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1

A GHOST BLOODED COUNTRY ALL COVERED WITH SLEEP

Detroit and New York, 1975

“Sticks and stones may break my bones but words will never hurt me. ”

Whoever it was first coined that rejoinder had obviously never met Lou Reed.

“Lou Reed,” wrote journalist Lester Bangs in 1975, “is a completely depraved pervert and pathetic death dwarf and everything else you want to think he is. On top of that, he’s a liar, a wasted talent, an artist continually in flux and a huckster selling pounds of his own flesh. A panderer living off the dumbbell nihilism of a seventies generation that doesn’t have the energy to commit suicide. ”

“Aw, all Lester wants to do is suck Lou Reed’s cock, ” hit back an unnamed musician whom a similarly anonymous girlfriend was managing at the time. And that was Bangs’s girlfriend, not Reed’s. Reed did not have girlfriends. He had a steady stream of companions, whose omnipresence left his entourage feeling even more unnerved than he did, not because of what they said and did, but because anybody who could spend that much time with Reed had to have the psyche of a cybernaut and skin as thick as the planet’s crust.

Reed was acidic and acerbic, merciless and mean; even his friends admitted there were days when they didn’t want to hang with him. Some blamed the drugs that even strangers assumed had been his constant companions since at least his early twenties.

Others blamed his childhood, the parents who tried so hard to keep him on the straight and narrow that they committed him to electric shock therapy when it became clear they had failed. In those days, when such things were considered medical maladies, he’d been diagnosed as suffering from mood swings and homosexual tendencies, so the doctors tried to fry them out of his brain. Few of Reed’s subsequent friends or biographers have possessed the necessary psychiatric qualifications to truly understand how the process affected him, but it’s unlikely that it effected a cure.


The Velvet Underground was not Reed’s first band. Already midway through his twenties, he had served his songwriting apprenticeship in the Pickwick Records neo-hit factory, a sub–Brill Building monolith where aspiring young writers, musicians, and arrangers were thrown together in increasingly random combinations in the hopes that one of them might strike gold. But Reed was never really going to do that, if only because the sense of humor that sometimes left even his cowriters—Jerry Vance and Terry Phillips, mostly—staring blankly was never going to let him.

In early sixties America, dance songs were all the rage. There was Chubby Checker swiveling the twist, there was someone doing the swim, and someone else preparing the locomotion, and so on and so forth until you only needed to think of a distinctive arm or leg movement, and somebody was setting it to music. But only Reed could have read a fashion mag report on how ostrich feathers were about to become the next big thing on the catwalks of the city and then designed a dance to accompany them, one in which you place your head on the dance floor and somebody else comes and steps on it.

He wrote constantly. The all-girl Foxes sang his “Soul City”; the Beachnuts cut his “Cycle Annie” and “I’ve Got a Tiger in My Tank”; the Jades recorded “Leave Her for Me” and “So Blue.” The Roughnecks warned “You’re Driving Me Insane,” and Reed himself cut a solo single, “Your Love” and “Merry Go Round,” although it was never released. But “The Ostrich” was just so far out there, so absurd (and, absurdly, so danceable) that the powers of Pickwick figured they might even have a shot at a hit. A band was thrust together.

The Primitives included Reed on vocals and guitar, violinist Tony Conrad, artist Walter De Maria, and, slumming it on bass, a Welshman named John Cale, raised in Swansea, schooled at Tanglewood, taught by Iannis Xenakis, and last seen playing alongside La Monte Young (and Conrad) in the über-minimalist Dream Syndicate.

He was scarcely pop star material. “They would never let me perform my pieces at Tanglewood,” Cale lamented, “because they were so violent. Eventually they did let me. I didn’t tell them what I was going to do. There was a table and another pianist, I was working away inside the piano and I just took an axe and . . . right in the middle of the table. People were running out of there, but I also had the acolytes who came backstage afterward in tears. I got all the reactions. It was the element of surprise. It’s very important for me to be able to keep leading people up the garden path and then turn around, boing!”

Meeting Reed, the “boing” was mutual. Neither expected to encounter a kindred spirit at Pickwick, much less to be thrown together with one in a band whose entire existence revolved around a minor local hit single and a solitary appearance on American Bandstand. And, just as Reed never expected to meet somebody there who’d worked alongside La Monte Young, so Cale was astonished to meet someone whose Syracuse poetry teacher was Delmore Schwartz. Slam those two influences together and what do you get?

