advertising we inherited from Alan Betrock when he shuttered The Rock Marketplace in preparation for launching New York Rocker. Under the editorship of Jim Green and then Mark Fleischmann, with great contributions from John Leland, Steven Grant, Thomas Anderson, Jamie Kitman, Dean Johnson, Robert DuPree and many others, TPCM ran extensive rock histories, discographical and scholarly articles of the sort that no longer fit in the new wave era of Trouser Press. A few of them are posted on www.TrouserPress.com.

Why are there no photographs from the magazine in this book? 
The space, time, cost, logistics of tracking down prints and scans — not to mention the impossibility of selecting photographs for all these articles— put that prospect of illustrating this book well beyond the resources available for this endeavor. Apologies to all the photographers whose work appeared in our pages and who are not represented here. 

What about record reviews?
Nope. It would have been an impossible — and deadline-busting — task to read and weed through the thousands of albums and singles that got reviewed in our pages. Iron man Jon Young alone, in his Hit & Run column, covered a couple of dozen a month for six years.

However, in the interests of transparency, this is the one 100% fake review we ran (issue 44, 1979). Pretty sure Tim Sommer wrote it. (Love the byline.)

Blobbo Stumpsky and the Peasants

Vulgar Boatman
Russo AD 1917

 

It was not common knowledge until very recently that the Soviet Union had an underground rock scene, and the very notion of Red Punks comes as a shock to the preconceptions most of us hold about life behind the Iron Curtain. Yet here is absolute proof of a very au courant rock consciousness, alive and kicking. There is very little information provided in the packaging of this mysterious album, which leaves the music as the final resort for judging the quality of Russia's premier new wave band. Comrade Stumpsky apparently threw away a promising Olympic career as the world's fattest acrobat to become the bearded and disgusting leader of this five-man, one bear musical monstrosity. 

Formed in late 1978, the Peasants had been appearing at a tiny punk club in Leningrad (‟The Borscht Belt”) when Stumpsky, drowning his sorrows (expulsion from the Olympic team for an extra X chromosome) staggered in, drunk as a skunk, during the group's soundcheck. He passed out cold in the men's room and didn't awake for several hours, by which time the show was in full swing, and the only exit was across the stage. Passing among the musicians, Blobbo picked a fight with the Peasants' lead singer, one Vermin Festrovsky, and beat him unconscious, forcing the band to end their set early. Terrified of the vodka-soaked behemoth who had caused their predicament, the Peasants took the cowardly route, and invited Stumpsky to be their new vocalist.

It wasn't long before BS & the P's were granted an audition before the state-run record company, CBS (Classic Bolshevik Sounds), and signed to a long-term contract. This is their first album recorded under that agreement, and it certainly is an off-beat piece of work. There are a few potential singles here (although none have been officially sanctioned by the commissar in charge of the label), most notably the garishly overproduced ‟Nazdrovia” and an obnoxious Clash soundalike, ‟Red Riot.” The other 17 tracks are short snippets, a bit like Wire or the Cure, except that the abundant use of ethnic instruments — balalaika, Kurdish nose flute, kudzu and alto messerschmidt — tends to make all the songs a bit samey sounding. All in all, this debut shows more promise for the Russian punk scene's future output than for its current lack of originality. If these comrades ever make it to America's shores, looking for a little of that long green they've read so much about, one has to hope they get stuck on a triple bill with Meat Loaf and Black Oak Arkansas. Maybe a little down-home redneck charm will give them a real feel for where America's head is at. Go back to Russia where you belong!

		—Nikita Kentski

☵☵☵☵☵☵☵☵☵☵
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This sketch of a trouser press was done for us by Roger Ruskin Spear, who wrote the song of the same name for the Bonzo Dog Band.

What’s a trouser press, anyway?

Introduced in the 1930s, it’s a wooden device used to flatten out the wrinkles and put the crease in pants. In the 1960s, the British firm John Corby Ltd. (whose family later included Mike Corby of the Babys) electrified its models, and they became common in hotels and such. Roger Ruskin Spear (who later provided us with an explanatory drawing of the device) made it the title of a 1968 song by the Bonzo Dog Band. For us, it provided a handy (if unintended) journalistic pun and conveyed the dada whimsy we envisioned for our little magazine. 

I’ve been asked many times in the past why there’s never been a book anthologizing the work of Trouser Press. Many other music publications – Crawdaddy!, Punk, Jamming!, Bomp!, Creem, Rolling Stone, Spin, No Depression, Touch & Go — have already done them (many of those are on my bookshelf) but it wasn’t until Trouser Press Books became an ongoing concern that I came to see the feasibility of doing it as a way of marking the magazine’s 50th birthday. Hope you enjoy our back pages.

