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“To know the truth of one’s Self  
as the sole Reality, and to merge and 

become one with it,  
is the only true Realization.”

—Ramana Maharshi

to make the most of a freeform lifestyle that was not 
tied to any location or employer. Our goal was fun at 
any cost. I still felt myself set apart from the social 
standards. I sought something outside of money and 
career and relationships, but I wasn’t sure what it was.

I took to booze and drugs, and found myself spiral-
ing towards a self-destructive, nihilistic view of the 
world. Happy-go-lucky as I may have seemed, I was 
still a young man foundering in dis-ease, aggression, 
and frustration. Yet skateboarding was always there 
for me. It helped me endure, and it provided an outlet. 
I found it confusing to be a young American from a 
broken home in a sick society. If nothing else, skate-
boarding was my connection to an objective reality.

In my mid 20s, bloated and disgusted with myself, 
I started to change my trajectory. My fascination with 
Eastern mysticism and martial arts finally took hold 
with some real practice, and I started connecting the 
dots between heaven and earth. I made a holy pil-
grimage into the ocean and caught some water waves. 
I started eating organic food, taking herbal medicine, 
and after 10 years of glasses and contacts, stopped 
wearing corrective lenses on my eyes. I turned away 
from the material world and focused on the spiritual 
meaning in life. I rode around on my skateboard 
in the middle of the night in Koreatown, New York 
and Tokyo, seeking answers to the mysteries of the 
universe, my head spinning with various metaphysi-
cal philosophies and magical interpretations.

I had great insights, I really did. I learned about 
breath, and its relationship to the cosmic dance. I 
learned about gravity, acceleration, and the energetic 
similarity to love. I learned about physics, relaxation, 
balance, awareness, and confidence. Every time I 
stepped on a skateboard I would have revelations and 
discern mysterious truths. I got better at skating but I 
didn’t have any guidance, I didn’t have any grounding. 
It would take another decade of study, failure, and 

asking for help for me to cut through the chaos and 
reach a stable understanding of how things work. I 
found some mentors and learned some humility, and 
I learned about myself.

I’m in my 30s now. I have a 12-step sponsor, not 
a skateboard company sponsor. I do yoga and taiji, 
pray and meditate. I have gratitude that I am still 
alive, and I try and share some of the beauty that 
I have found. I started The Land of Plenty, a skate-
board foundation for kids. I think the skateboard 
is a perfect invention, the quintessence of human 
achievement. Skateboarding is an American art form, 
and it has been influenced by the most transcendent 
acts I have encountered: the surfing of water waves, 
compassionate relationships, and the study of the self. 

Skating is my practice, my discipline. It is a 
substantial context for the life experience. It is a 
self-supporting community of artists, engaged in 
fun, non-violent, zero-emission, independent physical 
education. And now that I am old and experienced 
enough to understand the cycles of time, it makes 
perfect sense as a mind-body, authentic spiritual 
practice. Every time I return to my skateboard I con-
tinue to real-ize: to make real my experience of life.

Bhagavan Das once called India “Dharma Bhumi: 
the land of religion”, and America “Karma Bhumi: the 
land of action.” In this land of action, we are called 
to express ourselves and share our insight. This is my 
story, and I can’t help but wonder how many other 
people share a similar path. Reality is here for us to 
embrace. The wave you choose to ride will not be the 
same as anyone else’s wave. But if you choose to ride 
it, you may find what you are looking for, for the truth 
is nowhere to be found but in your own heart.  

L.A.-based columnist Greg Shewchuk is the director of 
the Land of Plenty Skateboard Foundation. 
thelandofplenty.org

What are We Skating toWardS?

advanced standing
by gregory shewchuk

One indication that I am not quite an enlight-
ened being is my temper—I can get very angry 
and lose touch with my higher purpose. As 

much as I enjoy skateboarding, when things are 
not going well I occasionally lose my shit: throw my 
board, punch myself, scream at the heavens, and 
curse myself for even trying to ride the thing. It’s not 
always fun and games. In addition to the physical 
challenge, skateboarding can be highly emotional 
and often takes me to the edge of some very unpleas-
ant feelings: doubt, frustration, depression, seething 
anger. Yet I keep coming back to my board, to roll 
around and delve deeper into the process. After 20 
years of sidewalk surfing, I’ve started to understand 
what I am looking for.

I received my first skateboard—a Sims 
Kamikaze—in third grade in the rapidly developing 
suburb of Columbia, Maryland. I was a child with a 
toy. I played on my skateboard, hung out with friends, 
rode bikes and built ramps and listened to music and 
played video games. As I entered middle and high 
school and became more independent and physically 
capable, skateboarding became more of a lifestyle.

I didn’t fit into any particular mold. I was artistic, 
but didn’t take art very seriously. I had an intellectual 
mind, but didn’t care for school. I was athletic, but 
distanced myself from organized sports and the jock/
coach/spectator mentality. Skateboarding became a 
way for me to be outside, having fun, while still being 
creative and independent and curious. I did not like 
being told what to do and on a skateboard, people 
kept their distance. Meanwhile I had fun and got 
exercise and traveled up and down the coast with 
friends, chasing adventure.

When I left for school in California, skateboarding 
continued to help me find an identity and establish 
my priorities. It informed my art, my writing, my 
taste in music. It helped me meet new friends and 
get around and stay inspired. I dropped out of school 
after a year, and then had a horrible car accident. I 
fractured my skull, had holes drilled in my head, and 
as a result I had my first spiritual experience. In a 
hyper-conscious and blissful state, I saw the prom-
ised land. I would never be quite the same afterwards.

Eventually I healed and got back into skating. My 
best friends were skaters, and together we entered 
the real world and got into business. I chose not to 
go into the skateboard industry, feeling that I had a 
more individual path to pursue. I ended up starting 
an internet company with a skater friend, primarily 
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Honest
Work
Life on a humboLdt cannabiS farm 
during harveSt SeaSon

nowhere was easy street compared to the economic 
uncertainty of the real world down valley.

The Grower sang “All we are say-ing/ is stay on 
your land” to the tune of “Give Peace a Chance” while 
merrily blasting a fresh faced pumpkin away with 
his service .45. The jack-o'-lantern’s bright eyes and 
toothy grin provided almost a half an hour of joy 
before his brief candle was snuffed. I let the trag-
edy ride as I was outgunned and, judging from the 
Grower’s marksmanship, underserved.

In the course of an evening the simmer of pistols 
graduated into salvos of “deer rifles” gilded with small 
arm glissades until the show of force spent itself leav-
ing only a lonely nine pop-popping out an echo in the 
valley below. The percussion movement was in a mag-
num key and provided great comfort to all Growers 
within earshot, but it like totally freaked out the hippy 
masseuse/trimmers and their fat vegetarian mutts.

do the math
by dave reeves

In 1996 Californians passed a Proposition called 
215 that allowed a citizen to go to a doctor to get 
certified as demented enough that a federally 

banned vegetable substance known as a “Joint” is the 
only remedy. The Doctor gets a hundred dollars. The 
Citizen gets a number, a little patch, and if things go 
a certain way during the Bush Obama changeover, a 
free ride to a Special Federal Camp.

The distinction between State’s Rights and Federal 
Law has led to some lively debates, most notably 
“The War of Northern Aggression” (1861-1865), after 
which it was deemed that, in spite of the Constitution, 
Feds make the Laws and States shut up. So sorry 
California, weed is still illegal in the US. This has 
created a situation where Growers, thinking they can 
cultivate legal weed behind their Prop 215 permission 
slip, get robbed by Federal Agents. The Grower can’t 
call the Sheriff, and the number at the UN is always 
busy.

If the production of weed were legal, trimming 
weed in Humboldt would be a lot like the seasonal 
job of stomping wine in France. It is not legal, so 
trimming weed in Humboldt is like cooking meth in 
Kentucky. What can I tell you about going to work 
on a weed farm that the Grower, The Trimmers and 
The Landowner won’t kill me for? Soft criminals are 
especially tense about getting put in cages by men 
with guns. 

For the sake of this story I will posit that every 
Grower is, due to certain skill sets and predilections, 
essentially the same kind of guy. All Growers have 
three shitty houses but don’t live anywhere in par-
ticular; all Growers are trigger hippies who learned 

to drink in the Army and don’t like to have a boss; 
all Growers have a truck, a dog and an ex-girlfriend 
with an axe to grind; etc. I don’t know if crime makes 
cliches come true or if it’s the other way around, but 
I would guess that a variation of the following drama 
is acted out in remote camps across Humboldt every 
year at harvest time.

The first nights at the camp were the loudest nights. 
It was rumored that a Mexican gang was pistol whip-
ping and robbing growers around the valley. So the 
neighbors would let off a shot, and we’d follow suit, 
letting the theoretical Mexican gang know that the 
whole mountain stood in a steady state of readiness 
or madness. It had yet to dawn on me what was fishy 
about the Mexican gang rumor because after a day of 
cop watch reports and terrible music on radio station 
KMUD, my brain was washed of all sense. I was ready 
to believe anything.

The main camp consisted of a reclaimed meth 
trailer, an outdoor kitchen and a drying shack made 
of some found wood: exactly the same as one of those 
tobacco shanties you see slouching haphazardly 
around the South, except it reeks of skunk. Outside 
the drying shack was the kitchen: a freestanding 
gas jet normally used to fry turkeys, a Coleman two 
burner camping stove and a gas grill, all covered by 
an elegant tarp roof. The living room was comprised 
of several wonky chairs arranged in front of a fire pit 
cut into the road leading down to the green house.

I considered myself lucky to be passing a bottle 
around out in the woods while the stars skated 
around the sky. The dirt road out in the middle of 
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If the production of weed 
were legal, trimming weed in 
Humboldt would be a lot like the 
seasonal job of stomping wine in 
France. It is not legal, so trim-
ming weed in Humboldt is like 
cooking meth in Kentucky. 

The Grower had set up a three-season R.E.I. tent in 
which I was to sleep and guard the fortune flowering 
in the lower greenhouse despite all the best efforts 
of voles, the Campaign Against Marijuana Planting 
(CAMP), the Department of Justice, the California 
Highway Patrol, the California National Guard, meth 
heads and the natural enemy of any grower: The 
Ex-Girlfriend.

Eventually I drank enough to decamp to the tent 
hidden in the scrub. The natural camouflage that 
made it hard for helicopters to spot also made it 
hard to find at night in my whiskey shoes. Using my 
superior sense of direction and a flashlight I was able 
to fall in one direction consistently until I fell onto 
something which proved to be my tent. Anticipating 



up there. Time wasn’t really my trip anymore. The 
monotony of country life wears the chat out of you. 
The group droned on, glued to the radio, stopping 
whenever the helicopters passed too close.

Things happened. They must have. The Grower 
and I would get drunk and shoot the place up to keep 
the camp safe from maniacs. We got good at running 
the escape route at night drunk as hell because … I 
forget why. Oh yeah, because it proved good training 
when the Grower went to town and the Ex-Girlfriend 
showed up and the shit hit the fan.

I was enjoying my role as the cook early one 
evening, bribing the Trimmers with hot chai and fried 
turkey swiss sandwiches when the Ex showed up.

“Where the fuck is The Grower? “
“He went to town.”
“When is he going to be back? “
“We don’t know.”
“Okay then, I guess I’ll wait.”
The Ex-Girlfriend took the strangest spot in the 

area, up at the top of the firepit dug into the road. The 
Trimmers did their best to not feel threatened as The 
Ex-Girlfriend lorded over them, seething.

“Why don’t you go wait somewhere else?” said the 
L.A. Trimmer.

The Ex-Girlfriend, being used to the way hippies do 
things, said “Bet you won’t come up here and say that 

I grabbed the weed out of the drying shed, hoping 
that my drastic action of taking $40,000 of weed and 
stashing it in the woods might rouse them to action 
but when I got back they were still eating salsa. 

“She was assaulted on a pot farm. If she tells the 
cops, they’ll take everyone to jail and sort it out with 
lawyers.”

They chew more slowly as they cogitate.
“We can’t leave by the road because she’s out there 

waiting. So we need to button up and get suited and 
booted. Get ready to run and maybe even sleep in the 
woods tonight.”

We gathered up whatever incriminating evidence 
was lying around, pulling the old half bloomed plants 
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left:
marijuana plants 
still in the ground.

top left:
High and dry in 
the drying shack.

top right right: 
Outside the 
greenhouse.

the character erosion of the untold riches I’d soon reap 
for this work, I got in the tent and fell asleep quickly. I 
dreamt of a white owl, big as me, hooting in the halls 
of a great library.

Sometime later I woke to the sound of some-
thing breaking sticks and mumbling. Mexicans? 
Ex-Girlfriends? I had no way of telling as I was pistol 
deaf and blind under the rain fly. Remembering 
from Spanish class that Mexican gangs never leave 
witnesses to warn the others that a Mexican gang is 
coming, I jumped out of the tent, butt naked, hoping 
for the element of surprise. My flashlight beam froze a 
fawn and her mother, cracking their pistolwhips.

“Lo siento.”
And so I slept the rest of the night fitfully, for the 

camp was set up on a well-traveled deer trail. 
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Dawn was cold, as the sun couldn’t penetrate the 
redwood canopy. Getting out of a warm sleeping bag 
to shiver in the long shadows is always a matter of 
will and black coffee. As I trudged up the hill to the 
kitchen in the main camp, I paused at one of the few 
breaks in the thick forest to catch a glimpse of the 
one view allowed from the hidden hollow, out over 
the Humboldt fog wreathed at the base of the dry 
brown hills below.

The Trimmers were already at work with KMUD 
on the camp radio as I put a pot of water to boil on 
the blue jet of the turkey fryer. All the Trimmers were 
strong women with independent streaks that render 
them unemployable in the real world. They are the 
Grower’s New Girlfriend (of course), a Lesbian Couple, 
and some badass cafe au lait chick from L.A. with 
Jimi Hendrix hair. The Lesbian Couple were pros, 
never missing a minute of trimming at the standard 
rate of 250 dollars per pound. Years of scissorwork 
had wizened their eyes back in their heads so they 
looked like two little possums futzing with the weed. 
The L.A. Trimmer and the New Girlfriend were new to 
the trade, so they took time to eat breakfast.

The only accepted topics of conversations in 
Humboldt are what’s your sign, what you can’t eat or 
what dream you had. I told them about the white owl 
because I’m obviously an omnivorous Scorpio. The 
femme of the Lesbian Couple allowed that white owls 
were “harbingers of good fortune” while her girl stole 
my coffee water to make oatmeal for her dog.

We had to listen to KMUD radio for the 
Community Safety and Awareness Report provided by 
The Civil Liberties Monitoring Project who watched 
for any big moves by law enforcement. Paranoia 
becomes more insidious when framed by the destitu-
tion of listening to “Legalize It” for the eleventy 
hundredth time.

We had been listening to terrible music for days 
when, finally, they came on the radio and announced: 
“This is KMUD with a Citizen’s Watch Report. There 
are three police trucks with ATVs on the back head-

ing up Goose Creek Road. Okay? Repeat: citizens 
watch has just got a call from a concerned citizen. 
They said they were heading up Goose Creek Road 
about three minutes ago.”

“That’s our road,” the Grower’s New Girlfriend 
pointed out.

The Lesbian Couple seem nonplussed but the L.A. 
Trimmer and the New Girlfriend got up and started 
worrying, ready to run.

The Lesbian Couple shrugged. “It’s a long road.”
The sound of helicopters thundered over the valley. 

