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Introduction

Pub rock was a relatively brief phenomenon in 1970s London which, due to its short duration and the inconspicuous nature of its venues, can be easily overlooked. It wasn’t identifiable by a particular sound or by a certain style—it was simply music that was played in pubs. A diverse mix was represented there: Roots rock, country, R&B, soul, and rock’n’roll—both the good-time variety and the harder-edged stuff. Pub rock generally took place in tiny venues, limited by sheer size to comparatively few patrons, and its recorded legacy is slim and often difficult to access.

But despite these factors, it is not overstating matters to say that pub rock facilitated a sea change in popular music in the UK in the mid-1970s which sent reverberations far beyond its borders. It saw a return to roots in both musical content and performance, a reestablishment of the key connection between band and audience. This laid the groundwork for a flood of sorely needed fresh, urgent music which landed in the late 1970s, soon known collectively as “New Wave” before splintering off into a host of its own fascinating subgenres.

Pub rock impacted countless subsequent artists and bands of monumental stature, starting with Blondie, Madness, Elvis Costello, the Jam, the Sex Pistols, the Clash, and on and on. Its legacy can be seen in the subsequent five decades of popular music, evident in song structure and delivery, in record sleeve and advertising design, and in the sartorial choices of its purveyors. But more tangible brick, mortar, and vinyl living links to pub rock’s origins are less easy to come by. Many of the pubs within the circuit that thrived in the mid-1970s are no longer standing; many of the albums that were recorded during that period are either out of print, or they don’t hold up—or both.

The genre’s birthplace was a pub called the Tally Ho, built early in the Victorian era on Fortess Road, four miles north of central London, in what was then rural Kentish Town and is now a bustling urban community. The Tally Ho was one of many large pubs which sprang up during a housing boom in north London as an influx of Irish labor arrived in England to build the railways. The pub was demolished in 2006; the site today holds a co-op retail shop topped by some unremarkable flats. Facing the rear of the building is the Kentish Town Forum, which began life as an Art Deco Cinema in 1934 before becoming a dance hall and ultimately, the 2000+ capacity music venue it is today, outlasting the influential pub that once stood in its shadow.

As with all stories, the history of pub rock is rife with chance and coincidence, luck and misfortune. The Tally Ho just happened to be the nearest pub to Alma Street, a ten-minute walk down Kentish Town Road, where the oddly named American band Eggs Over Easy had rented a house in late 1970. Accustomed to playing in bars and clubs around their native New York City, they were looking for somewhere to perform. At the time, the Tally Ho was a jazz-only venue, catering to a genre beyond the Egg’s purview. Despite this, they managed to talk their way into a one-off gig, confident that their brand of rock had an audience in this foreign territory. The rest is history.




1 1971 

The musical landscape in the UK at the beginning of the 1970s was decidedly prog-heavy, with 1971 being either progressive rock’s peak or its nadir, depending on which way you looked at it. Milestone prog albums abounded that year, including Genesis’s Nursery Cryme, Jethro Tull’s Aqualung, Yes’s The Yes Album and Fragile, Pink Floyd’s Meddle, and King Crimson’s Islands. The opening track on Emerson, Lake, and Palmer’s 1971 chart-topping Tarkus album (the track’s full title: “Tarkus (i. Eruption / ii. Stones of Years / iii. Iconoclast / iv. Mass / v. Manticore / vi. Battlefield / vii. Aquatarkus)”) was a twenty-minute concept piece recorded in 10/8 time which seemingly attempted to convey in musical form the story behind the album’s artwork: An armadillo in the form of a tank, battling a manticore. Five months later, the group released another album, Pictures at an Exhibition, featuring a thirty-eight-minute-long rock adaptation of an 1874 piano suite by composer Modest Mussorgsky, complete with pipe organ and Moog synthesizer solos. This was heavy, complex stuff; lavishly adorned and, dare I say, a bit overwrought.