Ira Robbins
February 2024
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START THE PRESSES


How it all began…

On Friday, August 3, 1973, the now-defunct Mercer Arts Center collapsed into a pile of rubble in Greenwich Village, ending, with its existence, New York Rock Phase I. That night, however, the foremost proponents of the genre, the now-defunct New York Dolls, were not at the Mercer, but uptown a few miles, second-billed to (also defunct) Mott the Hoople at the Felt Forum (still standing but since renamed).

Before that gig, Karen Rose — Jeff Beck freak and staunch Anglophile since the Beatles' days — had her first encounter with a Fanatical Record Collector who claimed to be able to spot a Yardbirds/Kinks/Zombies fan a block away and therefore approached her. After same gig, Ira Robbins and Dave Schulps, high school friends who had been saluting the Union Jack of rock since Pete Townshend decided to wear one as a jacket, had their second meeting with the self-same Fanatical Record Collector, whom they had met in the elevator of a record company office building.

A week later, on Sunday, August 12, the FRC convened a gathering of the tribe — record nerds and Anglophiles — at his parents' home in Yonkers. The invited guests included his new friends Karen, Ira and Dave. While others listened to tapes of old Shindigs and Hullabaloos, Karen approached Ira and Dave, seated at the dining room table amid piles of Melody Makers and NME. They were deep in research, they explained, for their still incomplete masterpiece, an encyclopedia of the history and bands of every British rock musician who had ever lived. The afternoon ended with an exchange of telephone numbers and promises to keep in touch.

A week later, on Monday, August 20, our heroes and heroine found each other at a Central Park concert featuring Foghat, Mark-Almond and Robin Trower, the former Procol Harum guitarist making his American debut as a bandleader. In the brisk evening air, words to the following effect were spoken:

Ira: “Wanna start a magazine?” 

Karen: “Sure!”

Ira: “Everyone always says, ‘Sure.’”

Karen, a Brooklyn College grad who had been editor of her school's paper, was working at her first real world job, which had nothing to do with newspapers, rock or England. Ira, an engineering student at the Polytechnic Institute of Brooklyn, was writing about music for his college paper and dreaming of placing reviews in a national magazine: rejection slips from Creem and other magazines were tacked up on the one wall of his bedroom uncovered by posters and photos of the Who. Dave was attending George Washington University in D.C., where he soon was to become a journalism major. He, too, was taking the college paper and radio routes for the love of British rock (and Todd Rundgren).

A few months later, Karen and Ira attended a Foghat/Strawbs/Back Door concert at the Academy of Music (later the Palladium, now an NYU dorm). The notion of starting a magazine bubbled up again. In December ’73, they drew up an outline for the Anglo-angled fanzine and, during a long-distance phone call to Dave, Trouser Press went from a whim to a plan.

The three decided to take their humble venture, literally, to the streets. They guessed a rough date for the likely completion of the first issue and edited the contents to comport with a New York concert date. So, Trans-Oceanic Trouser Press issue one would make its debut on the 14th Street sidewalk outside the Academy of Music on March 9, 1974, 7:30 pm, to catch the attention of attendees at the Rory Gallagher/Brian Auger/10cc concert therein. Barbara Wolf, an art student, agreed to be art director, and the project was finally, seriously, under way.


[image: Image]


With a scheduled homage to the Who for the cover story, articles were also prepared on Rory Gallagher, the Pink Fairies, the Beatles and King Crimson. A unique (albeit completely impractical) ten-point guide to record rating was conceived and a handful of reviews written using it. Although Trouser Press would later become “America's Only British Rock Magazine,” at its inception it was cover-sloganed “For the Rock Consumer.” 

Articles were written by late February, and it was Karen's job to type the whole deal onto stencils with Ira handling messenger chores until he was felled one week before release date with a 104-degree fever. (Karen waited until a week after the issue to collapse.) Once recovered, Ira got to cranking his father's mimeograph machine and, on Friday, March 8, 1974, 8:00 p.m., the first copy of TOTP's first issue was collated, stapled and autographed by Karen and Ira. “This will be worth a lot of money someday,” they joked. “If it sells out, we'll do a number-two.” 

The following evening, Ira, Karen, Barbara, Dave (in town for the occasion), two other friends and shopping bags containing 400 copies of their humble 24-page fanzine met on the corner of 14th Street and 4th Avenue. Trans-Oceanic Trouser Press (cover price: 25 cents) was about to make its debut. And the rain fell in torrents.
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We started with lots of ideas, many of them bad (or at least unworkable) and abandoned them quickly, letting the magazine evolve organically rather than stuck to a bunch of ill-conceived sections. One thing that took a bit longer to get over was the article that we appended to the name: perhaps The Trouser Press seemed right at the outset, but it sounds clumsy and weird now.