The first song Reed and Cale ever wrote together was called “Why Don’t You Smile Now?” which was then recorded by a Syracuse band called the All Night Workers. It was good enough that British Invaders the Downliners Sect covered it on their 1966 album The Rock Sect’s In, without having any idea (for who did at that time?) of its cowriters’ import. But, by the time the record actually came out, its composers had already stepped far away.

“Being in a rock ‘n’ roll band,” Cale explained, “was my fantasy that I couldn’t live out in Wales. It was important that it was different.” He had learned viola at school: “It was an allocation orchestra; they


























EPILOGUE

Why end the story there? Why not continue on, through Bowie’s internationally chart-topping revision of “China Girl,” and the enduring loyalty that saw Bowie include further Pop songs on both Tonight (1984) and Never Let Me Down (1986)? The full-scale reunion, conspiring to create Iggy’s own first hit record, 1986’s Blah Blah Blah?

Why not chase through to 1997, and his live reconciliation with Lou Reed, replaying their Save the Whales performance at a Madison Square Garden party, at the end of Bowie’s fiftieth birthday bash? Or forward a few years more, to Bowie contributing some vocals to Reed’s The Raven album, a collection of verse built round Edgar Allan Poe?

Why not cover the Velvet Underground reunion in 1992, or the Stooges’ reformation in 2003? Mott’s return in 2009? Bowie’s self-revitalization in the years around the millennium? There have been so many highlights in the last thirty years, there must be a chapter or two to wring out of them?

Maybe there is. But that’s all it would be, a wringing-out of detail and document, a hop-frog through a series of incidents that may each have a tale to tell, but which really aren’t a story. Not this story, anyway. “China Girl” was massive, but it was also embarrassing. Blah Blah Blah was a hit, but it was horrible as well, the worst record Iggy Pop had ever put his name to—and coming hot on the heels of Bowie’s worst ever, the truly execrable Tonight, was anybody surprised at that?

The reunions were great if you don’t care about age, and the fact that a band matters most because it exists in its own time and place, not because the members are thirty years older and still remember the tunes. Nostalgia exists so that we can all relive our distant pasts. But memory is intangible for a reason. You can never go back, not really.

Oh, and Madison Square Garden? Lou Reed was there, but Iggy Pop wasn’t, and neither was anyone else with whom you’d associate the birthday boy. A cynic might look at the lineup, in fact, and wonder whose benefit it was all really for? Bowie’s? Or the cable TV cameras that were broadcasting it live, and wanted to make sure there was some star power showing, to justify breaking in to their scheduled programming?

All three men have made some great records in the years since that night at the Chelsea Rendezvous. True, the 1980s were uniformly bad, and if anyone can listen to Lou Reed’s “Little Red Joystick” without gagging a little, then we’ll play you Iggy’s “Candy” immediately after. Followed by Bowie’s “Day In Day Out.”

Slowly, however, the worms turned. Reed was first, winding up that hateful decade with his finest album since Street Hassle, and maybe even better than that. New York was more than a return to songwriting form, it was a return to meaningful observation as well, and across the albums that have flowed since then, you get the feeling that he has finally settled into life as Lou Reed; that he no longer feels the need to compete with kids who are three generations younger than him, and who will always look better on YouTube than he does. He makes records for himself these days, and people don’t even shy away from the unexpected ones.

In 2007, Reed released Hudson River Wind Meditations, an album of tai-chi-inspired mood music that was as pastoral as Metal Machine Music was grating. But nobody called him a madman for doing so; nobody accused him of ripping off the kids. It was what it was, and if the world has learned any one thing over the past three decades, it is that an artist is always worth more when he follows his own heart than when he does what everyone else says he ought to. And it was Lou Reed who taught it that lesson.

Iggy was next to cast off the cobwebs. American Caesar, in 1993, was a jewel, stepping back from the hackneyed rent-a-Pop noises he’d been making since Blah Blah Blah, and again letting his songs speak louder than the sounds. He can still be crass when he wants to, and leading the reunited Stooges into the studio to record the abysmal The Weirdness was proof that even the greatest intentions have their dark sides.

But the reunion brought Ron Asheton some joy through what turned out to be the last years of his life—shortly before he died in January 2009, the old trouper looked back on the days of the original Stooges and said that they felt like a dream. Now he was reliving that dream, and friends were convinced that he’d never been happier. Maybe The Weirdness prevented the rest of us from sharing that emotion, but it doesn’t really matter now, does it? James Williamson slipped in to fill the late Ron’s shoes, the Ruw Power album is back on the stage boards, and at the present pace of events, the band should be ready to self-destruct Metallic KO style sometime around the year 2012.