The Grower burst out of the reclaimed meth trailer: 
“Didn’t you hear the radio?” he asked, throwing water 
on the fire, sending up a big puffy smoke signal. The 
helicopters passed over, on to bigger things.

The Grower’s actions were strange because he 
had all the Propostion 215 Medical Marijuana cards. 
The rule of thumb was that the local D.A. won’t bust 
for less than 99 plants and the local sheriff won’t do 
anything the D.A. doesn’t like. The Grower also said 
that he thought a mom and pop operation like ours 
was unlikely to be busted, but then the Grower also 
thought that his Ex-Girlfriend was going to be cool, 
and that hadn’t stopped her from showing up and 
acting like a maniac.

The pale face and bipolar dart of the Ex-Girlfriend’s 
eyes gave her that early Manson Family brio. Her 
pants were belled around her feet so she walked on 
heels, her greasy straight blonde hair parted in the 
middle. You could see the vein in her forehead jump 
when she yelled at the Grower, screaming at him for 
two hours meaner than a soap opera. And then she 
left. We all breathed a sigh of relief and laughed at 
what had been a tense situation. Then she came back 
and caught us laughing.

“Ha ha, I’m real funny huh? Don’t you ever fucking 
laugh at me.” She got in my face and I agreed with 
her, wanting no part of it.

“You got that, sister?” She called the L.A. Trimmer 
“sister” because she’s kind of black, like brother 
Obama. “Don’t ever laugh at me. Do you know that 
you’re trimming my weed right now?”

The L.A. Trimmer shot back, “Then you know that 
you should be here doing the work instead of stand-
ing around fucking me up.” It is dangerous to pull a 
Trimmer out of the focus required to sit and snip in a 
lopsided camp chair all day.

“Lets just talk about what’s on my plate, sister.”
“I’m not your sister,” the L.A. Trimmer shot back.
“Yes, you are. And I will call you that, sister. Let’s 

talk about what you got on your plate.”
“This ain’t Oprah. Fuck around and call me sister 

again. See what happens.”
The Ex-Girlfriend’s eyes bulged and she threatened 

to do what everyone told her she should have done 
a long time ago. Leaving just what that was to our 
imaginations. And then she left. We laughed, quietly 
this time, lest she return.

The Ex-Girlfriend’s sudden appearance cast a pall 
over the camp and the Growers excuse of “Don’t 
worry about her, she’s just insane” was little comfort, 
considering what she could do with just a phone call 
to the right Law Enforcement Agency. Soon every 
plane in the sky was Feds.

So the Grower delivered the boilerplate pep talk for 
skittish pot camp employees:

“Law guys won’t, as a rule, follow anyone into the 
woods for fear of booby traps. So, just hit the woods 
and they won’t follow you. I’ll show you the escape 
route, but you won’t need it.”

The escape route followed the extension of the deer 
path where my camp was and then ran downhill over 
a series of fences and through a gullywash where you 
can’t stop running or else you’ll slide and fall. Then 
over a fence and though some poison oak only to come 
out at the Landowner’s contraband greenhouse.

“Then you go out to the road and act like you’re 
there to see what the helicopter is circling about.”

“Helicopter for us?”
“Or a plane. I guarantee that when CAMP comes 

it will be with a spotter. They come in low and circle 
around in what they call a death spiral.”

Since we were in the neighborhood, the Grower 
thought this might be a good occasion for me to meet 
the Landowner, who was as stereotypical as the rest 
of the cast of characters on the farm. The Landowner 
is invariably a man living in the woods alone because 
some heartless wench has stolen his crops every year. 
The problem is so prevalent that many growers who 
still mess with women insist on blindfolding their 
dates before bringing them back to their camps. Some 
even have a no girlfriend rule, having given up on 
wenches in general. This leads to a culture almost as 
devoid of women as hip-hop. Which is why guys like 
the Landowner happen.

Our Landowner is one of the old school growers, 
and looks every bit of it: six-five, 270 pounds, about 60 
with a shoulder-length bowl cut tied down with a ban-
danna, “Magaritaville” wifebeater, flannel shirt, Daisy 
Duke shorts with his balls hanging out, tube socks 
and high top chucks. He is known to be a bad man.

The Grower is essentially a sharecropper to the 
Landowner and owes him 35 percent of the harvest 
take. So The Grower and The Landowner traded mar-
ket rumors from town of “panic pounds” selling for 
eighteen hundred dollars, way below the accepted Pot 
Farm Bureau Co-Op price of three thousand. Could 
these jumpy carpetbaggers make the bottom fall out? 
Could it be that this whole weed-costing-as-much-as-
gold thing is just another California bubble?

A girl wearing rubber boots and a peacoat and a 
white dude with dreadlocks waved to us.

“This guy, he’s a good trimmer.”
“A dude that can trim?” said the Grower.
“Yeah, he has a wife,” the Landowner offered by 

way of explanation. Everyone knows men can’t trim. 
It’s one of those patriarchal generalizations like white 
men can’t jump or girls can’t skate which proves 
itself true often enough that even Proposition 8-types 
accept it.

Back at the camp the Grower spent his time doing 
bong hits, marveling at how he must have at least 40 
pounds of good weed (though he was afraid to tally 
it up and know for sure just yet). He was living the 
dream between calls from the Ex-Girlfriend.

The Grower would hang up his cell phone and 
update us, “There she goes threatening me again. I 
wish she would stop it.”

“What’s she saying?”
“Oh, she’s like she’s going to come up here and kill 

all of us,” he’d laugh, drinking the neck off a bottle of 
Jack Daniels.

Amy Goodman’s “Democracy Now” report played 
tape of some fool reporter getting stomped by a cop 
horse at the RNC. This made the Grower mad enough 
to subvert the dominant paradigm by getting around 
to harvesting some more weed. Without “Democracy 
Now” getting  Northern California hippies motivated 
is like herding cats, if cats went everywhere with 
fickle untrained dogs.

The Grower took me and his dog Mystre back up 
to the greenhouse. He cut plant tops and placed them 
on strings. Then I plucked the emblematic seven-
fingered marijuana water leaves until my latex gloves 
were gunked with pollen. Yes, the buds were all those 
marijuana words like “crip,” “juicy” and “dank.” 
Go get a glossy weed porno at the 7-11 if you want to 
read jargon about the architectural intricacies of a 
bubba OG kushtop because I’m over it. It’s a weed. It 
shouldn’t cost as much as gold or put people in jail.

I hauled the buds from the greenhouse to the drying 
room and hung them on strings to cure for trim-
ming. Back and forth for many days and nights. Days 
burned away into weeks. I don’t know how long I was 

The Landowner is invariably a 
man living in the woods alone 
because some heartless wench 
has stolen his crops every year. 
The problem is so prevalent that 
many growers who still mess 
with women insist on blindfold-
ing their dates before bringing 
them back to their camps. 

Could it be that this whole 
weed-costing-as-much-as-gold 
thing is just another California 
bubble?

in my face because, bitch, I will pounce on you, I don’t 
care if you do have scissors in your—“

The L.A. Trimmer, being used to the way they do 
things in L.A., leapt from her seat and flew up the 
bank into a flurry of girlfight. She went upside the 
Ex-Girlfriend’s head and knocked her down.

“Who’s a bitch now?” asked the L.A. Trimmer.
The L.A. Trimmer walked away from the tussle 

with just a patch torn out of the shoulder of her long 
johns. The L.A. Trimmer took the cigarette proffered 
by the now smitten lesbians and lit it up while the 
Ex-Girlfriend peeled herself up from the dirt.

“Try and cuss me again,” said the L.A. Trimmer. 
“I want a do-over,” the Ex-Girlfriend mumbled. “I 

wasn’t ready.” 
“Better get out of here before I teach you some 

more manners.”
The femme lesbian Trimmer told the Ex, “ Can’t 

you feel that this energy is not working here right 
now?”

The Ex-Girlfriend was dazed enough that I could 
herd her down the road, shooing her like a stray cow 
every time she wanted to turn back. The road fell off 
steeply from either side and there was nowhere for 
her to run back but through me, and doubting the 
quality of my mercy, she trudged on. I felt like a man 
taking a dog for that final walk.

The Ex-Girlfriend got to the fence where her 
brown car sat, blocking the gate. The final steps to 
her car had the ring of resolution in their heels as 
she grabbed her cellphone and dialed. I walked back 
nonchalantly until I heard her on the phone telling 
someone directions to the camp 

“Going, yeah right on Goose Creek, the third pull-
out on the right with a no trespassing sign…I have 
been assaulted… yes, I am still here now.” 

I ran back to the camp, calculating how far we 
were from town. The Lesbian Couple and the L.A. 
Trimmer were eating chips and salsa and reliving the 
fight. 

“She called the cops.”
“But she was trespassing.”

up from the greenhouse and tossing them into the 
woods. Then the New Girlfriend rolled in, with fresh 
dents in the hood of the truck.

“That bitch is crazy.”
We arranged with the New Girlfriend to meet us 

on the main road by a particular sign because my cell 
phone’s battery was due to run out soon. I got together 
a day pack with a change of socks, water, emergency 
bivvy blanket, flashlight, knife, heavy jacket, warm 
hat, sleeping mat, chocolate, laptop computer and 
20 pounds of marijuana in six black plastic garbage 
bags, and slid down the hill on the escape route.

“Listen for a minute.”
Me and the L.A. Trimmer could hear the 

Ex-Girlfriend barking at the Grower, but could not 
make out what she was saying. An airplane buzzed 
the valley. Was it coming for us? I took the weed and 
hid it in the apex of a gully in a dry creek bed by plac-
ing ferns on top of it. Then I turned and walked away, 
leaving a year’s worth of the Grower’s work hidden in 
the woods.

We walked quiet as spiders on the redwood duff to 
the Landowner’s house, listening for sirens, planes or 
the chop of a K9 unit dog in pursuit. The Landowner’s 
shanty came into view. I had my doubts about 
approaching the house unannounced, as Landowners 
are known to keep vicious hounds. Plus it was his 
shotgun that had provided the contrapuntal thunder 
to the valley. The sun began to set. An owl hooted. It 
occurred to me that there is nothing so tragic as an 
omen misread.

The L.A. Trimmer and I went up to the road so as 
to approach the Landowner’s house the way a normal 
person would (if there were any normal people in 
these parts), holding our hands up, yelling the his 
name over and over again.

The house was a free-form corrugated tin burrito 
structure that used to be a greenhouse. It had the 
look of a camp hastily erected and then lived in for 
years. The Landowner was inside watching television 
even though his old hounds were at the door barking.

“Yeah?”
“Ah, The Ex-Girlfriend came back and one of the 

Trimmers beat her ass.”
“Well she deserves whatever beating she gets.”
“What’s the best way to get her out of here? The 

Ex-Girlfriend is still up on the road,” we paused and 
listened. Half a mile away and we could still hear her 
shrieking.

“She probably called the law,” I added.
The Landowner looked over my shoulder at the 
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L.A. Trimmer, who had tucked her hair away under the camouflage hood of 
her jacket. 

“Well you could take the ridge back up,” the Landowner swept his arms 
at the ever darkening forest, “or, if you let me catch the dogs, I’ll give you a 
ride.”

The Landowner peeled the tarp off a derelict Chevelle in the yard.
“This car is real life,” he said. The Chevelle was modified with a home-

made gearbox of shiny sheet metal riveted in under the dashboard. “I take 
the door panels out and run this fucker all the way to the East Coast every 
year.” He turned the key and the car farted up a cloud of blue exhaust and 
then roared. His dogs jockeyed for position on his lap as the Chevelle spit 
gravel all the way up the steep road. 

The L.A. Trimmer hid in the back under a blanket as we swerved past the 
gate where the Ex-Girlfriend was still parked. She ran into the road frothing 
at the mouth, beating on the Landowner’s car and screaming “This man 
grows marijuana!”

“Jeezus. It’s about time for her to leave the county,” said the Landowner.
He took us to the two-lane road and dropped us off at the sign where we 

agreed to meet the New Girlfriend. A cop, a fire truck and an ambulance 
screeched around the curve with sirens lit. 

We called the New Girlfriend to tell her that we made it. The Grower took 
the phone from the New Girlfriend.

“Where is it?”
I tried to tell him where the stash was. It was hard to communicate 

because he was worried. Worried that the raccoons would get into the 
weed. Worried that the meth-head neighbor might find a year’s worth of 
work and sell it for nothing. Then the Grower would have to kill everybody 
to prove a point.

“It was down that cut bank by the stump, take a right and contour across 
the hill until you hit a creek bed, under some ferns.”

“Yeah, okay. When you get to town, get your truck off the road. You know, 
cops look for dirty trucks coming off the back roads.”

The description of a Trimmer “sister” with a hafro and ass-kicking legs 
had the cops out in droves. I got the L.A. Trimmer tucked into a hotel off the 
main strip. We tried to clean off the three weeks of woods and waited for 
the Grower to run the gauntlet into town. Finally he showed up, filthy with 
fingernail scratches all around his neck.

“I couldn’t find the truck and figured you’d left town with the weed.”
“I left it in the bush, like I said. And you told me to hide the truck.”
“Well, I looked for the weed out there for a while.” This time the innu-

endo was harder to miss.
“It’s there.”
“I guess it is, if you’re here.” The Grower sat down heavily and produced 

a bottle of whiskey from his jacket. I noticed that he had his pistol tucked in 
his belt. He poured us all drinks.

“Shit, me and the Landowner thought you were long gone with the weed 
and the truck.”

A flash of regret must have registered on the faces of me and the L.A. 
Trimmer because the Grower laughed at us.

“Tell you what, have a drink. And live it up, goddammit!” he yelled, sling-
ing Johnny Walker Blue all around on the carpet. “If you’re gonna get into 
the game you got to live it up, because when they come through that door 
it’s all gonna change.”

We spent the night drinking and watching windows, talking business 
with the Grower in a room full of suitcases and guns. The love of easy 
money has been the ruin of many a poor boy and by morning you know I 
was one.

So call the cops and tell them to bust me. Tell them that I’m coming south 
right now with some of that dank Humboldt OG babyshit trainwreck 
kushywushy. Tell them they can’t miss me. I’m on the 101 with a dangerous 
Trimmer from L.A. right now. I’m in a white van, a dirty blue Toyota truck 
and a sedan with hollow doors. Doesn’t matter what I’m driving, really. 
Throw up roadblocks, pull everybody over and let the courts sort it out. 
Then bust everyone ordering pizza after ten o’clock. Bust all the turkey bag 
buyers. Get those skinhead pigs from Riverside up in a helicopter to look for 
dangerous flowers and send these growers indoors where they belong. 

Do every bit of that zero tolerance shit and let’s get this weed price  
up from the price of gold to the price of platinum because I’m trying  
to live. 

Dave Reeves has a short story titled “Bottle to Throttle” published in the Two 
Letters Collection of Art and Writing. Also he is expecting to have a movie he 
co-wrote with Larry Clark called Shame in production by March, but under-
stands that everyone in this town lies to him about shit like that so he will jump 
through hoops like a little trained dog.

 

capitalism’s endless Big Bang-like expansion, an 
enormously powerful wave of transformation that 
in some manner or another floats almost all of our 
boats. If this immense flow of nested feedback loops, 
production networks, and capital flows starts to slow, 
then things don’t just mellow out. They start to fall 
apart, like a Chinese acrobat—scratch that, American 
acrobat—whose spinning plates lose their momentum 
and inevitably fall to the floor even as the poor fellow 
keeps his balance. That means families get pushed 
into poverty, small businesses close, poor folks grow 
desperate and rich folks even more selfish and mean. 