The biggest course correction that we made was abandoning the idea — emblazoned on our front cover and retained for three additional issues — that the magazine's purpose was to help readers choose which records to buy and which to avoid. That was simplistic and in defiance of the real object of criticism, which didn't quite dawn on us at first. 

Obviously, any media that practices criticism is going to be perceived as a consumer guide of some sort, but we stopped thinking of that as our purpose. Sure, some of what we did was to spread the word about bands and records we liked, but we came to see our role as more about judging quality for its own sake. We rejected the idea of giving records grades or stars. 

The inescapable and foundational commercialism of rock was something we acknowledged without quite accepting; we made it a mission to put those concerns aside and write about music that mattered, whether it was likely to attract ten fans or ten million. It may be an overly fine distinction to parse and certainly out of our control as to how people would respond, but — at least to our minds — the reviews in Trouser Press were meant to document and appraise rock music that we considered significant, not tell people what to buy. And that was an important idea, one that allowed us to cover whatever we wanted to without much concern for what was happening in the proverbial rock marketplace. We evolved an aesthetic that guided (not perfectly, but generally) our editorial decisions and attracted a core readership that got it.

In the beginning, we intuitively followed all the universal characteristics of the fanzine genre: more enthusiasm than writing skill, a blinkered view of the world at large, wobbly self-importance, absolute critical certainty, proselytic fervor bordering on zealotry and an electric typewriter. But, like the man says, you gotta start somewhere. ◆


This is how we explained our mission in that first issue, mimeographed and stapled together on a card table in a Manhattan apartment:

Introduction

Trans-Oceanic Trouser Press 1, March 1974

The Trans-Oceanic Trouser Press will hopefully be the first consumer-oriented, (inter-)national rock fanzine, concentrating on cheapie bin finds throughout the U.S., analysis of concerts here and abroad and reviews of records which the major rock press has or will ignore. All of this will be approached from an “is it worth it?” viewpoint, because when you get down to basics, what has the Carpenters' craver got in common with the Slademaniac? Yup, he/she is spending money — on records, concerts, T-shirts, whatever. It's money. We'd like to help you decide if your pennies are better off in the piggy bank, or, if, indeed, a given double-album English import is worth goin' without food for a month. Taste aside, as rock consumers, we're all in the same boat. 

“The Trouser Press” is the name of a song by the Bonzo Dog Band. It became our name because one of our editors has an odd attraction to the word “press.” “Trans-Oceanic” joined “Trouser” (and our hero, “Press”) in order to define our scope of interest, information and, we hope someday, readership. Yeah. “Trans-Oceanic” also comes in handy in forming our initials, TOTP, which cleverly stand for Top of the Pops, the British TV show, and “Top of the Pops,” the Kinks song it provoked. So, we're the Trans-Oceanic Trouser Press, the Trouser Press or just plain TOTP. Call us what you will. 

WARNING: Expect a lot of English! Although TOTP'll be concerned with Anyband from Anyplace, with the exception of our love for Todd Rundgren, the editors are severe Anglophiliacs. 

In addition to each issue's major articles — which this issue include a scholarly history of King Crimson and a quite definitive discography of Beatle bootlegs — the Trouser Press will contain some regular columns. 

In each issue, Scraping the Bottom — Bargain Bin Classics will contain standardized reviews of records found in cheapie bins all around the country. Since we have not yet gotten together our “foreign” correspondents, our first column will deal exclusively with the NY bins. In the future, the records mentioned will be cross-referenced. That is, if we find and review a record in New York, but it's available in Cleveland, we'll let you know. 

Neophytic Notables will deal with new and already obscure discs — the records which, for reasons of “What the hell is this?” do not stand too strong a chance of being reviewed in the rock press but may well be worth either keeping or avoiding if they should accidentally fall into your hands. These are the cheapie bin residents of the future, unless they're fated to become Vintage Vinyl. Here we'll find our old and obscure discs. These records are not rare. They are not cheap. They were merely ignored at the time of their release. They, too, may be worthy of your attention (or lack of)

In the future, the Trans-Oceanic Trouser Press hopes to also have standardized national concert reviews. We think it would be interesting to follow Anyband's tour — watching them have the Spectrum on its collective feet in Philly, for example, and bombing in Seattle and trying to figure out (other than “it was just a bad night”) why. This, like our cheapie bin feature, will once again depend on our finding national correspondents, like maybe you. 

Odds 'n' Sods will be a wrap-up, by Ira, of British musical news, meant especially for those readers who live in places where Melody Maker and New Musical Express aren't as readily available as they are in New York. Finally, Can't Tell the Players Without… will list the all-important and seemingly endless flow of musicians from one band to another. 