Bowie was the slowest to crawl out of the abyss, because he had the furthest to climb. Let’s Dance in 1983 finally transformed him into the all-purpose superstar that Tony Defries once envisaged, and how ironic that Bowie waited until then, a year after their contract finally expired, before proving that he could write songs as commercially world-beating as Defries always said he could.

But having reached the top, he hated the view. Ambition, after all, is a wonderful thing, but only if it’s really what you want to do, and Bowie was never going to be happy joining the rest of the throng chasing minor royalty around Studio 54 while snorting coke with whichever MTV star was closest. He cut two more albums in a similar vein, then retreated back into his shell of reinvention, first via the excoriating exorcism of the Tin Machine noise machine; then through the subtle peaks of The Buddha of Suburbia.

He made one more pop record because his label paid him a lot of money to do so, but Black Tie White Noise barely registered on the fan base, and he was back with Eno before you could say “liver salts,” crafting and casting Outside:1 upon the world, an album that looked back to the mad peaks of Low and “Heroes”; forward to the industrial sonics that were then shaking and reshaping the world of pop; and found a happy land somewhere in between.

Earthling followed, all jungle drum and bass—and then a sudden realization that he didn’t need to do that anymore. Once, Bowie led the field because he stepped where nobody else went. He started lagging behind when he paid more attention to bandwagons. Now it was time to listen to himself and, like Lou Reed with New York and Iggy Pop with American Caesar, he finally made the album we’d been waiting for for so long. ‘Hours . . . ’ from 1999 remains the finest farewell to the twentieth century that any rock star Bowie’s age could have made, a record so loaded with sadness and sentiment that you just knew he looked back on the days of his youth as fondly as the rest of us did.

He even started playing “The Bewlay Brothers” onstage! Onstage at the BBC concert where he premiered it in 2002, Bowie declared that he’d never played it live before, and he was right. He hadn’t. But sneak a peek at the set list that the William Morris Agency telexed to New York promoter Ron Delsener in February 1972, outlining the composition of the live show that Bowie would be bringing to Carnegie Hall the following month, and there it was, “The Bewlay Brothers,” climaxing the acoustic set that closed the first half of the show.

That show never happened. It would be six more months before Bowie came to America, by which time the Ziggy Stardust album was firmly in the ascendant. But Bowie remembered, and he also remembered the joy of those early live shows, just plucking out songs from wherever he found them, mixing covers with oldies and unexpected goodies and simply going out there to give the fans a good time. To “entertain” them, as he told the Aylesbury Friars crowd once, and he succeeded with room to spare.

A real heart attack finally slowed the reborn Bowie in 2004, retiring him from the concert circuit that he’d been scouring with so much pleasure for five years, and sending him into a twilight world of subtle guest appearances and occasional TV commercials. Rumor of a new album resurfaces periodically, but right now he is silent and no one can begrudge him that. Like Lou Reed, like Iggy Pop, David Bowie is responsible for some of the most crucial, influential, and utterly indispensible music of the rock ‘n’ roll era, and most of it was made at a time when half of the world didn’t know who these artists were.

The other half, though . . . the other half thought they were gods. And reliving the decade when they were at their greatest peak, it’s difficult to argue.
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SELECTED DISCOGRAPHY

The Astronettes

1973 People from Bad Homes (Golden Years)

David’s little joke. CD compiled from both the Astronettes sessions and a similarly abandoned Ava Cherry album.



David Bowie

1967 David Bowie (Deram)

Bowie’s debut album has been reissued and repackaged in a multitude of formats, the most notable of which are the double vinyl package Images (London) and the CD The Deram Anthology 1966–1968 (Deram), the former rounding up all of Bowie’s released material from this period, the latter adding outtakes and rarities.


1969 Love You Till Tuesday (Decca)

Unreleased until the mid-1980s, this set includes material recorded for a projected musical movie, together with other scraps from the era. An accompanying DVD is equally entertaining.


1969 Man of Words, Man of Music (Philips)

Bowie’s second album, better known under its 1972 reissue tide of Space Oddity.


1970 The Complete Arnold Corns Sessions (bootleg)

1971 The Man Who Sold the World (Mercury)

1971 Live at Kingston Poly (bootleg)

1971 Hunky Dory (RCA)

1972 The Rise and Fall of Ziggy Stardust and the Spiders from Mars (RCA SF 8267)

1972 Bowie at the Beeb (Virgin)

This two-CD collection of crucial BBC session performances, including the 1971 live concert and seminal Velvets covers, was released in 2000.


1972 Live at Santa Monica (bootleg)

One of the first Bowie bootlegs, from a September 1972 radio broadcast, subsequently given official releases on Griffin and, in 2008, EMI.