But an economic slowdown also means a temporal 
slowdown, and, in the right measure, that might 
not be such a bad thing. A lot of us spend our days 
like zombies on speed, pounding caffeine, schizo-
frantically multitasking, twittering and flickering, 
and thereby sacrificing what is really a rather brief 
span on this glorious ball of disquiet to the insatiable 
demands of work, consumption, self-improvement, 
and technological mediation. Is it really so horrible 
to imagine the juggernaut down-shifting for once, at 
least enough for folks to step back, take a breath, and 
re-assess? Certainly the planet wouldn’t mind if we 
all just pulled over to a rest stop for a couple of years 
before buckling back in and flooring it towards the 
great Singularity the technologists predict.

Slow time could be seen as elastic time. Once 
you slow down enough, you can see all the things 
that need help and care, and you have more time to 
attend them, and more time to creatively respond 
to difficulties and constraints. If the slowdown is 
not too catastrophic, it will carve out more room in 
time and space for individuals and communities to 
take responsibility for their lives and localities and 
for some of the myriad grass-roots solutions that 
already exist to take root. There won’t be as much 
money floating around, but there will be more human 
hours and human needs, including cultural needs 
that might return to the fore as something more than 
digital distraction. Maybe music is about to get really 
good again.

So the next time you hear about the “slowdown,” 
think instead of “slow food.” Formed in support of 
regional food traditions and against homogenized 
industrial pseudo-grub, the slow food ideology is also 
a reaction to the digital, push-button, time-saving 
logic of fast food. In other words, the slow food scene 
is a conscious attempt to restore the depth, meaning, 
and complexity of the entire food cycle, from farms 
to family meals, and to do so partly through changing 

our relationship to time. Slow foodies encourage people 
to take their time cooking, and take their time eat-
ing, and they argue that the sacrifices that slowness 
requires might, in the end, give us more—not just 
great food and the spiritual pleasure of a satisfying 
chow-down with humans who are paying attention to 
their cooking and one another, but the even deeper 
medicine of restoring ourselves in time and place.

Sure, the slow food movement can seem precious 
and fussy, and as In-n-Out burger fans like me know, 
sometimes fast food can be done right. But the fact 
that people need to create a mission statement about 
something that was once perfectly natural shows 
how thoroughly we have given our lives over to the 
intensely linear, molecularly regimented, and globally 
synchronized framework of objective time that runs 
the modern world and its ruthless calculus. From the 
days when monks called the monastic hours with toll-
ing bells, thereby organizing the days of townspeople 
as well, time has grown increasingly mechanized. In 
the late nineteenth century, “noon” for most towns 
in America was still the hour when the sun was 
overhead; then the need to coordinate train schedules 
forced the creation of numerically synchronized “time 
zones” which separated communities from the analog 
connection between twelve o’clock and the solar 
zenith. With the later spread of actual digital clocks, 
even the old horoscope-like clock faces disappear, 
and the true nature of modern time is naked before 
our bleary, over-worked eyes: number. Modern time 
is a numerical abstraction, a quantity rather than a 
quality, and as a quantity is hoarded and spent, rather 
than nurtured and magnified.

But time is not just an abstract measure. Time has 
its own moods and seasons, like a landscape with 
hills and valleys, dense forests and placid seas. We 
have trouble sensing this landscape because we are 
taught to think of time as homogenous and purely 
objective, a vision that is reproduced by our quartz 
watches and digital clocks and all the other temporal 
mechanisms that humans have been hammering out 
since Paleolithic shamans started tracking the moon 
with marks on bone. But even this objective-mech-
anistic view of time is melting down, as media and 
technology push our minds and productive capacities 
towards absolute speed. So whether you are a 2012 
synchronicity groupie or a technofuturist charting out 
the oncoming Singularity, to say nothing of a fast-food 
slave in Bangalore whose every bathroom break and 
basket of fries is tagged to the nano-second, you can 
feel a tectonic shift rumbling in the flow of moments. 
Our times feel like the endtimes not because time 
itself is ending, but because the conventions of time 
may be ending.

This does not mean we are going back to the world 
before the monks and their pesky bells. The quicken-
ing is happening and the feedback loops are feeding 
off each other too fast to stop. That said, there is no 
reason we cannot take advantage of whatever slow 
down lies ahead to open up to a more multi-faceted 
and integrated sense of time, a sense of duration as 
well as intensity, of slowness as well as speed. This 
process, I suspect, begins within, which is why I am 
spending a chunk of December in an isolated hippie 
dome in the shadow of Kilauea on Hawaii’s big island 
dog-sitting for a pal. There I hope to play with the Zen 
master Dogen’s claim that “being is time.” In other 
words, we don’t just move through time or submit to 
time or make time—we are time. And beneath the 
whirring of my own relentlessly chattering forebrain, 
which I hope will produce a large quantity of written 
words, I hope to dip my soul into the deep slow river 
that sinks all the way into the bubbling earth. 

Erik Davis lives and writes in San Francisco. His 
next book, a collection, will be called Nomad Codes: 
Adventures in Pop Esoterica. He posts regularly at 
techgnosis.com.

the analog life
by erik davis

You can hardly blame anyone for feeling the 
fear and panic that helped drive October’s near 
financial meltdown. Scanning the head-

lines or the newsfeeds, our eyes greeted a steady 
pulse of bummer lingo. “Global Recession.” “Great 
Depression.” “Financial Collapse.” Serious words for 
serious times. But there was another phrase I kept 
stumbling across, less apocalyptic certainly but still 
delivered with a grim fatalism, that struck me differ-
ently. The economy, we were warned, was showing 
signs of a significant slowdown. 

Slowdown? I don’t know about you, but I could 
use a bit of a slowdown right about now. Take things 
easy, not run around so much, maybe poke around 
the garden and restring that guitar. Hold a neighbor-
hood potluck, learn emergency response, can some 
tomatoes. I haven’t finished rebuilding the office, and 
haven’t even cracked The Man Without Qualities. 

OK, I am being a little facetious. After all, “slow-
down” describes the debilitating stuttering of 
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There are three fundamentals that guide this 
time of descent into northern-hemisphere dark-
ness. The winter season is one of decline and 

decomposition, activity below ground and general 
shadowiness. The fundamentals that guide us are:

everything comes into this world hungry. 
everything wants to be digested. 
everything flows towards soil.

everything comes into this world hungry.

Bacteria are the living structure assisting all life 
forms including ourselves. They are the primary 
alchemists transforming structures of life into other 
structures. Bacteria shall from hereon be known as 
‘beasties.’

All matter is constantly, biochemically altering as 
enzymes already present in an organism break down 
from within, and microorganisms, namely beasties 
(but sometimes fungi too) settle in to eat and excrete, 
transforming a pear on your counter, a pile of leaves 
on the sidewalk, or an animal corpse into a lovely pile 
of biological goo or soil on the spot where the pear/
leaves/corpse formerly rested. It is the end of the 
line in one way, but the beginning of another too. In 
other words, the snake eats her own tail. It’s nature’s 
nature.

Beasties make milk into cheese, fruit juice into 
vinegar and wine, vegetables into pickles, beans into 
miso. Fermentation is basically making a habitat in 
which beneficial bacteria and/or fungi can set up 
shop, eat and excrete until they run out of their food 
source, or you deem it time to stop them because the 
wine or cheese or pickles are ready. Shoot, without 
these beasties it would be difficult to throw a party.

everything wants to be digested. 

Demonstration No. 1: Take a slightly bruised 
fruit, or peelings of fruit (not a gorgeous piece of 
fruit—save that for eating) and place it in a glass jar. 
Add sugar. Screw on the top and shake it a bit. The 

bacteria, digeStion and oLd-time 
kitchen foLk magic

mixture needs to breathe, so remove the lid and place 
a rag over the jar and secure it with a rubber band 
around the ring of the jar. Place in a dark, room-
temperature space so the beasties can eat in peace. 
After ten days, taste the mixture. If you like it, strain 
out the fruit and put in the fridge, which will slow the 
fermentation process.

You have just made unfiltered pro-biotic fruit-scrap 
vinegar.

Securing and processing food for storage used 
to consist of simple, sometimes labor-intensive, but 
entirely petrochemical-free processes: slow evapora-
tion, smoking, fermenting, and preserving in oil/
vinegar/honey/salt/alcohol or in-the-ground storage. 
These low-techie but completely safe methods were 
used extensively until the mid 19th century, when 
kitchen folk magic was displaced by pasteurization, 
the process that fueled modern germ theory. This 
paradigm shift saved lives, but it also contributed to 
our general fear of soil, our bodies and our bodies’ 
waste. And pasteurization, with its requisite applica-
tion of high heat, kills the good beasties that help 
keep our raw food safe and healthy. We gotta keep our 
internal gardens of beasties thriving! Eat... Excrete... 
Eat... Excrete...

Demonstration No. 2: Chop veggies, wild greens, 
roots, or whatever you want to pickle. Make a brine 
with non-chlorinated water and sea salt. Brine should 
be nearly saturated with salt, just like ocean water. 
Toss the denser material (i.e. roots, garlic cloves) into 
the brine and and swirl it around a bit. Drain the 

veggies but save the brine. Mix the pre-brined veggies 
and less dense material (i.e. greens). Pack a glass jar 
with your mix and pour the brine over it, submerging 
all material. Work out trapped bubbles with a stick. 
Now fill a small bag with extra brine and use as a 
water bladder: that is, place the brine-filled bag on 
top of the vegetable material to submerge it under the 
brine in the jar. Leave the jar open for at least three 
days to allow the beasties to eat. Taste, then let the 
beasties continue to eat for a stronger flavor, or if it’s 
ready, put the jar in a cool place like that 38-degree 
box called a refrigerator and slow their process down.

Since August Wilhem von Hoffman discovered 
formaldehyde in 1867, it’s remained the choice of 
human embalmers. Formaldehyde put an end to 
something called the “Exploding Casket Syndrome” 
that was afflicting Union troops during the long, 
hot train ride back to their families in the North. 
Formaldehyde is a far cry from the older embalmers’ 
choices of spices/salt/herbs for human pickling. As 
bodies decompose (because the bacteria does get into 
those caskets eventually), formaldehyde leaks into the 
groundwater and you can guess the rest. Lucky for 
Europeans that the EU last year banned its use. Good 
to know that embalming is not required by law in the 
United States. There’s no need to rob food from the 
living beasties.

everything flows towards soil.  

Nance Klehm is working with 500,000 worms to turn 
food slop into soil.

weedeater
by nance klehm
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applied magic(k)
by the center for
tactical magic

One of the oldest themes in 
magic(k) is that of death and 
resurrection.  Recurring in the 

origin stories of numerous religions, 
death and resurrection also played 
an important role in the initiation 
ceremonies of early shamans across 
the globe.  By first descending into the 
depths of sickness, disease, and even 
death itself a Siberian shaman would 
make allegiances with spirit allies who 
could be called upon to help the liv-
ing.  But in order to do so, the shaman 
would have to survive the ordeal and 
return to life before s/he could act as 
an intermediary.  

Anthropologists have observed 
similar tendencies in shamanic 
initiation throughout geographically 
divergent cultures.  Although the story 
of Jesus Christ is perhaps our society’s 
most familiar example, scholars of 
world religion are quick to point out 
that many aspects of the Christ story 
are reflected in earlier religious beliefs 
surrounding such deities as Osiris, 
Dionysus, and Mithras to name but 
a few of the more notable, regional 
examples.  However, the list of dying-
and-rising gods numbers well into the 
dozens and extends across the world 
map to include the likes of Quetzalcoatl 
(Aztec), Odin (Norse), Ishtar 
(Mesopotamia), Julunggul (Aboriginal 
Australian), and Travolta (Hollywood).

While Tarantino’s resurrection of 
Travolta might not qualify him as a 
“god” worthy of the aforementioned 
pantheon, themes of death and 
resurrection have long played out 
on the stages of popular culture and 
entertainment.  Early performers in 
Native America and in ancient Egypt 
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would amaze audiences by bringing 
animals back to life.  While in India, 
fakirs performing the famed “bas-
ket trick” would stuff a child into a 
woven container before perforating 
the basket (and presumably the child) 
with multiple swords, only to reveal a 
short moment later that the child was 
still alive and well.  More recently, 
magicians P.T. Selbit and Horace 
Goldin might not have the popular 
name recognition today that they once 
shared in the 1920s; however, one 
would be hard-pressed to find someone 
who doesn’t recognize their famed (and 
misogynistic) illusion: sawing a woman 
in half.

A resurrection routine in theatrical 
magic often takes one of several forms: 
a transposition (in which the assistant 
disappears from one place and reap-
pears somewhere else), a transforma-
tion (in which the assistant appears 
to change into something or someone 
else), or a restoration (in which the 
assistant is returned to normal after 
first being subjected to some sort of 
ghoulish sadism).  A vanish on the 
other hand (in which the assistant 
simply disappears) is seldom used for a 
resurrection act because the audience 
is left ill-at-ease wondering what hap-
pened to the body after the magician 
stabbed, shot, burned, or cut it.  

More commonly, vanishes are 
employed as a metaphorical reminder 
for the ephemeral and illusory nature 
of life.  Coin vanishes are among the 
more familiar tricks in a conjuror’s 
repertoire, and audiences seem to have 
no trouble relating to the disappear-
ance of money even when it happens 
inexplicably before their very eyes.  
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Thurston, the great Vaudeville magician 
and master Mason, took the vanishing 
act a step further by introducing the 
“the vanishing Arabian steed” followed 
a few years later by “the vanishing 
automobile” along with its passengers.  
More than simply illustrating the 
technological trajectory of transporta-
tion, Thurston’s vanishes demonstrated 
to his audience that coins, cars, or other 
symbols of material wealth possess a 
value that is not lasting.  Later magi-
cians failed to recognize the potential 
for multiple levels of symbolic relevance 
and focused only on scale as a deter-
mining factor for their illusions by 
vanishing elephants and water buffalo.  

However, the same cannot be said 
for David Copperfield’s famed vanish-
ing of the Statue of Liberty.  With 1984 
looming and Ronald Reagan busy con-
juring his own “voodoo economics” the 
disappearance of Lady Liberty probably 
should have spooked audiences more 
than it did.  Clearly more prophetic 
than Thurston’s vanishing horse, 
Copperfield’s vanishing Liberty should 
have been regarded not as prime time 
entertainment but as a dire warning of 
politics to come.  If treated as an omen, 
we can at least take comfort in the fact 
that Copperfield’s illusion is ultimately 
a restoration and not simply a vanish.  
If so, and the mystical vision holds 
true, we can expect the return of our 
civil liberties, cell phone privacy, and 
perhaps even the freeing of those who 

have been disappeared by government 
contracted “extraordinary rendition” 
aircraft and in the CIA-operated secret 
prisons abroad.

In stage magic, vanishes may rely 
on a range of methods to achieve the 
desired effect.  The use of mirrors, 
trap doors, secret compartments, and 
doubles might be used to restore an 
assistant to a healthy state.  While 
politics also utilizes no short supply of 
ruses, deceptions, and misdirections, it 
takes much more to return to a healthy 
state.  Although we witnessed the van-
ishing of George Bush from the White 
House in January of 1993, we were left 
dumbstruck when a second George 
Bush reappeared in the Oval Office in 
2000.  Unlike the shamanic ascension 
from the underworld that affords mys-
terious new powers for helping treat the 
ailments of others, this hellish return 
was accompanied by two wars, an 
exploding national debt, a devastating 
economic crash, and mysterious new 
powers for government surveillance 
and the executive branch.