[image: Image]

The contents of issue 1
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The contents of issue 2
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The contents of issue 3

 

We mailed a copy of the first issue to Pete Townshend (every self-respecting Who freak knew his address) and got this reply to the article cautiously titled “24 Neat Things I Bet Somebody Doesn’t Know About the Who”:

Dear Ira,

Nearly 24 neat things you should know about the oo.

1) "Waltz for a pig" was dedicated to Shel Talmy for screwing us down to 1%. He put out "Legal Matter" ha ha (at the same time)

2) Ronnie Lane played bass on "Warm Heart Pastry"

3) The Who were called "The Detours", then "the Who", then the "High Numbers", then "the Who" again. We were first the Who in early 64.

4) Roger was never scheduled to appear on any of John's songs in the early days neither was I. (We really did hate one another)

5) On Roger Spear's next album he uses my whole drum kit.

6) I smoke 4 beedies a day. Just 4. (occasionally 5) (sometimes 6) (rarely more?)

7) Since Stevie Wonder didn't get excited because I told him I was a Taurus too my favorite musician is Link Wray again.

8) I use regular strings not light nor heavy — in fact it is the very top strings that are heavier than normal — E 0.14 B 0.16 etc.

9) Keith Richards is not staid.

10) (including 11-24) Link Wray's next album has my liner notes on — as did his first (intentionally), had the printers printed them on the cover. I said "Link was an early influence blah blah".

Much love & respect to your fine paper 

Pete T.

P.S. Tell Karen my two favourite names are Karen and Rose. Great eh? Isn't that just great? Huh? Great? Fab eh? Good good.

 

That supplied a lot of motivation to keep at it. ◆


Behind the Scenes
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THE SIXTIES

One of our impulses in creating Trouser Press was to publish detailed historical appreciations of ’60s bands we loved, and our early issues regularly presented lengthy accounts (some of them running across multiple issues), complete with discographies, of the Yardbirds, Animals, Pretty Things, Free, Left Banke, Tommy James and others. We never let that become the magazine’s sole purpose, but it was one expression of our enthusiasm; while we stopped including discographies after a while, we never lost our taste for digging up the past. Once we began publishing Trouser Press Collectors’ Magazine as a spinoff, we generally consigned the dustbin of historical work to its newsprint pages.

As noted in the Preface, our sources for these sorts of articles were limited and, in some cases, less than reliable. It took writers who were devoted fans and had been following their idols for a good while to have, or know where to look for, the information it took to assemble them.



	In 1975, a large envelope from England appeared in our mailbox at the Grand Central Station Post Office. Inside, typed on translucent onionskin, were two articles, one about Ducks Deluxe, a rocking pub band we were aware of, not just from our assiduous perusing of the British weeklies but because RCA had seen fit to release their first album in the States. The handwritten letter of introduction read, in part, “Here are two unsolicited manuscripts for you to throw in the dustbin. Like the magazine.” (We took that second sentence as a compliment, not a suggestion.) 

The writing was smart and strong, and we were delighted to publish it in our next issue (TOTP 11). But, as a result of misreading the handwritten name scrawled at the top of the piece, we credited the work to “Pete Silvester.”

We apologized for that and stayed in touch. The following year, we got another piece from Pete, filling both sides of ten sheets of foolscap, about a band we didn't know: the 101'ers. It was a tremendous piece of writing, but ended with the band broken up, leaving one posthumous single as its legacy. We were cool with covering the obscure and the defunct, but 6,000 words on a defunct group we’d never heard — and likely never would hear — made the idea of publishing it a non-starter for us. (It's now available at https://trouserpress.com/letsagetabitarockin/)

Silverton soon became one of our prized London correspondents (Paul Rambali being the other, later joined by Harry George [Robinson]), writing about the Clash, Elvis Costello, Ian Dury and Van Morrison. (Pete used to say that he and Paul — who became great friends for the rest of their lives — had agreed to share the spoils: he would handle Strummer, and Paul would write about the Pistols.) 

A diehard Elvis Presley fan, Pete was versant in many eras of music, and this fine piece of rock history ran in an issue that had Johnny Rotten on the cover and articles about Phil Manzanera's prog rock ensemble Quiet Sun, saxophonist Lol Coxhill and the Stranglers. We may not have been entirely open-minded, but we were eclectic.

Pete went on to long and illustrious career in British journalism. He co-wrote the first memoir by ex-Pistol Glen Matlock and a brilliant book about cursing called Filthy English. An incredible wit with wide-ranging knowledge, curiosity and cooking skills, remained a dear friend until his death in 2023.