1973 Aladdin Sane (RCA)

1973 His Master’s Voice (bootleg)

Ziggy’s farewell show has since been released officially as Ziggy Stardust: The Motion Picture, on both audio and video. Remixing, however, renders both shows a shadow of the original (despite featuring additional material for the show); seek out instead the original vinyl bootleg, taken from a 1974 TV broadcast, for the best of the show, including Jeff Beck’s guest appearance, the full farewell speech, and a riveting Ronson guitar solo through “Moonage Daydream.”


1973 Dollars in Drag (bootleg)

The 1980 Floorshow broadcast.


1973 Pin Ups (RCA)

1974 Diamond Dogs (RCA)

1974 David Live (RCA)

1975 Young Americans (RCA)

1976 Station to Station (RCA)

1976 Thin White Duke (bootleg)

A dynamic live performance recorded in New York on the Station to Station tour. Highlights from the gig were used as bonus tracks on the CD reissue of Station to Station itself.


1977 Low (RCA)

1977 “Heroes” (RCA)

1978 Live at the Garden (bootleg)

Bowie’s attempts to document his 1978 tour, Stage, suffers from a debilitating mix and a castrating rearrangement of tracks. This raw recording from the Boston show on the same tour offers a far better assessment of the outing. It’s still pretty drab, though.



John Cale

1970 Vintage Violence (Columbia)

1971 The Church of Anthrax (Columbia)

1972 The Academy in Peril (Reprise)

1973 Paris 1919 (Reprise)

1974 Fear (Island)

1974 Berlin 4 October 1974 (bootleg)

A rioter’s-eye view of the final Cale, Nico, and Eno performance.


1975 Slow Dazzle (Island)

1975 Helen of Troy (Island)

1976 The Ocean Club (bootleg)

Collecting live cuts from 1976 and 1978


1977 Guts (Island)

Compilation featuring one unreleased track.


1977 Animal Justice EP (Illegal)

1978 Even Cowgirls Get the Blues (ROIR)

Collection of live material from 1978 to 1979.


1979 Sabotage—Live (Spy)


Wayne County

1974 Wayne at the Trucks (Munster)

Released in 2006, the original Trucks show, plus additional material.


1977 The Electric Chairs EP (Illegal)

1978 The Electric Chairs LP (Safari)

1978 Storm the Gates of Heaven (Safari)

1979 Things Your Mother Never Told You (Safari)


Dana Gillespie

1974 Weren’t Born a Man (RCA)

Includes Bowie/Ronson’s production of “Andy Warhol.”


1975 Ain’t Gonna Play No Second Fiddle (RCA)

The best of the above, plus unreleased Mick Ronson productions, were compiled onto the CD Andy Warhol, released in 1994.



Elton John

1970 Tumbleweed Connection (Uni)

The CD remaster includes Ronson (as a member of the Michael Chapman Band) rocking Reg’s world through an early stab at “Madman Across the Water,” destined to be the title track of Elton’s next album, but not in this vastly superior form.



Lulu

1974 “Watch That Man” / “Man Who Sold the World” (Polydor)

Single produced by Bowie/Ronson.



Mott the Hoople

1969 Mott the Hoople (Atlantic)

1970 Mad Shadows (Atlantic)

1970 Live Fillmore West San Francisco (Angel Air)

Phenomenal concert recordings.


1970-1974 In Performance 1970–1974 (Angel Air)

Four-CD box set includes three live shows, including the 1972 Philadelphia gig with Bowie, and a stellar 1974 US date, plus other concert material.


1971 Wildlife (Atlantic)

1971 Brain Capers (Atlantic)

1972 Two Miles from Heaven (Island)

Released in 1980, band-compiled collection of out-takes 1969-1972. The CD includes bonus tracks.


1972 All the Young Dudes (Columbia)

1973 Mott (Columbia)

1974 The Hoople (Columbia)

1974 Live (Columbia)

Original single LP since expanded to a two-CD set.


1974 European Ending (bootleg)

Recording from the band’s final tour with Mick Ronson.



Nico

1968 Chelsea Girls (Verve)

1969 The Marble Index (Elektra)

1971 Desertshore (Elektra)

Above two discs repackaged as The Frozen Borderline (Rhino) with bonus outtakes and demos.


1974 The End (Island)

1974 Notre Dame, 13 December 1974

Nico live, supporting Tangerine Dream at Notre Dame Cathedral.



Iggy Pop

1975 Kill City (Bomp)

Released in 1977, the final throes of the Williamson-Osterberg Disintegration Society.