Thankfully the curtain call has come 
for that sad act. The stage has been 
reset and we are now eagerly awaiting 
the next Bush vanishing act from the 
halls of government.  Hopefully this 
time it’s a permanent disappearance.  
And perhaps when the curtain goes 
up on this next act we’ll witness the 
resurrection of the long-dead spirit 
of democracy that has recently begun 

haunting our hopes and dreams again.
Undoubtedly, politicians and 

governments will continue to perform 
much as they have in the past.  Yet, the 
mass mobilization around the Obama 
campaign has given the audience new 
clues in determining the outcome of the 
show.  The close of the Obama/McCain 
election represented a political shift in 
more ways than one.   For the first time 
in eight years (if not longer), people 
poured into the streets not to protest an 
act of government but to celebrate one.  
The jubilation went far beyond party 
politics because the triumph went not 
only to the Democrats.  People could 
feel their own political power.  Whether 
or not Obama lives up to his campaign 
promises and our highest expecta-
tions remains to be seen; yet, the real 
victory here is the empowerment of 
the grassroots to accomplish a major 
political mission.  Hopefully, the next 
eight years brings the political utopian 
equivalent of unicorns and demons 
sharing the last slice of birthday cake 
under a shimmering rainbow.  But if 
it doesn’t, we now have a road map for 
organizing that doesn’t just look like 
another weekend march with placards 
and puppets in the financial district of 
a major metropolis.  On the contrary, 
the mobilization around Obama was 
widespread, sustained, contextual, and 
media-savvy.  It utilized multiple out-
reach strategies, creative tactics, and a 
model of fundraising that accumulated 

millions of small donations into a mega-
fund for manifesting a collective vision.  
And now that we see what we can 
accomplish, there’s no reason why we 
should stop there.  The show must go on 
– locally, nationally, globally.  Or else we 
may find ourselves sitting once again in 
a dark theater awaiting the resurrection 
of our political nightmares.

For this next act, it’s time for the 
audience to take the stage and perform 
a vanishing act of our own by banishing 
the Bush/Cheney cabal once and for all.  
We recommend that the White House 
be fully cleansed with sage, and garlic 
should be hung in all doorways and 
windows.   Further, we have provided 
a do-it-yourself exorcism form for read-
ers to use in cleansing all corrupting 
influences that may be possessing the 
remaining politicians in D.C.  Much 
like the shaman who gains his healing 
abilities by passing first through the 
trials of sickness, we, too, have suffered 
collectively over the last eight years 
and are now in a position to emerge 
with newfound powers for restoring the 
health of civil society through creative 
initiative.   

The Center for Tactical Magic is a moder-
ate, international think tank dedicated to 
the research, development and deploy-
ment of all types of magic(k) towards 
positive social transformation. tacticalm-
agic.org
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for the pretenders’ chrissie hynde, akron, ohio has always been a hometown  
in permanent decline, a place she fled for england. now america’s greatest  
ex-pat rock ‘n’ roller sees the future in her past: a reborn urban core where  
counter-culture businesses, including her own new restaurant (vegan, of course),  
are helping restore progressive community to a downtown trashed by short- 
sighted greed. that sense of small-is-better renewal runs through her band’s  
new album, which features the playing of James walbourne, an acclaimed  
young rockabilly guitarist who joins hynde here for an exclusive conversation  
with arthur’s oliver hall.

Chrissie Hynde is in Hollywood on a short promotional tour 
of the United States to promote the new Pretenders album, 
Break Up the Concrete, which comes with a piece of seed 

paper that will grow flowers. Hynde likes to joke that the paper con-
tains high-quality cannabis seeds, but my feverish experiments have 
yielded naught, perhaps because the “soil” in my neighborhood is 
plaster sand and the “water” is pure chlorine bleach. Just the sort 
of ungreen conditions of city life that Hynde wants to break up. 
Accompanying her on this trip is the Pretenders’ brilliant new gui-
tarist, James Walbourne, fresh off of stints playing with The Pogues 
and Jerry Lee Lewis. Walbourne, a contagiously excited Brit in his 
late 20s, is about to join us here in their hotel room, and Hynde 
wants to make sure I’m going to bring him into the conversation 
when he arrives. “This magazine is different, so you don’t have to 

do the Chrissie Hynde Story,” she says.
For this tour Hynde and Walbourne have been playing mostly 

acoustic sets in radio stations and record stores. In L. A., they 
played at Amoeba Music and made an unannounced appearance 
at the McCabe’s Guitar Shop 50th anniversary show at UCLA.  
They briefly shook up the sleepy programming at KCRW, and 
I met them shortly after they’d performed on Sex Pistol Steve 
Jones’s local radio show, Jonesy’s Jukebox. At Amoeba, Hynde 
took the stage and declared “I’m a wreck” before undoing 
the top button of her jeans. The Amoeba show and the KCRW 
appearance were delivered from a fiery fuck-you-it’s-live point 
of view. The shows were a thrill, since Hynde’s voice sounds 
gorgeous as ever, and because if she occasionally got lost trying 
to remember one of her lyrics—which is not hard to do when 

interview by oliver hall
photography by lauren bilanko
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your lyrics have as many non sequiturs as a Beckett 
play—Walbourne would improvise their way back to 
the song.

Chrissie Hynde’s voice as a writer and a singer is 
a hell of a thing. You could talk about the dramatic 
range of a voice that can sneer “You’re gonna make 
some plastic surgeon a rich man” and break your 
heart with “Kid” on the same album, or you could 
talk about her expert control of tone and pitch and 
the effect of her voice on an audience, or you could 
talk about her vocal tremolo, which immediately 
distinguishes her from other rock singers—you could 
talk about all these things, and I hope that you will, 
but the cold fact remains: your band will never, ever 
be able to pull off “Tattooed Love Boys.” For my part, 
I suspect that Hynde’s performances are so emotion-
ally affecting because she has never given up on the 
hard work of trying to imagine a public domain in 
which she and her art and her bandmates and her 
audience might more perfectly coexist. On their 1984 
recording of Hynde’s song “My City Was Gone,” the 
Pretenders depict what it feels like to return home 
and find yourself in an urban-renewalized ghost 
town, where all local distinguishing marks have 
been erased or paved over, and everyone works at 
the same shopping mall. I imagine that if the late, 
great radical environmentalist Edward Abbey were 
still above ground, he would be merrily whistling the 
new Pretenders song “Break up the Concrete” while 
jackhammering up great chunks of the interstate and 
throwing beer cans heedlessly over his shoulder.  

Hynde herself wrote about rock music for NME 
briefly in the early '70s, having moved to London 
from Akron, Ohio, where she was born September 
7, 1951.  In the initial punk years, she was a comrade 
of the Clash, the Sex Pistols and Motörhead. The 
original Pretenders took shape in summer 1978 
when Hynde, drummer Martin Chambers, bassist 
Pete Farndon and guitarist James Honeyman Scott 
recorded the “Stop Your Sobbing” single with Nick 
Lowe. The band’s debut album, Pretenders, which 
followed in 1980 on Sire Records, contained the 
hit “Brass in Pocket.” Shortly after Hynde, Scott and 
Chambers kicked Farndon out of the band in 1982, 
Scott died of drug-related causes; Farndon died the 
following year, also from hard drugs. The different 
versions of the Pretenders Hynde has led since then 
continue to develop a singular vision of rock and roll 
that makes the reggae, soul, country and western 
and punk genres sound continuous. If you live in 
the United States and have an FM radio, then you 
have heard “Back on the Chain Gang” and “Brass 
in Pocket,” and, if you are lucky enough to have an 
antenna that picks up “deep cuts,” then you’ve heard 

“Mystery Achievement” too.
Hynde has been a staunch advocate for animal 

rights and vegetarianism since at least 1969, when 
she became in her words “a fairly dour vegetarian,” 
and is a longtime PETA supporter and activist. In 
1989, at a Greenpeace press conference, a reporter 
asked Hynde what she had done for the environ-
ment; she said, “I’ve firebombed McDonald’s.” A 
McDonald’s in Milton Keynes, England was subse-
quently bombed. Asked whether she regrets “advo-
cating violent protest” for the U.K.’s Independent in 
2004, Hynde replied, “Well, that depends on what 
you’re protesting about. In the case of McDonald’s, 
we’re talking about a company that makes its money 
out of animal slaughter. So you have to steam in there, 
guns a-blazing. You can’t talk them out of it, can you? 
Sometimes you’re forced to use force.” 

Break Up the Concrete is the first new Pretenders 
album in six years. Hynde says that Shangri-La 
Records chief Steve Bing approached her just as she 
was “about to throw in the towel,” saying, “Let’s try 
it. You don’t need a producer, just go in and work.”  
Usually when I hear a new record with rockabilly 
licks on it, I reach for the nearest handgun, but 

when I heard James Walbourne’s playing on Break 
Up the Concrete, I reached for my Kleenex box. In 
Walbourne’s hands, the rockabilly idiom has nothing 
to do with the light entertainment, lite beer nos-
talgia cult that is still popular in some American 
suburbs. The pain, joy, frenzy and sheer number of 
surprising ideas Walbourne is able to communicate 
in his playing ought to make anybody think twice 
about pop genres commonly assumed to be dead. 
Walbourne made his first appearance on record as 
a teenager, on Peter Bruntnell’s 1999 album Normal 
for Bridgewater, and subsequently worked with the 
Pernice Brothers and Son Volt, whose Eric Heywood 
plays pedal steel guitar on Concrete. North London 
punk Nick Wilkinson is the Pretenders’ new bass-
ist, and on the album, legendary session dude Jim 
Keltner—named by Neil Young as one of his three 
favorite drummers—commands what I hope at this 
point in his career is a very comfortable, ergonomic 
drum throne. Original Pretenders drumaniac Martin 
Chambers will return when the band tours next year. 
Catch ‘em: They rule.

Back at the hotel, we’re trying to have tea. Hynde 
is wearing a T-shirt with detourned Coca-Cola logo 
reading Enjoy Akron. At the Amoeba gig, Hynde wore 
the same Think Rubber t-shirt she wears in the Break 
Up the Concrete liners…

ARTHUR: So the Think Rubber shirt — is that another 
Akron shirt? 

CHRISSIE HYNDE: Oh, it’s all these Akron shirts. 
I’m sort of pumping Akron’s profile at the moment. 
Well, you know, I’ve got a vegan restaurant there—the 
VegiTerranean.

A: How’s it doing?

CH: Amazing, it’s a phenomenon, it’s a big success. No 
one could believe it. Everyone said, “Don’t do it, you’ll 
lose everything.”

A: Cuz they thought it was the wrong place for it?

CH: Well, they thought that, y’know, most vegetar-
ian restaurants go under and, yeah, it’s in Akron, Ohio, 
there wasn’t one vegetarian restaurant. It’s full every 
night and people absolutely love it.

A: Great set at Amoeba yesterday. It seems like there 
were some intense people up front. 

CH: Yeah, but you know if you’ve been around for a 
while, you collect them after a while. What can you say? 
But there are the all right ones who— I mean they’re 
fans, y’know, without them we wouldn’t, et cetera. But 
then there are some who, y’know, it’s not funny. Some 
followed us to the hotel last night, and they had a big 
stack of [records]— “Oh, but we’re big fans,” and they 
wanted me to sign all this stuff. I said, “Y’know what—
don’t buy any more of my records. Y’know, don’t be a 
fan, okay? Don’t be a fan.” Cuz they were lying to us.

JAMES WALBOURNE: You kind of worded it a little 
better at the time [laughs].

A: Do you mean when Chrissie said at the in-store, “Did 
you ever think maybe you’re already dead?”

CH: Oh, no, that was some other thought. Have you?

A: What’s that?

CH: Thought maybe you’re already dead?

A: Oh, sure.

CH: Oh, okay, well, it’s obviously something going 
around. I mean, we did all that signing [at Amoeba] and 
that was nice, but then they come with a stack of stuff... 

JW: Ebay.

CH: See, I don’t mind people selling stuff on Ebay and 
making money out of me. But you know, if I don’t have 
that much time and there’s a queue of like, however 

solos, one of them is the song “Almost Perfect” which 
I thought sounded like Western swing; that’s why it 
sounds so fucked up. I heard it as Western swing, and 
that’s what I had in my mind. As for the rest, I play more 
rockabilly, I would guess. [to Hynde, on the balcony] You 
out for a cigarette?

CH: No, I’m just getting the ashtray.

A: You can smoke in here, I’m a smoker—listen to me, 
here I am telling you that you can smoke in your own 
hotel room, that’s how Americanized I am.

CH: That’s how crazy it’s getting. No, I mean, we’re los-
ing it here, actually.

A: I heard on the radio today that every month in Britain 
around 60 pubs are going under, that pubs are just clos-
ing. [Walbourne looks grief-stricken]

JW: Yeah, they are.

CH: Well, you know what’s happened—they’ve become 
gastro-pubs. So, what they’ve done, because pubs—well, 
actually, James, correct me if I’m wrong here—

JW: Oh, it’s so depressing.

CH: Yeah, I knew it would be depressing. He’s a real 
pub guy.

JW: It’s close to my heart.

CH: I think they used to be more for, like, working men, 
and women didn’t really go in them, probably, when 
they started.

JW: Back in the ’70s, nowhere.

CH: In the ’70s? Well, I’m talking about a little further 
back than that. When I arrived, in the ’70s, you couldn’t 
get a glass of wine in a pub. And if you asked for a 
tequila, they didn’t even know what you were talking 
about—it was like asking for a cup of coffee somewhere, 
they only had powdered coffee.

The other thing that’s interesting about pubs—well 
there’s a lot interesting about pubs, just the names of 
them are interesting—but if you were to ask a London 
cabbie a direction, over here they would say, “It’s on 
the corner of La Cienega and whatever,” whereas there 
they direct you by, you know, “It’s by the Dog and Bone.” 
They have a different system over there, and the pub’s 
a real important part. But what’s happened? Women 
started going; I think that kinda changed the vibration.

JW: It was an escape, for a man, I think, an escape from 
the women. That’s what it was.

CH: After you were working, if it was in a coal mine 
or whatever it was, you could get together and relax—
like a halfway house between going [to work] and home, 
probably.

JW: They’ve become like bars. Gone are the carpets, 
and the dartboards are gone. One up near where I live 
recently got rid of all the pool tables.

1. One of the author’s favorite albums 
is the Numbers Band’s incomparable 
Jimmy Bell’s still In town, recorded live 

at 15.60.75’s gig opening for Bob marley 
and the Wailers in Cleveland in 1975. It is 
available in splendid CD sound from the 

great David thomas’s label, which has 
both an esoteric and a demotic spelling: 
Hearpen, or Hearthan, records.

“the greatest thing if you’re in a rock band is if there’s some 
kind of a scene. in london, during those punk days, everyone 
was in a band or trying to get a band together. and that makes 
you feel, even if you’re only traveling with a few bands, it’s still 
like you’re in a traveling circus or a fun fair or something. ”
—chrissie  hynde

“you can ask anybody,  
they’ll say the same. it’s all  
disappeared, the best things 
about london.”
—James walbourne

many people, 75, 100 and we’re signing, then it’s what 
the English call “taking the piss.” So these guys came 
[to the hotel] and said “Ooh, we got pushed to the end, 
we couldn’t get in,” or something, and—[to Walbourne] 
you loved that, you hadn’t seen that before, had you? The 

“Ebay Special.” 

JW: No, I have, that’s what pisses me off with it.