All or Nothing: The Small Faces Story

TP 22, October 1977

By Pete Silverton

It's 1968, alright. Me and a mate are lounging around in his garden. His parents are out for the day. School's out for the summer. Free from the two biggest bugaboos of adolescence, we're getting a little crazy with the freedom. Talking about anything that comes into our heads. Mostly about sex (what did you talk about at that age?) but also about such fashionable topics of the day as how to smoke banana skins and more mundane matters such as the idiocy of our English teacher. Then, fueled by the contents of a quart bottle of light ale, we have a go at coming on like real rebels. Wire up the lead on the record player so it reaches into the garden. Shuffle through a pile of singles. Crank up the volume till the four-inch speaker's screeching its guts out all 'round the garden and over the neighbor's fence. Slap on the Small Faces' “Lazy Sunday.” Go little Stevie, go.

Ah, the bliss of trying to be outrageous. But there's more to it than that. Y'see, of all the socio-psycho-anthropological academic theories that have been chucked up in the last hundred years, there ain't but a damn few of them that help you understand rock and roll. Except Tinbergen's theory of imprinting, that is. [Nobel prize-winning Dutch biologist Nikolaas] Tinbergen would take a baby chicken, let it run around a little and then drag a ball along in front of it. The dumb chicken would figure the ball was its mother and follow it around. The ball was big; therefore, it was the mother. Imprinting.

That's exactly how tastes in rock and roll are formed. They're pretty well set in concrete by the first thing you really hear, the one that hits you so hard you sit up and go, “What was that?” It's happened to everyone I've ever asked about it. There's always that one record that sets you on the fast road to terminal vinyl junkiedom.

The first record I can remember liking was “Nut Rocker” by B. Bumble and the Stingers, but the one that turned me into a rock and roll nut was “Lazy Sunday” by the Small Faces. Pace, humor, raunch, production tricks, singalong chorus, innocence — it's got 'em all. I loved it then. I love it now. It's that one record, the keystone of my listening since. It's probably the reason why I hate monsters like the Floyd and Zeppelin. If you start out smiling — life is just a bowl of All-Bran — you carry on that way.

Forget the Beatles, forget the Stones. Back then my heroes were the Small Faces. My parents liked the Beatles, so they were out. The Stones were just a little too weird for me then. But the Small Faces — they were cool and hip like I could only dream about. There were all tiny. An important point at the time. How could I, at five-six, ever identify with Long John Baldry? (That's why he never really made it; there just weren't enough tall people around to fantasize about being him.) And their clothes! You wondered how they had time to choose all the different outfits, let alone have the front to wear some of the more outlandish ones. In short, they were mods.

A lot of bilge has been written about mods. Sometimes it seems like anyone who was under 45 and over three-and-a-half that lived in England between 1960 and 1966 reckons they were a mod. The nearest most of them ever got was a short stroll down Carnaby Street long after the real scene had moved on. Pete Townshend wasn't a mod. He might have expressed their feelings with uncanny insight, but he was no mod, just a sensitive voyeur. Marc Bolan was a mod, even a face (a super mod); he got his picture in London magazine when he was only twelve or so and lived for clothes. The Small Faces (see how they got their name? It was a girlfriend's idea.) were mods.

Mods were no rabble. In point of fact, they were so elitist they made hippies look positively democratic. The elitism focused on clothes, records and more clothes. New jacket every time you went out. Change your socks after every dance. Two-tone tonic suit with patch pockets this week, three-button cuffs next week, but always cut just so. This obsession with street couture and neatness fooled outsiders, made parents still ranting about bearded beatniks look upon these sweet and tidy boys (and girls) with something approaching benevolence (until they started trading punches and broken bottles with their enemies, the contemporary bike-boy Rockers, down at the seaside). They all had day jobs; they had to if they wanted to afford the clothes. Most of them worked in banks or as solicitor's clerks; with a “nice” job like that, you could still wear your gear to work.

But the smiling parents were being conned. The mods were the ultimate double agents of teenage society. Presenting that almost staid image all week, they'd only come into their own at the weekend. Speedball straight through from Friday night to early Sunday morning, gather at that week's fashionable club, parade in the latest threads, get hip to some new sounds (mostly black American imports; “Hey, have you heard that Dobie Gray?”) and generally “make the scene.” It's amazing what a few little pills can help you do, innit?

If all mods were double agents, the Small Faces were the smartest double agents of all. They came on so sweet and innocent that your mother would say, “Aren't they nice boys?” And they're on Top of the Pops bopping along straight-faced, singing stuff like “Here Comes the Nice.”

You're giggling up your sleeve and your mother's still going on about what nice boys they look. They had their cover down perfect. I mean, my god, you have to be good to get away with singing a hymn of praise to amphetamine dealers on a ten-million audience teeny-bopper (though they weren't called that then) show and have all those kids skipping around and singing the chorus for the next month. Now that I think about it, it was so insidious that they ought to have been locked up for corrupting the morals of the young. What kind of pervert would advocate speed as a cure-all? Still, the last laugh was on Stevie. Someone spiked his water supply with methedrine, and he didn't realize till he'd been up for a week and had more spots than David Cassidy. Serves him right.