The major prog rock bands all toured the UK that year, sometimes sharing the same bill, accompanied by masses of equipment in order to recreate their elaborate and complex sounds and visuals for the masses. Yes wrapped up a 170-date tour in 1971 with a final blowout at the Crystal Palace Bowl, a 15,000-capacity outdoor venue in south London whose stage is surrounded by a small lake. During rehearsals for their next album, Fragile, keyboardist Tony Kaye left the band when he was resistant to the idea of bringing synths and Mellotrons into the mix along with the piano and Hammond organ he already played. Enter one Rick Wakeman, who soon became known for performing amidst banks of electronic keyboards, wearing a glittering cape.

It was as if the various prog bands were constantly searching for new ways to further adorn an already-bloated format. The UK music weekly Melody Maker reported that ELP, who boasted £20,000 worth of equipment (nearly £300,000 in today’s money) and more roadies than band members, planned a collaboration with the Frankfurt Ballet Company and Philharmonic Orchestra to stage a ballet interpretation of Pictures at an Exhibition, complete with three moveable stages—one each for the group, the orchestra and the ballet company—plus a light show, because apparently there wasn’t already enough going on. It was a time of excess—rock’s Baroque period.

With its long, intricate songs with lyrics portraying mystical tales and the aforementioned cape-bedecked synth wizards, prog was an easy target. But while it was indisputably hugely commercially successful (ELP, for example, have sold around 50 million records), prog represented a disconnect between grassroots fans and rock bands—those at rock’s entry level. Prog wasn’t often suited to being performed in intimate venues, and an up-and-coming band couldn’t just dive into the genre’s highly technical and lavishly equipped world. It was an elite, inaccessible scene. Because of this, it lacked a tangible connection to what it was about rock that really moved people in the first place: Moving your body and losing yourself to the music in a crowded, dark, sweaty room.

So while Sir Isaac Newton was almost certainly not foreseeing the relationship between prog rock and any subsequent back-to-basics musical movement when he devised his Third Law of Motion, it certainly applies: For every action, there is an equal and opposite reaction. In the early 1970s, an unadorned, roots-based counter to the heavily ornamented prog scene began to form in the pubs of London.

_______________

At the same time as the prog rock boom, another phenomenon in Britain was helping separate popular music from its audience. In 1971, the UK economy began to falter, with growth slowing dramatically while inflation rose sharply. Unemployment numbers, which had been creeping upwards over the previous two years, picked up pace and approached a million workers that year, a number not seen since the Second World War.

In response to this economic hardship and ballooning unemployment, not to mention the nation’s hugely punitive tax on those with high incomes—(as high as 98 percent at the time), the big, successful UK acts of the late 1960s and early 1970s all increasingly looked overseas to tour, armed with the knowledge that they could play for much larger crowds and earn far greater revenue playing cavernous stadiums in America.

Some of these bands made farewell gestures to the smaller British venues, if not to the UK itself. In March, Led Zeppelin launched their “Back To The Clubs” UK tour, playing venues that were ludicrously small, such as the Nottingham Boat Club, capacity 250, in a thank-you and farewell to these intimate clubs which had helped launch the group in its early days. That same month, the Rolling Stones engaged in a farewell tour of their own—their first proper UK excursion since 1966, which became known as the “Goodbye to Britain Tour,” since the group would soon depart the UK for the south of France, where they took up residency in response to the aforementioned draconian tax rates. The final gig of the tour took place on March 26 at the Marquee Club, capacity 400.

Meanwhile, the more vulnerable of these British music venues—those with tighter profit margins—acutely felt the economic squeeze. Those intimate London clubs that helped birth the Sixties rock scene—the scene which brought the Who, the Kinks, the Rolling Stones, the Yardbirds, the Small Faces, and so on into the consciousness—began to buckle under the financial pressure and close down, removing a crucial link for fledgling acts looking for a way to reach an audience and for those fans wishing to get in a room and witness some rock music in an up close and personal setting. Within the space of a year, small stalwart London clubs such as the Crawdaddy, Klooks Kleek, Bluesville, and the Black Prince all shut down; in the next few years, the Flamingo, the Ram Jam Club, the































1 Crosby, Stills & Nash had added Neil Young for their second album, 1970’s Déjà Vu, which reached number 5 in the UK charts.
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