1977 The Idiot (RCA)

 


1977 Iggy 1977 (Easy Action)

Four-CD box set comprising three live shows from 1977, plus a disc of so-called alternate mixes and a radio broadcast.


1977-1981 Where the Faces Shine Volume One (Easy Action)

Six-CD box set comprising two shows from 1977, plus one apiece from 1978, 1979, 1980, 1981.


1977 Lust for Life (RCA)

1978 TV Eye Live (RCA)


Lou Reed

1970 Lou Reed and Nico (bootleg)

Informal rehearsal tapes.


1971 The Velvet Underground: Ultra Rare Trax Vol. 2 (bootleg)

Includes a nine-song selection from Reed’s 1971 visits to Richard Robinson’s apartment, plus various VU outtakes.


1972 Lou Reed (RCA)

1972 Lou Reed, John Cale, Nico: Live at the Bataclan (bootleg)

1972 Transformer (RCA)

1973 Live at the Alice Tully Hall (bootleg)

1973 Berlin (RCA RS 1002)

1974 Rock ‘n’ Roll Animal (RCA)

The first half of Reed’s stellar Academy of Music, New York show


1974 Sally Can’t Dance (RCA)

1974 Whatever Happened to Dick and Steve? (bootleg)

One of the better shows from the Sally Can’t Dance tour.


1975 Lou Reed Live (RCA)

The second half of the Rock ‘n’ Roll Animal show.


1975 Metal Machine Music (The Amine B Ring) (RCA Red Seal)

1976 Coney Island Baby (RCA)

1976 Rock and Roll Heart (Arista)

1978 Street Hassle (Arista)

1979 Live—Take No Prisoners (Arista)


Mick Ronson

1974 Slaughter on Tenth Avenue (RCA)

1974 Live at the Rainbow (bootleg)

1975 Play Don’t Worry (RCA)

1975 Ian Hunter (Columbia)

Credited to the former Mott front man, but in truth the sound of the Hunter-Ronson partnership in full flow. The song “Boy” may or may not have been dedicated to Bowie.


1976 Just Like This (Burning Airlines)

Released in 1999, the sessions for Ronson’s aborted third album.



The Spiders from Mars

1976 The Spiders from Mars (Pye)

Trevor Bolder and Woody Woodmansey make the best they can of a bad situation.



Steeleye Span

1974 Now We Are Six (Chrysalis)

Includes Bowie’s wheezing death rattle sax through “To Know Him Is to Love Him.”



The Stooges

1969 The Stooges (Elektra)

1970 Fun House (Elektra)

1970 The Complete Fun House Sessions (Rhino)

Eight-CD box set comprising every note recorded during the album sessions.


1970 Live at Soldier Field (bootleg)

1972–1974 Heavy Liquid (Easy Action)

Six-CD box set comprising studio outtakes and rehearsals and live material recorded on either side of Raw Power.


1973 Rough Power (Bomp)

Seventeen-track anthology of alternate/original mixes for the Raw Power album.


1973 Raw Power (Columbia)

1973 Double Danger (Bomp)

Official release for the 1973 Academy of Music show recorded for a possible live album.


1974 Metallic KO (Skydog)

Released in 1976, highlights of the final Stooges concert blended with other material from the band’s last tour.



Cherry Vanilla

1976 Live at Max’s (Max’s Kansas City)

Various artists collection includes live cuts by Vanilla and Wayne County.


1978 Bad Girl (RCA)

1979 Venus De Vinyl (RCA)


The Velvet Underground

1966 Factory 3 January 1966 (bootleg)

The first rehearsal with Nico.


1966 Scepter Studio acetate (bootleg)

The legendary lost mix of the first album.


1966 Live in Columbus (bootleg)

The finest document of the Velvets with Nico.


1967 The Velvet Underground and Nico (Verve)

1967 Live at the Gymnasium, New York (bootleg)

1968 White Light White Heat (Verve)

1968–1969 VU (Polydor)

1968–1969 Another View (Polydor)

Released in 1985/1986, two LPs worth of unreleased material.


1969 Live 1969 (Mercury)

Two-LP set released in 1974.


1969 The Velvet Underground (Verve)

1970 Loaded (Cotillion)

1970 Live at Max’s Kansas City (Atlantic)

The box set Peel Slowly and See (Polydor) features all three Verve albums, plus a wealth of live and outtake material. Reissues of Loaded and Live at Max’s Kansas City (Rhino) are laden with bonus tracks.


1971–1973 Final VU (Captain Trip)

Four-CD box set comprising live recordings from the post-Lou era.


1972 Squeeze (Polydor)
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