But they were double agents in more ways than one. I don't care about all you precocious bastards who were into the San Francisco sound when you were thirteen — when I was that age, the only psychedelia I got to hear was on hit singles. The Beatles aside, that meant the Move (maybe) and the Small Faces. Any new idea that came along, they'd think it out, slim it down and slot it into a three-minute slice of Top 10 fodder. Pop plus.

But that was later. They started out like a million other ’60s beat groups. First, decide you want to be a star. Get hold of an instrument. Find a song in a key you can play and sing. Play every hole of a club that'll let you past the door. Sign a management contract with the first shyster that offers you a few quid. Have one hit single. Put out an atrocious follow-up. Go back to the car factory where you worked after leaving school, taking with you a few memories of fleeting fame and a big debt for the 85 pairs of trousers you charged to account on Carnaby Street. It's such a common story that I'm surprised anybody stayed at the top for more than the Warholian 15 minutes. Sure, those that did make it generally had talent (whatever that is). But so did a lot of those that didn't make it. And the Small Faces very nearly didn't make it.

Let me introduce the villains of the piece one by one:

Cheeky Stevie Marriott is sitting around, bored, in the J-60 Music Bar, an instrument shop in London's East Ham. He's had a taste of fame already, playing the Artful Dodger in the London production of Oliver. Now, too old to be a child actor, he's certain he doesn't want to work in this shop for a few bob on Saturdays for the rest of his life. He's a soul fanatic. He's been the leader of the Frantics and the Moments, but they didn't really get anywhere, despite a few recordings.

Then this other little geezer walks through the door. Ronnie Lane, guitarist with the Pioneers and instrument checker for Fender, has decided to switch to bass, and he's come in to buy one. He's seen Steve with his band before, but it's not until he asks for a Harmony bass and Steve remarks on the wisdom of his choice that they really get to talking for the first time. Seems they're both really into Booker T. So, come closing time, they nip 'round to Steve's house and play some of his records, real unusual stuff for those days: Bobby Bland, James Brown and all the new Stax sounds.

Ronnie's playing a local boozer that night with his band (the drummer's Kenney Jones) and he gets Steve to come along and have a blow. They get along great. So great that they get pissed out of their tiny fifteen-year-old brains and are barred from playing there again. All in the same boat, they decide to pool their misfortunes, roping in a mate of Stevie's on piano, Jimmy Langwith, who changes his name to Winston. They call themselves the Small Faces and start out hustling gigs. Up and down the M1 on egg, beans and sweet lukewarm tea. That's the life.

They get a bit of a name for themselves in Sheffield and London, even if they do play the same set three times a night and have only got about six numbers. Natch, along comes their very own shyster.

“Hello, Mrs. Marriott. Is your Stevie there? No? Well, look, my name is Don Arden, and I'm interested in working with your boy. I think he can go places. Tell him to give me a ring at the office and we can set up an appointment. That's right: A-R-D-E-N.

“...Come in boys. Let me come straight to the point. I want to sign you. I'll either give you all 30 quid a week flat or I'll put you all on a percentage with 20 a week guaranteed. Do I look like I'd twist you? You'll take the percentage? Wise decision. Don't worry about clothes and instruments and so on. I'll arrange for you to have charge accounts the length of Carnaby Street. Now, here's the pen. No, don't worry about a song either. I'll get one for you. I know just the man! Ian Samwell. Alright?”

Yeah, alright! Our man Samwell does an outrageous steal on Solomon Burke's “Everybody Needs Somebody to Love” (which is fine by the band, they'd rather be black anyway) and calls it “Whatcha Gonna Do About It” — talk about more front than Selfridges. Quick, sharp drum patter; bouncing organ; Stevie takes a deep breath, fills himself with mod aggression, opens his mouth and, for the first time, the record-buying public gets a chance to knock their lobes to the greatest male English white soul singer ever. Ronnie and Jimmy shout along behind him like East End Ikettes who've undergone a sex-change operation. And it gets better. Steve's voice gets looser, more relaxed and confident. Then, in the middle eight, he steps out with a harsh, tense (dare I say minimalist?) guitar solo that must have ruined his AC30.

So, it's hello charts, but it's goodbye Jimmy. Winston was too tall, couldn't play very well and wanted to be the star. Ex-Twickenham Art College student lan McLagan, then with the Muleskinners and the Boz People (yeah, it was Boz Burrell's band) was short, could play a mean organ and also wanted to be a star. But they forgave him that. The band had seen a complimentary review of him in Beat Instrumental, so they got Arden to phone him up and come into the office for an interview. He'd just walked out on the Boz People when their van broke down on Chiswick flyover, so when he got the call, he went straight in.

It was love at first sight. And Don Arden made Mac an offer he couldn't refuse.