CH: Cuz it seems to be modified every year—one year 
it’s just a card, now it’s getting more and more—it’s 
frameable. Now, it’s all ready to go into a frame. But, like 

I said, I don’t mind someone making a little bit of money, 
but don’t—you know, we were chased by someone who 
had a stack of records he wanted us to sign. So I signed 
one, and I said, “Okay, cheers, thanks for coming out,” 
and he goes, “They’re all different.” And I go, “Well, I’ve 
gotta get to another radio station,” and he was pissed 
off! He followed us through red lights.

A: People feel entitled.

CH: Well, they’re not. So, you know what? Turn that 
dial. When the Pretenders come on, turn it off. I won’t 
bother you, you don’t bother me. Unless you wanna have 
the kind of exchange that we all live for, which is what 
[legendary Stiff Records rock and roll singer] Wreckless 
Eric described as a secret between the audience and 
the artist. Y’know, where it’s really personal and you feel 
like the rest of the world don’t know about it. That’s why 
we’re there.

A: He’s great, I saw him last year. With, I think, his 
girlfriend—

CH: His wife, now. The missus. Yeah, the new album’s 
great. We saw him in Pennsylvania. We were in one stu-
dio, and they were in the other, and we sort of bumped 
into them. Yeah, we’re big fans, and that’s what he said 
to me once—that there needs to be, like, this secret 
between… I mean, I’ve spent more time in my life as 
the audience than I have as the artist, that’s for sure. 

But there are certain things you don’t do to strangers. I 
wouldn’t do that to a stranger. If you think you know me, 
then why didn’t you already read that I’m not a very nice 
person, and will tell you to fuck off?

A: I think I remember John Lydon saying in an interview 
that he moved here because people left him alone.

CH: He’s a compulsive liar. He moved here because he 
could be a big shot and have barbeques and live in the 
sun and have a private swimming pool.

A: It sounds to me like the new record was mostly 
recorded live, is that right?

JW: It’s all live. Actually, there’s probably an acoustic 
overdub… 

CH: Accordion overdub, an acoustic…

JW: But that’s it. 

CH: It’s live. All the mistakes are in there.

A: James, is it fair to characterize some of your playing 
as like Western swing?

JW: I never thought of it like that—I guess on this one, 
more rockabilly. But it’s weird, because on one of the 
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CH: They used to have pinball machines, and then they 
got rid of those, and then they got Space Invaders, and 
now they’re getting televisions. Gastro-pubs, and they’re 
really run by Australians and Kiwis and stuff. Which is 
fine, but it’s changed the flavor of what it was. I mean, 
I was never really a pub person, but being almost like 
an honorary guy myself—I don’t cross the line, I don’t 
hang out with the guys when I know I’m unwanted—but 
I can really appreciate what the ethos of the pub was, 
and what a shame it must be that it’s going… 

JW: You know it’s going wrong when there’s not a dart-
board in there. Really, to be honest. That was the last 
straw.

A: Was that a focal point of the pub? Everybody played 
darts?

JW: No, no, not really, but there was always one there. 
There was always one, and now they’re gone. 

CH: Now they’re too loud, and it’s bad music—it’s all 
wrong. Everything is all wrong.

JW: You can ask anybody, they’ll say the same. It’s all 
disappeared, the best things about London.

A: So what do working people do?

CH: Get arseholed—absolutely fucking ARSEHOLED. 

JW: There are pubs, but the pubs just aren’t nice to go 
to now—it’s like going to a hotel bar, or an airport bar, 
really.

CH: Especially in London, it’s become this binge drink-
ing culture. So you get, like, a gaggle of screaming girls. 
Y’know, nobody likes that. But then, as my daughter 
pointed out, she goes, “But, Mom, if girls didn’t drink, 
guys would never get laid.” [laughter] It’s nice when 
your daughter can fill you in.

A: Could you tell me about the Robert Kidney song on 
the new album? 

CH: He is a guy from—I don’t know if he’s from Akron 
or Kent, somewhere in northeastern Ohio—and when I 
was 16, there was a coffeehouse where you could score 
pot and stuff, and I used to sneak out and go there on 
the weekends. It was called the Berth, and he used to be 
like the resident sort of singer/songwriter. And he would 
do some like Jesse Colin Young songs and stuff, but I 
thought he was amazing then. But then he got in this 
band called the Numbers Band, 15.60.75. 1

My brother Terry was the musical one in the family—
they called him Benny when he was a kid, after Benny 
Goodman, and he was really into jazz. He’s the one that 
told me rock and roll wouldn’t last. It’s the one time that 
he really made me cry, but I tortured him more than 
he tortured me. Anyway, so Terry got in the band, and 
the Numbers Band has been playing for, like, 40 years. 
Real excellent musicianship, real, real high standard, so 
musical, but they’ve never left Kent. They still have their 
families and stuff, you know, whereas us—you have to 
forgo a certain amount if you want to really go out into 
the world, on the road, or most people do. 

So Bob Kidney has been writing songs for the Numbers 
Band and playing with them all these years. One of the 
last times I saw them, I noticed that they did this new 
song—much different than the way that we’ve done 
it—and I said to Terry, “Would Bob have a recording 
of that song?” cuz I was just about to come out here 
and we were just gonna go in to record. So he sent me 
this—I wish I had it to play you, this gorgeous demo of 
him. It almost sounds like he’s writing the song as he’s 
going. It’s real bluesy. And we all loved it. It was great to 
play it for Jim Keltner, he’s going Wow! And I’m think-
ing, it’s so nice that Bob can get his—I don’t mean his 
due because he’s on a Pretenders record, but his due 
that people like Jim Keltner can hear him and think so 
highly of him. And Jack Kidney is one of the best harp 
players in the world.

CH: Bob Evans.

JW: Denny’s, that’s everywhere. The only way you can 
tell is from a Waffle House, if it’s down south, cuz they’re 
not anywhere else really.

CH: Even truck stops used to be—when I first got in a 
band, we loved it when we got to a truck stop, cuz you 
could buy really cool belt buckles, a shirt and stuff, and 
even those have become like strip malls almost. But 
again, I think there’s a trend in the other direction now. 
And maybe people are being more forced to do that. I 
don’t wanna get into the reasons why, because I hate to 
talk about oil or anything, I think it’s too disgusting even 
to talk about. 

A: Not even a little bit, for Arthur?

CH: Well, okay.

A: Y’know, there’s that line in Break Up the Concrete 
where you say “we was so worried ‘bout them dropping 
the bomb / we didn’t notice where our enemy was really 
coming from.” Who’s the enemy to you—men of indus-
try, or what?

CH: Yeah. Well, we can see what’s happened now with 
the stock market, hedge funding and all that. About 15 
years ago, I started thinking “Where did all this money 
come from? Hang on a minute.” When I grew up, I never 
saw a gold watch; you never saw people with Porsches, I 
mean, you’d heard of them. And suddenly there’s all this 
money everywhere, everyone had so much. I think in the 

’80s it sort of came to a crescendo. And now London is 
just carved up by people in Ferraris, and real expensive 
[cars]—I find it all very pornographic.

A: Do people drive SUVs in London?

CH: Yeah, but they became really unpopular. People 
would put hate notes on them and stuff.

A: Oh, good.

CH: And now, people don’t want them here either. But, 
for example, James doesn’t drive; he doesn’t have a 
license and can’t drive.

[Walbourne twists himself into a grotesque of an utterly 
helpless person. Hynde laughs.]

CH: If you’re in London, and you’ve been touring for 10 
years, since he was 18, and you’re on the road—y’know, 
you don’t need to drive. You get to London, you can 
take the Underground, you wouldn’t have time or you 
wouldn’t think about it, cuz you don’t have to. And that 
seems like that should be your choice, if you wanna 
drive or not. But Americans, if you don’t drive, there’s 
something wrong with you. You have to have a car. And 
to me that shows something is really wrong with the 
system.

A: Do you see a connection with vegetarianism there?

CH: One hundred percent. One hundred percent.

A: I mean, aside from the cruelty issue, there’s some-
thing offensive about the idea of everybody being able 
to live like a Roman emperor all the time, feasting and 
having all this stuff.

CH: Oh, it’s horrible.

JW: Tell him about the bicycle.

CH: Dan Mathews [PETA Senior Vice President], we 
were talking about it the other day, and he made a 
statement that I think is really a good one to summarize 
the whole situation: A vegetarian driving a Hummer has 
less impact on the environment than a meat eater on a 
bicycle.

We were in a restaurant this afternoon after we did 
Jonesy’s Jukebox, and James Cromwell [actor and vegan 
activist] walked in, and I flew over to him and threw my 
arms around him and said “Thank God we have you.” At 
a PETA gala, over 10 years ago, he gave this great speech. 
He said, “No one who calls himself or herself an environ-

Jack plays—I dunno, they have saxophones and key-
boards and things, and then there’s Bob who’s very 
bluesy, and he really gets out there. He’s got this kind of 
hypnotic. . . it’s very intense. Very intense. They came to 
London and they did something with Pere Ubu, and they 
called it “50 Years of Pain”—it was 50 years combined of 
Pere Ubu and them, they’d been together 50 years [com-
bined]. And it was so intense—I turned to the people I 
was with and said, “Make that 50 years and 38 minutes.” 
[laughter]

A: How does Akron seem these days? Is it depressed, or 
what?

CH:  It’s turning a corner. Tony Troppe, one of our local 
people in the downtown area who’s buying old build-
ings and restoring them and stuff, said “They called it 

destroyed themselves with their own greed now.

JW: I was talking to [Sex Pistols drummer] Paul Cook 
about this at dinner. I don’t think there’s much of a 
record industry left in London, or England, so much. It 
seems like they’re in real trouble. I think the internet 
is the main—learning how to market CDs, books, cuz 
nobody’s buying the things. You can go back to vinyl, 
maybe, and try to make that something that people will 
want, but I don’t think kids are really buying music.

CH: There’s still that experience of going into a small 
record store, and being able to spend the afternoon in 
there, and kind of search and hunt it down and find it, 
which is again a kind of real personal experience—

JW: And it’s something to do.

CH: —and music lovers love to do that, and I think 
despite the calamities that we’re in, those are trends 
which I see as being very positive.

JW: A lot of the record shops have gone in London 
especially. I used to go down and spend all day looking 
through [mimes finding an amazing LP]. Most of them 
have gone. It’s really weird. Here, too—it’s like Amoeba, 
Virgin, and that’s it.

A: There’s a couple specialty shops left.

CH: But in Akron, Ohio, there’s one called I think 
Square Records in the Highland Square area. 

JW: They’re about, there’s just not many of them.

CH: I think there’s a swing back toward that, because 
people like it. And once you get those smaller com-
munities, you get—

JW: —but with Ebay, nobody wants to go out because 
you don’t have to. You don’t have to search—which is 
the great thing about it. It’s the excitement of finding 
that record that’s brilliant.

A: Yeah, I found my first Pretenders record in a thrift 
store, Learning to Crawl on vinyl for like fifty cents. I 
probably owe you money on that. [laughter]

CH: Keep it, keep it. But these are the things that made 
it exciting. Your local radio station, where the disc jockey 
was what I would describe as kinda like your local guru, 
who could turn you on. Like we did Jonesy’s Jukebox 
today, and he played five or six records I didn’t know 
what they were, and they were new records, and they 
were really good. He’s a great disc jockey.

In the ’80s, when I came back to the States with the 
Pretenders, I was devastated when I saw what radio had 
become. It had all become very corporate, and where 
you had to go for good radio was to go on college sta-
tions. My understanding now is that those college DJs 
are going more into independent radio stations, so all 
that seems to be going in the right direction again, kind 
of coming back.

A: Is that what Break Up the Concrete is about?

CH: Oh, yeah, totally. It’s just about the whole way it’s 
gone. That song and that idea was born of touring, and 
that’s all you’d see, just concrete and cars.

JW: Cracker Barrels.

CH: Y’know, where’s the countryside? Where’s the land? 
Where’s the trains?

A: Yeah, the regional differences have kinda evaporated 
too, it seems like.

CH: Totally.

JW: Unbelievable. It’s all Cracker Barrels or Waffle 
Houses if you’re down south.

A: Big Boy up north.

“when i grew up, i never saw 
a gold watch; you never saw  
people with porsches, i mean, 
you’d heard of them.  
and suddenly there’s all this 
money everywhere, everyone  
had so much… i find it all 
very pornographic.”
—chrissie  hynde

mentalist can put their hand on their heart and say ‘I’m 
an environmentalist’ if they’re not a vegan.” Finally this 
connection, and this is what’s been making me crazy for 
years, amongst other things—these environmentalists, 
they can talk green, they can talk a big talk, but the one 
thing they really can do to pull the plug and to start to 
heal the situation and redress the squandering of the 
world’s resources—they still will pay someone to put a 
bolt in one of those beautiful animals’ heads, and call 
himself an environmentalist. Without the vegetarian 
thing, none of this is going to be possible, cuz that’s the 
future. And it’s the past. People say “[meat-eating] is 
how we’ve always done it,” and that’s just another lie. 
If you bear in mind that little country called India, for 
example.

A: I know you’ve said in the past that you don’t like pro-
moting records, is that right?

CH: Yeah, I’ve said that many times.

A: And is part of that that you don’t like marketing? Or 
the song “The Nothing Maker,” that’s such a beautiful 
song, a love song to a guy who doesn’t make anything, 
and who isn’t driven to remake the world in his own 
image.

CH: Yeah, that’s exactly what it’s about. Y’know, my 
thing is to make the record, and then I promote it by 
goin’ onstage with the band and playing it. That’s all 
I got into this for. I wasn’t trying to promote myself, I 
wasn’t trying to be somebody, I just wanted to be in a 
band. The first thing I said to my [new] record com-
pany is, “I’m not doing any press.” But, of course, then 
we made the record, and I think the record is worthy 
of being out there, because I really dig the band, the 
chemistry, the whole thing, and I wanna go out and tour. 

“these environmentalists, they can talk green, they can 
talk a big talk, but the one thing they really can do to pull 
the plug and to start to heal the situation and redress the 
squandering of the world’s resources—they still will pay 
someone to put a bolt in one of those beautiful animals’ 
heads, and call himself an environmentalist. without the 
vegetarian thing, none of this is going to be possible.”
—chrissie  hynde

urban renewal, but it was really urban removal.” So now 
it’s going in another direction, where, like, I’ve got my 
restaurant and it’s in a new building that’s downtown. 
And the whole idea of my restaurant was to put it in the 
downtown area, to try to bring more life into the down-
town. It seems to me that Akron shows the way the trend 
is going in the cities that lost their industry and lost their 
downtown areas, and what happened with mall culture 
and strip malls and everything. There’s no retail down 
there or anything, and unfortunately, the way they seem 
to restore most American cities now is by putting up a 
baseball stadium in the downtown area. All sports bars 
and stuff.

A: Yeah, even when there’s already a perfectly good sta-
dium to use.

CH: Usually, yeah. But the trend to independent—that’s 
why James and I are out here at the moment, we met 
these record distributors. I dunno why, the record com-
pany set it up. But these are the real music lovers, who 
have independent record stores, and we talked for a long 
time, and we really got the impression that vinyl is really 
coming back, turntables. And our whole thing is to think 
small, and think in that small community, because that’s 
where great music has always been born. Maybe things 
are also different because of the internet, and all that, I 
don’t understand that so well. But as far as community—
you know, the greatest thing if you’re in a rock band is 
if there’s some kind of a scene. In London, during those 
punk days, everyone was in a band or trying to get a 
band together. And that makes you feel, even if you’re 
only traveling with a few bands, it’s still like you’re in a 
traveling circus or a fun fair or something. 

A: What’s your impression of the record industry these 
days? Obviously, the big guys are in some sort of trouble 
because of music downloading—

CH: Well, they weren’t very fast off the mark when all 
that started changing. I think they had a false sense 
of who they were. And the kind of money they were 
spending on certain artists was so obscene, that they’ve 

And I certainly have done many tours on the back of 
a dud, where maybe the records weren’t so good; you 
never know when the planets are lined up right, it just 
happens.

That was the idea [for the Hynde/Walbourne promotional 
tour], to just go into mainly, if possible, independent 
radio stations. We’ve done all sorts now—I mean, we’ve 
only been doing it for a couple of weeks, but just to go 
out to those, talk to the DJ, they play a few records and 
we do a couple songs live. Cuz to me that’s keeping it 
real. And I also was a victim of the ’80s, and made some 
hideous videos; we all kind of got drawn into that.

JW:It’s great when you can play live, like the 
Replacements or something, instead of playing like, I 
don’t know, Sting or something. But, you know, that’s 
the opposite—

CH: Today, Jonesy said, “I’ve seen him before, did he 
used to play with Sting?”

[Walbourne groans and winces.]

CH: I know. That’s what I said. I said, [waving away the 
smell] “Who left the barn door open?”

JW: That’s awful. And what’s he doing watching Sting, 
or playing Cliff Richard?

A: Are you gonna do a full band tour?

CH: Yeah. We’ve done some [performances] for Yahoo, 
iTunes, where we do a set and then they put it on 
their—however they do it. And I loathe being on televi-
sion, for the most part, and I certainly hate the sound 
of my voice, and talking on television or doing talk 
shows—forget about that. I’d just be miserable trying to 
be that guy, y’know, that bubbly personality. But that’s 
the way people see music now, and that’s the way it’s 
done, and that’s fine with me. Y’know, I’ve said “We’ll 
play wherever, garden sheds, bar mitzvahs, that’s what 
we do, we play.” So when they said, “Come to Amoeba 
and play”—fine. It’s still real sitting down and playing. 
Although I didn’t wanna over-promote the James and 
Chrissie show, because that could get misleading. It was 
just a vehicle to go on radio. You can’t take a band in a 
small radio—

JW:It’s been low-key, really.

CH: Real low-key. When we tour next year, it’ll be 
the proper band, with [original Pretenders drummer] 
Martin Chambers.

A: Oh, he’s gonna drum?

CH: Oh, yeah. I mean, he stepped aside for Keltner but, 
y’know, Keltner’s something else. Everyone wants to 
have a chance to play with him. 

A: How’d you put this band together?

CH: Martin’s been reinstated many years ago. We got 
[bassist] Nick [Wilkinson] from a North London karaoke 
punk band, which is such a great idea I don’t know why 
there aren’t more of them. They’ve got about 100 punk 

songs in their arsenal, and then someone would come 
in and go through the book like you would in a karaoke 
bar, choose the song they wanted, then they get about 
twelve songs, the band would go backstage and put a set 
together, and then come out and different singers would 
come up and get to sing with the band. It’s really cool, 
you’d think that every town would have one.

Nick, he’s just the perfect band guy. He plays great, his 
attitude, his thing—I love being onstage and looking 
over at him. He’s just always on. And since we got him in 
the band, people started saying, “Wow, Martin’s playing 
great.” Cuz that’s what a band is about, it’s about setting 
up the other guy. I’ve got very primitive skills, I’m not 
much of a player, so I need a lot of help around me. So 
I got Nick in there, and I really felt that I needed some 
other energy. The fella Adam Seymour I played with is a 
great player, but after 13 years, I needed something else. 
And Martin knew James from down the pub in Muswell 
Hill, and he brought him in, we did one gig, and I went 
out and looked at the soundcheck before the first gig, 
cuz I wanted to see what James was like to play with 
before we went in, to keep recording, cuz I didn’t wanna 
end up with someone who didn’t wanna do it—then I’d 
have a record without a band. But I’ve got him on the 
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I gotta have some nice stuff. The boots that I’m wear-
ing in the video are from Hollywood Hustler, I got ‘em 
in Nashville, and you can get some tasty shoes in there, 
too. I don’t know what I think about most of the gear in 
there—I’m not that kinky, but, y’know, I like the boots. 

A: So, James, you’re making a solo record?

CH: Everyone that hears James wants to work with him. 
Steve Bing, who sort of oversees Shangri-La Records 
said, “Well, what’s his stuff like?” I said, “I actually 
haven’t heard him myself.” And he goes, “Well, I’ve seen 
him play, and I’ve heard enough—we’ll sign him.” Just 
like that.

A: Are you singing, too?

JW: Yeah, me and my brother Rob. We’re trying to do 
the brother thing—singing together, y’know.

A: Like the Delmore Brothers, harmony singing?

JW: Well, it ain’t the Delmore Brothers, but we sing in 
our local pub—we sing old Everly Brothers tunes, and 
try to learn to sing together like that.

A: There’s always something sweet about the sound of 
two brothers singing together.

JW: It is different. It is really very different. I don’t know 
what to say, it’s a different thing.

A: You got to work with Jerry Lee Lewis—what’s he 
like?

JW: He’s great, actually, he’s in really great form. He 
came in every day on time, and really enjoyin’ it, y’know, 
cuz Kris Kristofferson was there doing background 
vocals, and we had Ben Keith and Rick Rosas from Neil 
Young’s band play, and then me and Kenny Lovelace 
would play together, and Jerry Lee would come and sit 
there and play—read the lyrics, and we did stuff like 

“Cripple Creek,” and “Whiskey River.” He’s just great. 
Then he would play “House of Blue Lights”—it was an 
amazing experience, and I was nervous as hell going 
in. He’s one of my heroes, and we all know the stories, 
y’know. But he was nothing [like that], he was a sweet 
guy, he was great. It was a great experience.

CH: I couldn’t wait to see James when he got back, so I 
went up to see him in Muswell Hill, and I said, “Tell me 
about it!” And he goes, “Well, at one point he said, ‘Pick 
it for me, boy.’” And we were like, Wow!!! And then the 
next day he goes in and says—what did he say?

JW: Then he comes up to me: “James, I didn’t mean 
anything by callin’ you boy.”

[everybody laughs] I said, [brightly] “Oh, I don’t mind!” 
Fuckin’ ‘ell, I can just stop playing now, that’s what I 
thought, really. Amazing—so great.

CH: Steve Bing brought Jerry Lee to the Akron Civic 
Theater when I was opening the VegeTerranean, and 
they tied it in with some other Akron events in the down-
town. And I said “I really need a big name in the Civic 
Theater for this,” and Dan Mathews, the vice president 
of the PETA organization, introduced me to Steve when 
we were playing last year with ZZ Top. So I kind of had 
met Steve a little bit, and I could see that Steve really 
got rock music. So I said to Dan, “Please help me find a 
celebrity, cuz my restaurant’s opening, and we’re doing 
all this,” and he comes back to me and goes, “I spoke to 
Steve, and he said ‘What about Jerry Lee Lewis?’” And I 
was like WOW. So Jerry Lee and his whole band arrived, 
played about five songs—it brought the roof off of the 
Civic Theater. Everybody was just blown away. It was the 
coolest thing ever.

And that really planted the seed for me, too—that’s when 
I started thinking about this other direction, this other 
sound I was going to get. That happened even before I 
met James.

A: It makes me hopeful in a way. Maybe if records 
become more about people independently producing 

one side, Nick on the other side, and that’s fine for me. 
Cuz I feel that my role in the band is to set up the guitar 
player, so I need a real guitar hero there, y’know, who 
wants it. Who wants the girls, who wants the—I dunno, 
what do you want?

JW: Well done, carry on [laughter]. Nothing more to add.

CH: What I want out of it is that I look into the audience 
and I can see in their faces that they’re looking up at the 
band, not at me. I can’t stand being that much the focal 
point of it. I wanna read reviews where they talk about 
the guitar player and the band. I can’t stand it when 
it’s me. If it was just me and a guitar, you never would 
have heard of me. So when I look in their faces and I 
can tell they’re thinking what I used to think, where 
you look up at a band and you think, “Wow, that guy is 
SO FUCKING COOL.” Where if you were a guitar player, 
you’d wanna be that guitar player; if you were a drum-
mer you’d wanna be that drummer. Or at least you’d 
think, “oh, that makes me wanna get onstage.” Cuz 
that’s the excitement—that’s the thing that Wreckless 
Eric said, it’s like a secret between the audience and the 
performer. It’s a very intimate thing.

A: Although you’ve wound up in a position where you’re 
usually playing large venues, right?

CH: Well, mainly because we’ve been supporting big 
acts. But I wanna put an end to that because I can’t 

stand their catering anymore. I can’t stand it! I can’t go 
into the catering and have, like, ribs and—I just can’t 
do it anymore. 

JW: I like clubs.

CH: Oh, they’re great.

JW: Toilets.

A: There are good acoustics in toilets.

CH: Not always, but there’s a vibe.

A: Oh, you mean clubs. I was imagining like a giant 
bathroom with tiles.

CH: That would be perfect.

JW: No, they’re awful, toilet tours. But it’s good being 
close to people, I like that.

CH: It makes it more surprising and different for the 
band. You have to have to be able to see the audience. 
It’s supposed to be a laugh, isn’t it. You’re not on display 
to show your virtuosity.

JW: Unless you’re Satriani, I guess. Yngwie Malmsteen.

A: Did you study at Kent State? Were you a student 
there?

CH: I was a student there.

A: …but you didn’t study?

CH: Well, I studied, but I had my own curriculum. I 
was more studying men and substances by the time I 
got there. I was a real late developer in some areas—
probably not in substances.

A: But you were there when the shooting happened?  
[On the Kent State campus in May of 1970, the National 
Guard ended a student protest of the Vietnam War, and 
the Nixon Administration’s recent decision to extend the 
war into the neutral country of Cambodia, by opening fire 
on demonstrators. Four people were killed, nine wounded. 
Crosby, Stills, Nash and Young immediately recorded and 
released Neil Young’s “Ohio” in response to the massacre. 
Richard Nixon referred to the incident as “the Kent State 
thing” in his 1977 interviews with David Frost.]

CH: Uh-huh.

A: I always wondered if that had anything to do with you 
leaving the country.

CH: Not really, no. 

A: I imagined it would be hard to trust the US govern-
ment after that.

CH: Well, I wasn’t particularly disillusioned, because 
I didn’t have that many illusions. I wanted to see the 
world; I didn’t want to buy a car so I could get to work 
to pay for my car—I could see that was gonna be a big 
trap. I thought it might be nice to get out of Ohio cuz 
it had no downtowns, no vibe, nowhere to go. I loved 
English music. All my life I was in love with that English 
vibe, I was a real Anglophile. So, when I was 22, I had 
a bunch of different jobs, and I tried Kent State, and I 
was kind of hanging in some crowds of people that I 
shouldn’t have been messing around with, and it was 
feeling like it was getting a little dangerous for me. And, 
y’know, I was depressed. So I just thought Hey, let’s go 
to England. 

A: And you just picked up and left?

CH: Yeah, I had about 500 dollars on me. I saved up 
some money and went over there.

A: Does “Boots of Chinese Plastic” have anything to do 
with Dylan’s “Boots of Spanish Leather”?

CH: Yeah, it’s kind of a nod to that. And the way things 
have changed, and I’m personally trying not to promote 
leather. 

A: Right, the object of your desire wears boots of Chinese 
plastic.

CH: Well, that song has all sorts of different things in 
it. These songs, I don’t like to really try to explain them 
because, y’know, I don’t know what it’s about. It has vari-
ous philosophical [traditions]—it runs through Buddhism, 
Vaishnavism, Christianity and Islam. Someone asked me, 

“Why isn’t Judaism represented?” and I said, “Well, the 
most famous Jew in history is referred to, Jesus Christ.” 
And that philosophically they all have a lot in common 
with each other. The Chinese plastic is a statement on 
the present world, that everything’s made in China, and 
we buy our shoes at Payless. Although, I have a nice 
assortment of Stella McCartneys. I am a rock star, so 

“what i want out of it is that i look into the audience and i can 
see in their faces that they’re looking up at the band, not at 
me. i can’t stand being that much the focal point of it. i wanna 
read reviews where they talk about the guitar player and  
the band. i can’t stand it when it’s me. if it was just me and a 
guitar, you never would have heard of me. ”
—chrissie  hynde

“what i found early on was 
that the things that embar-
rassed me most about myself 
on a record were the things 
that other people seemed to 
like the most …only you can 
make your mistakes. anyone 
can copy perfection, but no 
one else can come up with the 
kind of mistakes you make. ”
—chrissie  hynde

their own records and trying to sell them through mom 
and pop stores, there might also be more of an empha-
sis on live recording. Just people getting together and 
making a record, and that’s what you wanna hear—you 
don’t need that whole apparatus.

JW: Y’know, it’s kind of gone, isn’t it, really?

CH: Well, it’s going.

JW: I’m not talking about the Billboard Top Ten.

CH: It’s slowly happening, y’know, this lo-fi… 

JW: I just made an album in a couple of weeks with 
Ric Menck from the Velvet Crush and Matthew Sweet 
and Joe Pernice from the Pernice Brothers. We did it 
all ourselves on a little hard drive thing, played all the 
instruments. Y’know, it costs nothing.

A: That’s right.

JW: You have to find someone to put it out, I guess, still. 
Or maybe not, but that’s still where it gets hard.

CH: Yeah, but at least people are doing it that way. 
People are surprised that this Pretenders album was 
made in less than two weeks, but that doesn’t mean 
that it’s just thrown together. There’s a great interplay 
between the musicians and a real good chemistry. 
There’s a lot of work and thought that went into it, and 
it happened fast because it could.

JW: We played the songs over in different styles, just 
trying to get the right feel.

CH: They were learning the songs.

JW: That “Rosalee” one went from being a really soft 
one to, in the end, everybody was so pissed off with it, 
so at Keltner’s count-off, Eric [Heywood] came out with 
that riff and we did it. It was kind of organic like that.

CH: We averaged two songs a day. We’d go in and 
we’d sorta wrestle ‘em to the floor. We’d come back and 
we’d all listen. I was the only one in my head, really, so 
I would maybe say “No no no no no no no, this is all 
wrong.” Cuz no one quite knew. And I didn’t have any 
notes or anything, it was done so quickly. Like on “Break 

Up the Concrete”—it must have been the first or second 
take, because no one knew the song. So when we got to 
the first gap—[sings] “break up the concrete, break up 
the concrete, break up the concrete”—we were all in the 
room together, we were in our booths but we could all 
see each other, I’m looking at Keltner and he’s waiting, 
like, “Now what?” That’s why I go “DAK DAK DAK DAK 
DAGGA DAGGA DAGGA DAGGA,” cuz he didn’t know 
[when to come back in]. So when we came out, I was 
horrified, but Jim said, “No no no, we have to leave that 

in.” And because we left in him saying “Oh, I’m just get-
ting worse and worse,” I had to relent.

A: Was there a lot of stuff left over from this session?

CH: No. We went in and that’s just what it was. That’s 
all I had. [laughs] In fact, we threw in a couple back-
ground vocals while we were waiting for our car to 
come take us to the airport to leave. And we didn’t know 
how we were gonna do that, either, so that was done 
very quickly. So just a few touches here and there. But 
I always love the sound of the men’s voices—like Mitch 
Ryder and the Detroit Wheels, those kind of background 
vocals, where they sound manly and they sound, y’know, 
rough. I think that’s a real nice touch.