“How much you earning now, my boy?”

“Twenty pounds a week,” replies Mac, lying through his back teeth. (“I was smarter than I realized, 'cos I was only really taking home about a fiver,” Mac says now.)

“I'll make it thirty. You're on a month's probation; but first we'll have to get you some new clothes and your barnet, well...” 

Mac gets taken down Carnaby Street. Socks, socks, socks. Shoes, shoes, shoes. Trousers. More trousers.

Mac: “I was on the road with them for a week before I had a chance to phone my parents. They didn't know what I was doing. ‘Look mum, I've got a good job. but it's top secret so I can't tell you anything at the moment. I'll phone you later.’ After six weeks, I finally plucked up the courage to ask Ronnie if I was still in the band. He said, ‘What you talking about?’ They didn't know anything about this one-month probation business. So, I joined and me wages went down to twenty pounds. I'd thought they were earning fortunes, not less than me.” 

When Mac joined, the second single, “I Got Mine,” had just been released. It failed to make the charts, but they were still tearing round the country fitting more gigs into a week than there were days. They used the song again as the instrumental “Ogdens' Nut Gone Flake.” 

As much by default as anything else — they just wanted to play R&B — the Small Faces were now full-fledged teen idols, a state of affairs reinforced by their next single. “Sha La La La Lee” was released early in 1966 and reached number-three in the charts. As it was written by showbiz hacks Kenny Lynch and Mort Shuman, it's not surprising that it's very much a standard boy-plus-girl-equals-marriage pop song. Luckily, the raw power of Marriott's vocals and occasional bit of phasing do more than save it.

It wasn't a classic; nor was the next single, the rather ordinary “Hey Girl” (although it was a Marriott/Lane composition). After that, though, came their first killer and chart-topper, the sublime “All or Nothing.” From the opening tom-tom roll (a Kenney Jones specialty) to the first subtly savage chord, right through to the ride chorus when everybody on the dance floor would join in pretending they were Stevie Marriott, it's a perfect vehicle for Marriott's voice, then maturing as fast as his personality was retarding under the isolation of fame. The build to the crescendo is magnificent; the chaotic cymbal-crashing finish is cathartic. It was the first great English soul record. It also marked, by dint of its excellence, the entry of the Small Faces into the main rock and roll action of the mid-’60s: the competition among major groups to make the one perfect single of all time. They were all in the game: the Beatles, Stones, Yardbirds, Kinks. They all knew you were only as good as your last single, and if you wanted to show how good you were, you had to top not only your own last release but also the last Who single or whatever. It was probably — no, certainly — the most competitive period ever in rock history. It also produced some of the best music. Singles really were the best things around then.

Between the burgeoning producer cult (e.g., Andrew Oldham wanted to think he was Phil Spector), the new technology (multi-tracking, unusual instruments like the accursed sitar, feedback tricks) and the discovery of hallucinogenic drugs, the good old pop single was jet-lifted into a whole new universe. Whereas before you had a verse, a chorus, a middle eight, another verse and goodnight, suddenly not only did you have to have all that (or at least some of it), you had to make weird, wonderful and profound statements on top of a backing track that had to be strange, adventurous and instantly accessible. If the imposition of an outside discipline encourages tightly focused, finely honed work, never was that discipline more draconian.

It worked best in the period of tension before drippy psychedelia took over wholesale: before that wretched excrescence Sgt. Pepper, when all the groups still believed in the importance of singles. They aimed their best work at the least sophisticated audience and attempted to stretch that audience's notions of what pop music is about without being either pompous or condescending.

Where the Small Faces differed from the other bands was that they weren't quite as earnest. A po-faced Stevie, Mac or Ronnie would be like a laughing assassin — uncanny and slightly disturbing. Their first album — the only original one on Decca — was apparently recorded out of their trees on acid, standing on chairs upside down, making strange noises and generally treating it with less respect than normal. (It's still in catalogue, but when I told Mac that, he just shrugged: “We never got any money from it. It was a tape deal with Contemporary Records. Decca paid the money to Contemporary [an Arden firm] but it never reached us.”)

Such levity would be just what you would expect from a band in the Small Faces' position then. They were teen idols to the point where live gigs were the sort of screaming farce you can hear on the live Beatles album. Neither the band nor the audience could hear what was being played; both rapidly ceased to care. The band were stuck in a chauffeured limo, hotfooting it from hall to hall, never seeing anything past the fortieth joint of the day and their own very in-group sense of humor; the audience were stuck in their belief in the Small Faces as objects to scream at.

Steve: “It reduced our mentality by ten years. We were going 'round shooting water pistols and pop guns at each other. We all got a bit crazy. I remember Ronnie on Carnaby Street one day, for no reason just jumping up in the air and turning 'round three times or so. We just didn't know what was happening to us. We couldn't handle it.” 