A: I’ve always wondered where you learned that you 
could do that tremolo with your voice.

JW: As have I, actually. It’s quite impressive, I think.

CH: I guess the voice is like an instrument, and I never 
really learned how to play the guitar very well, and I’ve 
often thought—because I love the guitar so much—I 
often thought, if I never sang or thought about writing 
songs, if I just played the guitar maybe I would have 
put more into it, and I would have been able to express 
myself on it better. But as soon as I found out that with 
two chords you could start humming melodies, that 
was always more my… In actual fact, I think even if 
I couldn’t sing or write anything, I don’t think I could 
have ever been a good guitar player. But, y’know, I like 
to think maybe. We’ll never know.

A: You’re a good rhythm player.

CH: Ugh, y’know, whatever. I do the job [laughs].  Or I 
do a job. But I don’t know. It’s just rock singing. I guess 
like [James] played along to records and that’s how [he] 
learned different styles. I just listened to the radio.

A: Yeah, but even on a shitty FM radio, your voice just 
comes through clear as a bell. I guess it’s a quality of 
your voice that you didn’t make.

JW: Yeah, I think that’s what it is. It’s you.

CH: Well, I was such a big fan of Iggy Pop. Y’know, I 
think every singer in the last 30 or 40 years has tried 
to sing like a black man. But with Iggy, his voice was so 
much him, and when you hear his speaking voice, it’s 
real American. And me being such an Anglophile, I think 
I would have been in denial of that. But I admired him.

What I found early on was that the things that embar-
rassed me most about myself on a record were the things 
that other people seemed to like the most. So usually 
those little quirks you have that you think, “Ecch, that’s 
a bit much,” they’re the things that make you unique 
to anyone else. In other words, only you can make your 
mistakes. Anyone can copy perfection, but no one else 
can come up with the kind of mistakes you make. So you 
kinda stumble along. And now I have no shame. Before 
I was self-conscious about it.

A: That’s really interesting, cuz I feel like a lot of the stuff 
that I hear on the radio, my biggest objection to it is that 
it represents this kinda weird ideal of a perfect studio 
record, and what you can do with all this technology. 
And perfection maybe isn’t what you wanna aim for.

CH: Nothing to do with it. 

JW: Sometimes you hear—

CH: Smokey Robinson or something that really is 
perfect.

JW: Yeah, or the Beach Boys.

CH: It’s nice to be well-crafted, but it’s not about being 
The Best.

A: Yeah, or superhuman. People have their voices going 
through Autotune.

JW: Because you can make it sound perfect. You can 
play it badly, but still make it sound perfect.
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CH: But you lose the vibe.

JW: It’s wrong.

A: So how do you get the vibe? It’s just the room and the 
people in the room?

CH: Yep. That’s all it is.

JW: We had a great engineer called Don Smith, who 
was fantastic. All the gear was old. Really small amps, 
but they sound huge when you hear ‘em back. He got 
great sounds.

CH: Cuz we pulled it together so quickly. They hired 
in these gorgeous guitars, and every night, Roy, who 
brought the guitars in, would take ‘em all, pack ‘em up 
and take ‘em away somewhere, because each guitar was 
worth like seventy grand or something.

JW: It’s ridiculous. A ’51 Tele. . . 

CH: And what about the mandolin?

JW: The mandolin’s a prototype Gibson. Louvin 
Brothers, you know—it didn’t even look—

CH: Played on which song?

JW: I don’t think we used it.

CH: Well, we used it on the HWH [pronounced “Hugh,” 
for Heywood, Walbourne and Hynde] sessions. 

JW: Oh, “977.”

CH: Right. James plays great. We went in to do a bunch 
of B-sides, extra tracks that would be given—

JW: It’s on the album, but only from iTunes, or some-
thing. So I’ve read.

CH: And it will be sold in Wal-Mart. We did a track with 
Willie Nelson, Steve Bing brought that together. He pro-
duced that song.

A: What song did you do?

CH: A song called “Both Sides of Goodbye.”

JW: It was a song Willie liked.

CH: Steve had been doing some record, and it was this 
guy’s songs, and nothing happened, but that was one of 
the songs.

Their idea was, if we went in and did some versions of 
old Pretenders songs or something, just for B-sides—
what we call B-sides, which are extra tracks for differ-
ent outlets. And I guess there’s a sticker on it, you can 
download it—I dunno how it works. Eric Heywood was 
still in L.A., so we went in as Heywood, Walbourne and 
Hynde, and Eric said, “Or ‘Hugh.’” So those are the HWH 
tracks, and that’s where you get to hear that 200-year-
old mandolin. 

A: Do you have a fondness for country music, Chrissie?

CH: Yeah, if it’s good.

A: Well, what’s the good stuff to you? I hear country 
changes in some of your songs.

CH: I never really listened to it when I was growing up, 
but maybe it was just too close to the. . . It’s funny in 
this country how there was the rock industry and the 
country thing and that they didn’t really mix at all. I 
was listening to rock radio, so I guess I just never really 
heard it.

JW: It must be ingrained, though— 

CH: I was in denial—

JW: —because “Back on the Chain Gang” does have a 
kind of [country] thing to it.

A: Or “Kid,” or even “Talk of the Town.”

CH: That has a lot to do with the guitar players I’ve 
played with, who’ve all loved that sort of stuff. That… 
[sings the beginning of the lead guitar line from “Kid”]. 

A: [Killer first Pretenders guitarist James] Honeyman 

“y’know, i live in england and 
i have other concerns. if i had 
heard that they were using 
my music for a burger chef 
ad or something, i would have 
been out with my molotov 
cocktail immediately.”
—chrissie  hynde

Scott was a country guy?

CH: Oh, he loved that—he was like James, he loved the 
cowboy shirts and that kind of thing.

JW: Robbie [McIntosh]. 

CH: Robbie, same. Again, that’s not my sound as much 
as—but there’s no question that, sometimes I hear 
Connie Francis in my voice, and I go, like, [cringes]. Cuz 
it wasn’t really the right thing at the time. Now I see that 
country is—y’know, I just listened to radio.

JW: It’s all about good songs, innit. Country, rock, 
punk—it’s all the same.

CH: Yeah, exactly. The industry’s tried to separate it. 
But when you hear a song and you find yourself crying, 

you know that it doesn’t matter if its classical, or if it’s—I 
only draw the line at marching bands.

A: That’s a fair prejudice to have, Chrissie, I think I’m 
with you on that.

CH: And even that, maybe I just haven’t heard the right 
marching band.

JW: Otha Turner. Have you heard Otha Turner, the old 
guy from Mississippi? It’s kind of different, I guess, but 
it’s a fife-and-drum band—that’s amazing.

CH: There’s always the exception to the rule.

JW: And that’s a kind of marching band, they play 
marches but it’s with a fife, it’s more spiritual. That’s 
amazing, Otha Turner.

CH: I think it’s just American films where they’ve got—
[sings brassy fanfare], and they’re coming through town, 
flags waving and stuff.

A: Have you ever had your music used in a movie in a 
weird way?

CH: I dunno.

A: Well, I guess there’s that thing with Limbaugh, right? 
[Rush Limbaugh uses a Pretenders song, “My City Was 
Gone,” on his radio show. According to an agreement he 
made with the Pretenders in the ’90s, Limbaugh is to donate 
all royalties from his use of the song to PETA.]

CH: Oh, that rages on and on. It’s kind of embarrassing 
cuz I’ve never heard his show.

A: Is he still paying PETA?

CH: Y’know, I don’t know how it works. I don’t know if 
it was just a little loop of the song, cuz I’ve never heard 
it, and it wasn’t really enough that he had to ask per-
mission, or how that worked. And then I started to get 
people running up to me at airports, going “You’ve gotta 
stop it! You’ve gotta stop it!” It seems to me, having not 
heard his show—I know my dad likes it—I think he stirs 
people up and he gets some sort of a dialogue going, 
and perhaps that’s a good thing, I don’t know. Calling 

us “vegeterrorists” and things like that. Again, I’ve never 
heard it. I feel in some ways negligent, that I should have 
got in there. But it’s not just about what’s going on in the 
United States. Y’know, I live in England and I have other 
concerns. If I had heard that they were using my music 
for a Burger Chef ad or something, I would have been 
out with my Molotov cocktail immediately.

A: What animal rights stuff are you doing?

CH: I don’t really do anything if I have no profile, 
because I don’t wanna be like a professional celebrity 
who does [that], even though I would do anything for 
[PETA]. When I did my protest of the Gap [in 2000], we 
just piggybacked the tour we were on. So every time we 
got to a city, we’d buy a leather jacket from the Gap with 
a PETA credit card, go out in the street where we had 
invited the local press, show them the tag inside that 
said “Made in India”—and that’s very close to my heart, 
slaughtering those beautiful cows in India, where that’s 
so wrong. And then we’d take it back into the shop and 
say, “We want to return this jacket because it’s made in 
India and it’s using illegal leather from a black market 
trade.” And they’d say, “Okay, thank you very much,” and 
they’d give us our money back. So we did that in every 
city until we got to New York, and they still kept saying 

“We’ll get back to you. We’ll source the leather.” Cuz they 
said, “It says ‘Made in India,’ it doesn’t say that’s where 
the leather comes from.”

So we thought, Okay, we’ve heard this lie now for about 
six weeks. So then when we went to New York, we went 
in and bought the jacket, the press was there, we took 
it back in and said “We wanna return this jacket,” but 
instead of leaving the store then, we all—me and Ingrid 
Newkirk and Dan and Paul—leapt into the store window, 
with all the press standing outside, and we just stood 
there and wouldn’t leave. But the [store] manager was 
going, “Don’t do anything, just leave it leave it leave it,” 
cuz they don’t want the bad publicity. 

The thing is just to get some attention—you feel like an 
idiot, but you don’t care. So we’re beating on the win-
dows, going “We’re not leaving till the cows come home!” 
And I’m thinking, y’know, I have a gig to do the next day. 
Dan says, “Don’t worry, it’ll be fine.” So, y’know, I’m say-
ing “Arrest us, already, get us out of here, arrest us,” and 
the manager’s going, “No, no, no, don’t arrest them.” So 
we had to start ripping up the displays, and taking the 
jackets off the dummies and ripping them up and knif-
ing them. It was starting to stop the traffic and stuff, and 
the manager’s going “Don’t do anything, don’t do any-
thing,” so finally they hauled us off. And the Gap stopped 
using black market leather after that.

But the interesting thing was, I had been asked if I 
wanted to donate a song to the Gap’s “Everybody in 
Leather” campaign. And my manager looked at it and 
just put it in the files, cuz she knew that was a no-no. So 
when she heard I was doing that, she goes, “Oh, that’s 
odd, because they asked to use one of your songs,” and I 
said “Send it to PETA immediately—someone at the Gap 
isn’t doing their research.” And [PETA] put it out to the 
press to make them look like what they were.

We had been talking for an hour and a half, which is 
about as long as you can reasonably expect people to talk 
to you without tea or something stronger.  I walked out 
into 100-degree heat on the Sunset Strip and I wanted 
to tear it all up.  

Oliver Hall is the Robert Duncan Fellow for Narrative, 
Poetic and Sonic Research at the Arthur Institute in 
North Hollywood, California. Hear him yawp and strum 
at myspace.com/yawninggap.

Lauren Bilanko feels compelled to tell you a story.  
bilanko.com
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Record players are altars. The listener first goes through a repertoire of ritual 
gestures, removing the black spiral-inscribed disc from the sleeve, holding 
it by the edge and label and placing its center through the spindle before 

lifting the tone arm and placing it at the edge of the spinning vinyl. The air in the 
room begins to move, and the memory held by the disc of a performance by some 
living, breathing person is reiterated, separated from its image and corporeality in an 
angelically invisible space. Some part of the listener enters into that space and goes 
into communion with the unseen force of the sound. It is magical and mysterious 
stuff, this impulse for sound-play that is universal among human beings through 
all times and places on earth. 

As a teenager, I listened to records to escape a world I found intolerable and eval-
uated them based on their ability to take me elsewhere. Some of the most powerful 
performances came with good stories (I’m thinking of the literature surrounding the 
Beatles, for instance, or Lester Bangs’ writing on the zonked ESP-Disk house band, 
the Godz) and some came with built-in social ties that identified me with some “out-
side” group (the bohemia of the Velvet Underground or the rural world of the Carter 
Family). Gradually, I noticed that the stories, mostly written by average people, were 
sometimes only half-true, making them no better than the world I already knew. In 
my day-to-day life the “outsiders” were everywhere, with simple needs for money, 
food and love. The amounts of money and the flavors of the food vary from place to 
place, but the qualities of love remain consistent.

opposite:
Hunters' musician yoro sidibe 
with donso ngoni (hunters' 
harp). mali,  West africa, 2006. 
photo by Cullen strawn.

noteS on a feW americanS 
finding muSicaL JeWeLS in 
internationaL WaterS

gospel canon can offer.
The process was simple: buy a box 

of records I’d never seen before that 
no one else seems to want, cheap, and 
listen to them. Several things became 
immediately apparent:
Most records are bad. Generally speak-
ing, the vast majority of the music issued 
over the century that sound recording has 
been popular home entertainment was 
made to make a buck and represents a 
pale merry-go-round of glib amusements, 
cute enough to dazzle the public for a 
minute (and fleece them of a fraction of 
their salaries) but not nourishing or osten-
tatious enough to stand up to repeated 
listenings. And worse, most of them are 
rehashings of other performances that 
were well-liked. The majority of them 
were made in the big cities where, as in 
the courts of the old world, the way to 
make money as an artist is to play the 
kind of music the rich folks like, which is 
a recipe for a particularly insidious kind of 
equally disposable, if fancier, bad music.

There are too many records. Some quick 
guesswork: if there have been, let’s say, 
500 million households in the U.S. during 
the 20th century—the century that pro-
duced vinyl records—and each household 
had maybe 25 records, that’s twelve 
billion records. And that doesn’t count 
the crazy record collectors who have 
thousands of discs, or the warehouses full 
of unsold or unwanted stock. So, there 
are maybe 20 billion records just in this 
country, and most of them are boring. 
This is what capitalism hath wrought on 
music.

Finding good music is the easiest thing 
in the world, as long as you understand 
that it happens only very rarely and 
only with bloody-minded and ferocious 
persistence. For me, two in every hundred 
records is a real triumph, a pearl. How 
do I know it’s a pearl? Because it seems 
to fulfill some confluence of memories 
and wishes inside myself. Every person 
will hear it differently depending on their 
own memories and wishes, their own 
knowledge of pearls and understanding of 
the ocean of music. The pearl explains the 
ocean, and the ocean explains the pearl, 
but never completely.  