Kenney: “We were totally cut off. One day I went into Lord John (a Carnaby Street clothes shop) and bought a checked jacket, a checked shirt, checked trousers and a checked tie. All real loud bright-colored checks. Then I went into Toppers and bought some checked shoes. And when I walked down the road, I couldn't understand why everyone was looking at me.”

Their press agent at the time (he's working for them again now) had them walk baby alligators around Berkeley Square. Mac: “It was either that or run for parliament. That was always a good one.”

They had another hit with the whimsical “My Mind's Eye,” but by now relations between them and Arden were becoming a little strained. This didn't improve when their parents decided to ask Arden where all the money was going. Arden told them all their sons were junkies and the money was going straight into their veins. They still haven't got the money they're owed.

The Small Faces left Arden (“He was so tight he wouldn't even pay for session musicians on our records”) and, after a short spell with Harold Davidson, teamed up with that archetypal ’60s wunderkind, Andrew Loog Oldham. Oldham, hedging his bets on the Stones and believing himself to be the ultimate rock and roll Svengali, had set up his own management and record company, Immediate, with its own yukky motto: “Happy to be part of the industry of human happiness.” 

It was the first major British independent and, although it later collapsed in rather messy circumstances, it was an early, brave attempt at creating a viable musical force separate from the dictates of the mindless pap-oriented majors. Oldham might have been a pain in the arse as a person and utterly and childishly egocentric, but at least he had good taste and the guts to put his money where his mouth was. He was certainly the savior of the Small Faces. Whereas before they'd been treated as a moronic bunch of star-struck kids who could be ripped off for a few bob, Oldham gave them back their self-respect and helped launch them into the peak of their career.

Mac: “Immediate was great. We got paid for the first time. When I say we got paid, I mean our wages went up from twenty pounds to sixty pounds a week.”

Steve: “And we got into the studio. Given our heads for the first time. But we put all our eggs in one basket, didn't we? They managed us. They were our recording company, and they were our publishing company. Talk about juggle bread. We used to receive a sheet saying where all the money had gone to. That's all. It could have been done by any typist. Nine times out of ten we found out it hadn't gone there at all. So, we still owed people all these vast amounts of money that had supposedly been paid out. Which is why we didn't receive any royalties [to this day].

“Andrew managed us for about three years [it can't have been much more than two and a half, actually]. He was terrific really. A loon. We had a good laugh. We didn't get any money, but we had a good laugh.” 

So did everybody who bought the Small Faces' Immediate singles. First up was the aforementioned dissolute “Here Comes the Nice.” It was in a whole different league to their Decca singles. Beyond the superficial quirky poppiness of the tune and the double-entendre hip of the words, the band had their tongues deep in their cheeks. For the first time they'd tapped into their own cultural background rather than that of destitute Blacks across the Atlantic. If there's been a lot of guff spouted about the mods, there's been almost as much spewed out about the influence of the English music hall. Nobody seems to be able to mention Ray Davies without going on about how he's part of an ongoing link with the rich traditional British working-class music-hall culture. Quite simply, Davies has no connection with it at all. Ultimately his songs are reserved, diffident, elitist and literate. Music-hall culture was earthy, simplistic, sentimental and robust. Often unbearably crass, all emotions were laid on with a mechanical digger. Nothing (except Queen and Country) was taken seriously. Which is just how the Small Faces approached “Here Comes the Nice.” Anyone could sing along to it. No one could believe a word of it. In 50 years' time, if there are still any boozers left, “Here Comes the Nice” will be sung at chucking-out time, as if it had always been a revered pub singalong classic.

Their production techniques had improved beyond the wildest expectations of their audience. While adhering more or less to the basic four-piece unit, they'd added all sorts of neat little twists and the occasional novelty. Marriott's gut-wrenching voice, Mac's insistent piano and warm-toned organ, Ronnie's reliable bass and idiosyncratic voice and Kenney's muscular drumming had always been there, but now they had their very own instantly recognizable sound.

The next three singles were, and I don't use this word too often, brilliant. They all sound like the masterstrokes that quite a few bands manage once and never again. The Small Faces did it not once but three times: “Itchycoo Park,” “Tin Soldier” and “Lazy Sunday.” 

When “Itchycoo Park” appeared, hippiedom was just starting to raise its stoned head. Trust the Small Faces to take the piss out of it. One step on from the ultra-cool speed dealer we meet the East End street kid acid freak. The Marriott/Lane writing team apparently started the song as a joke. They ended up with demonstrative proof of their songwriting excellence. And while it is a big piss-take, Stevie's voice invests it with enough soul to make it sound as if he really felt for the kid who never got closer to the idylls of the countryside than Itchycoo Park.
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