So: finding good records is a private 
process, one that requires thousands of 
hours by the shrine of the record player 
in search of a feeling. And I am lucky to 
have been able to share part of what I’ve 
found, via an extraordinary record label 
in Atlanta, Georgia called Dust-to-Digital, 
which recently released Black Mirror: 
Reflections in Global Musics 1918 – 1954, 
a CD compling music from some of the 
old records that have excited me most in 
recent years. Before Black Mirror, I had 
already formed the sense of a tradition, 
both academic and decidedly not-
academic, of people who had discovered 
some remarkable things from records. But 
putting together Black Mirror brought me 
closer to some of the amazing self-starter 
Americans who are actively pursuing 
that magic two percent of all industrial 
output that has enduring value, and then 
finding ways to share these pearls while 

respecting their mysteries. The following 
owner-operated record labels are special: 
they’re not simply shoving music down 
the cultural gullet, but putting it on the 
menu and hoping other seekers will find 
it, and start asking questions.

dust-to-digital

Debuting in 2003 with Goodbye, 
Babylon, a six-CD collection of sacred 
folk music and sermons from the 
American South dating from the 
first half of the twentieth century, 
all packed in a cedar box with raw 
cotton and a book of notes designed 
like a 19th century hymnal, Lance 
Ledbetter’s Dust-to-Digital has been 
issuing a steady stream of staggeringly 
lush packages of extraordinary old 
music. Lovingly assembled, Dust-to-
Digital releases are epic tales tales 
told by monumental collections of 
music housed within an array of texts, 
images and textures, drawing equally 
from a concern for aesthetics and a 
wealth of research, often mining the 
knowledge of the previous genera-
tions of collectors, musicologists and 
afficionados like Dick Spottswood 
(an under sung hero of musicological 
research, credited by John Fahey in his 
book How Bluegrass Music Destroyed 
My Life as the man who first played 
him the blues that proved the seminal 
musical experience of his early life; 
whose 15-LP series for the Library of 
Congress, Folk Music in America, should 
have long ago received the kind of 
treatment Harry Smith’s Anthology 
has gotten; and whose seven volume 
Ethnic Music on Records: A Discography 
of Ethnic Recordings Produced in the 
United States, 1893 to 1942 is an utterly 
flabbergasting and indispensable 
investigation into the true depths 
of this country’s musical past), Joe 
Bussard (the legendary and irascible 
so-called “King of Record Collectors” 
and subject of the engaging documen-
tary Desperate Man Blues, available on 
DVD from D-t-D) and most recently Art 
Rosenbaum, Georgia-based artist and 
music documentarian.  

Art of Field Recording, Volume 1:  50 
Years of Traditional American Music 
Documented by Art Rosenbaum, a four-CD 
set of folk music performances taped 
on Rosenbaum’s travels around the U.S. 
was issued last year with a 96-page 
book and over a hundred illustrations 
to near-unanimous five-star reviews. 
The New York Times called it “an ark.” 
The sheer depth of Rosenbaum’s work 
documenting the still-flaming embers of 
Source Americana has necessitated two 
more volumes of equal scope, one to be 
issued this year and another in 2009. 

In addition to preparing the loamy 
sounds of Rosenbaum’s material for 
commercial release, Dust-to-Digital 
also recently issued a disc of 1970s 
recordings of Tuvan throat-singing, 
the unearthly cowboy music of North-
Central Asia, the afore-mentioned 
Black Mirror, and Victrola Favorites, a 
two-CD set embedded in a thick, lavish 
clothbound book of imagery exposing 
the gorgeous, cross-cultural remnants 

from the era of the mechanical windup 
gramophone. Comprised of forgotten 
material from America, Asia, Africa, 
and Europe, Victrola Favorites is more 
humorous, anti-academic, nostalgic 
and tweaked than any other entry in 
the early-recording reissue genre. Its 
creators, Rob Millis and Jeffrey Taylor 
of Seattle, have been working as sound 
artists under the Climax Golden Twins 
moniker for more than a decade. And 
they’ve been attached to a loose collec-
tive of explorers of sounds from afar 
called…

sublime freQuencies

Over the past five years, Sublime 
Frequencies has issued 44 CDs, DVDs 
and LPs of music and sounds from 
cultures in Southeast and Central 
Asia, North and Saharan Africa and 
Central and South America that have 
been largely ignored by American 
record companies. Princess Nicotine: 
Folk & Pop Music of Myanmar, still 
one of the label’s highlights and one 
of the most exciting recordings I’ve 
ever heard, was originally issued as 
an LP on the Majora label in 1994. The 
cover was a black-and-white collage of 
what turned out to be Burmese folks. 
Instead of credits or any information, 
the rear panel had only a prose-poem 
which began, “Princess Nicotine, you 
got Coca Cola fucked in the wind of 37 
names…” I do not remember whether 
it was my roommate or I who could 

afford to buy it at the time or which of 
us had something to smoke on hand 
at that particular moment of  youth-
ful indiscretions. I do remember the 
overwhelming bafflement as we sat 
listening to it that first time. Was the 
record running at the right speed? 
Was it supposed to sound like this? 
Was it possible that human beings 
could make this music—at once so 
outrageously fast and seeming to float 
on top of Time, so cheap and shitty and 
distorted and blown-out and so clearly 
refined and gorgeous? Once we decided 
that the record was not simply fucking 
with us, I remember we looked at each 
other and laughed out loud with joy.  

That roommate, a wild cat named 
Jason Glover, moved to Seattle and 
now plays with the Sea Donkeys, a 
near-anonymous group of oddballs 
that includes Hisham Mayet, who has 
also been responsible for some of 
Sublime Frequencies’ most wonderful 
releases, including two documents of 
outrageously fiery guitar music from 
the Saharan bands Group Inerane and 
Group Doueh, as well as several films 
of narrationless North and West African 
musical performances. A rotating cast 
of purposeful journeymen including 
Victrola Favorites co-editor Rob Millis 
and Princess Nicotine compiler and 
musician Alan Bishop (best known as 
a third of the late, great Sun City Girls) 
contribute releases to a label which has 
evolved from a style of presentation that 
originally emphasized, like my own first 

by ian nagoski

To find music for oneself, rather than 
accepting the sounds being distributed 
from on high like rations of cultural 
identity, seemed to me to be a way out 
from the handed-down myths of an 
unacceptable status quo. The world I 
lived in needs its plot rewritten, and 
the easiest way forward, I thought, was 
to listen to its smallest voices. Those 
voices, it turned out, are often the ones 
that don’t speak English. So, arriving 
late to the understanding that music’s 
pleasures are in its ability to manifest 
aspects of the unknowable internal 
worlds of its creators and that those 
creators are scattered equally over the 
earth and throughout time, my music 
education began in adulthood and with 
it, my education in the larger scope of 
humanity, culture and history than the 
American rock-soul-country-blues-jazz-
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hit of Burmese popular music, the cata-
strophic shock of confrontation with the 
music itself to objects that are saturated 
with a depth of knowledge and devotion 
to their subject matter.  

Over the past 20 releases, SF has 
included studies of aspects of the recent 
musical cultures of supposed “enemies” 
of the American state, including Syria, 
North Korea and (of course) Iraq. It’s a 
humanistic response, one that points 
out the unifying essentials among 
people everywhere, regardless of their 
governments, even as it underlines the 
conspicuous absence of music (and 
thus: culture, understanding, etc.) 
from places America’s media yammers 
on about every day. It’s subtle stuff, 
conducted with a sense of respect 
and purpose, a slathering love of the 
excitement of great performances and 
a near-hermetic view of the Divine and 
the Profane which permeates music 
and its creators.  They are records that 
are made to reveal and unveil, without 
pretending to tell the whole story any 
more than your radio already does.

excavated shellac

If the word “radio” sounds weird in 
this context, there could be a couple 
reasons. One is that very little of this 
music is played on radio, which is 
what sends us down the rabbit-holes 
looking for it in the first place. When 
it is broadcast, it’s on those rare free-
form, college or public radio stations 
that exist in big cities. But even then, 
it’s rare to hear music originating 
from afar in time or space. The other 
big reason is that we have arrived at 
a moment in the evolution of sound 
media when the most permanent 
format, the 78 rpm disc which is made 
of 70% ground stone and is, literally, a 
rock containing sound, has given way 
to ever more ephemeral media, arriv-
ing most recently at the mass popular-
ity of the shittiest and most disposable 
format yet, the mp3. On the plus side, 

the ease of dissemination of digital 
files has meant that many people are 
able to hear a wider swath of human 
music-making at any time of day or 
night for free than they would be able 
to find in months of looking through 
and paying cash for records in person. 
Let’s hope there is some maniac out 
there with a great pair of ears and an 
array of hard-drives that copy each 
other twenty times a second (like they 
have at banks to keep track of financial 
transactions) who is busily archiving 
all of the amazing music that is being 
disseminated before it’s lost to the 
inevitable breakdown of the hardware.

My favorite steady source of 
digital revelations is Jonathan Ward’s 
“Excavated Shellac,” a blog of folkloric 
and vernacular music from around 
the world taken from Ward’s own 
dazzling collection of 78 rpm discs. 
Each Sunday night, he posts a side of 
a disc, digitally restored with much of 
the format’s inherent noise removed 
without compromising the sound of the 
performances, along with substantial 
discographical and musicological con-
text and thoughts on the performance, 
which usually take the form of wonder 
and respect for the magic they contain, 
all made available as free downloads.  
Dozens of startling pieces, often from 
little-heard-from regions and obscure, 
little-studied styles, are available at any 
given time as gifts to the world. His site 
explains his motivations:

“The feeling that you’ve never heard 
anything like this before in your life; it 
transports you to a place where words 
are irrelevant. But part of that feeling is 
thinking how you’d want to share that 
with others, to have them feel exactly 
the same way.  Record collectors are 
eccentric people. I don’t even like the 
term ‘record collector.’ They’ve been 
parodied far too many times. Accurately, 
I might add. But I could not live with 
myself as a ‘collector’ without at least 
one person I could share sounds with.”

Right on.

mississippi records

The record itself is the subject and pur-
pose of the Portland, Oregon label (and 
record store) Mississippi Records. Over 
the past few years, they have issued 
20-odd collections on vinyl only (no 
CDs or MP3s), following a “good music 
is good music” ethos: new music by 
Tara Jane O’Neil and the Evolutionary 
Jazz Band, reissues by post-punks Dog 
Faced Hermans and Animals + Men, 
late-’60s jazz by Philip Cohran, as well 
as  reissues of ’30s Delta blues icon Skip 
James, singular ’20s gospel songster 
Washington Phillips, ’70s Texan street 
musician Bongo Joe Coleman, a compi-
lation of ferocious ’60s-’70s gospel rock-
ers, two compilations of urban African 
folk and pop of the ’60s, miscellaneous 
ethnic masterpieces from the ’20s and 
’30s. Each Mississippi release seems 
to ask, “Is this what you were looking 
for?” And the general consensus among 
record hounds: “Yep.”

The music is consistently elemental, 
subversive and wonderful, and the 
vinyl format lends itself to treatment as 
literature. After all, a record is listened to 
intentionally—you have to pick it up and 
put it on, rather than striking a button 
while doing something else. It asks to be 
considered, discussed and filed away for 
reference more than any other medium. 
It feels like part of the real world of 
lived experience, of face-to-face contact 
among people, something that has only 
recently receded from the dialog about 
music. It should come as no surprise 
that Mississippi has no web presence 
and that co-founder Eric Isaacson only 
recently got his first CD player for the 
sake of expedience in dealing with the 
CDRs he owns.

yaala yaala

Almost ten years ago, teacher and 
drummer Jack Carneal was living in 
the small town of Bougouni in Southern 
Mali. He got heavily into the music 
scene as a listener, buying tapes of 
rural stuff not found outside the area 
and occasionally recording musicians 
himself. After returning to the U.S. and 
passing around the copies of the music 
he’d fallen in love with to friends, his 
passion for the music impelled him to 
release it more widely. His Yaala Yaala 
label has released four discs in the past 
year, manufactured and distributed by 
Drag City.

Packaged in Carneal’s own beautiful 
photographs, the music is hypnotic and 
appeals directly to the desire to hear 
something elaborately beautiful without 
being fancified by high-tech aesthetics 
or what the monied West is perceived 
to want to hear.  The label’s most recent 
release is from the hunter-musician 
Yoro Sidibe, and it’s a killer.  Over three 
long tracks, Sidibe sings epic stories to 
his own ngoni accompaniment with a 
patient urgency that is unlike anything 
else I’ve ever heard.  

Yaala Yaala feels like the kind of labor 
of love captured in Werner Herzog’s best 
documentaries. Carneal seems to have 
thrown himself passionately into the 

music and the lives of its creators (to the 
extent that it can be done from Maryland 
to Mali), amplifying its life in the retell-
ing of it through the label. His zealous 
work is a real gift for us, an ocean away 
from its source.  

it Just keeps going…

Of course all of this is just the tip of the 
iceberg. Important labels like Numero 
Group and Fat Possum have been get-
ting down to the real human level of 
the documents of Americana of the past 
40 years, and there are hundreds more 
people looking outside the readymade 
genres and handed-down cultural 
blinders of Americana for something 
else, something essential, about music 
and the wide world behind it.

Then there’s David Murray, who runs 
an email list dedicated to the study of 
rembetika, the Greek folk music of the 
urban hash dens that flowered in the 
’30s, also runs a blog called “Haji Maji,” 
dedicated to recordings of Chinese opera 
from 78 rpm discs. A fellow named Brent 
Field in Lancaster, New Hampshire 
has pressed up a hundred copies of a 
7-inch entitled “So That Beauty Shall Not 
Perish” to reissue six sides from his own 
ethnic 78 rpm record collection, includ-
ing music from Kenya, Vietnam, Bhutan, 
India and Armenia. Honest Jon’s in 
England has been issuing great foreign-
language stuff from the 20s and 30s from 
the EMI archives in Hayes, Middlesex.  

Music—the finding of it, the sharing 
of it, the understanding of it, the simple 
hearing of it—has pleasures far greater 
than can be talked about sensibly. I 
think of Henri Michaux’s poem:

Music which leaves me suspended
its snares
its snares
which holds me in its snares.

The world turned soft
turned soft
the whole becoming waves
and flowing  

It makes me want to put on a record.  

contacts

Joe Bussard: fonotone.com 
Dust-to-Digital: dust-digital.com 
excavated shellac:  
excavatedshellac.wordpress.com 
Haji maji: hajimaji.wordpress.com 
mississippi records: 4007 N mississippi ave 
portland, Or 97227 / (503) 282-2990 
Dick spottswood: wamu.org/programs/ds/ 
sublime Frequencies:   
www.sublimefrequencies.com/ 
so that Beauty shall Not perish:  
antireality.org/audio.html 
Victrola Favorites:  
climaxgoldentwins.com/victrolafavorites/ 
yaala yaala: dragcity.com/catalog/catyaala.html

Ian Nagoski is a musician and music 
reseacher in Baltimore, Maryland. He is 
currently researching music of the Eastern 
Mediterranean as it was recorded in New 
York in the ’20s and making new music for 
voice and electronics.
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text and captions  
by eddie dean

leon kagarise was a teetotaling 
amateur photographer who 
captured the bucolic vibes of the 
now-forgotten country music 
festivals that flourished along  
the mason-dixon line in the 
'50s and '60s. award- winning 
journalist eddie dean tells his 
story and shares some of his 
extraordinary photographs in 
this expanded excerpt from the 
new book,  pure country.

Country music, at least the kind you hear on 
the radio, has been a joke for so long now 
that it’s easy to forget that it was considered 

a joke even when it was a vital American art form.
The Southern rural culture that gave birth to 

country music and later begat Elvis was for gen-
erations a national joke, ridiculed as a backwater 
cesspool of poverty and ignorance left behind by 
a progressive, mainstream America. In the late 
’40s and early ’50s, when hillbilly stars like Roy 
Acuff and Hank Williams and Kitty Wells sold 
millions of records, most people looked down on 
country as the music of poor white trash.

By the time Leon Kagarise came of age in the 
late ’50s, the rock ‘n’ roll revolution engendered a 
suburban teen culture that likewise rejected the 
country music that Elvis and so many of rock’s 
pioneers were raised on. Doubly despised by 
his parents’ generation and the youth culture of 
his peers, the country music Leon loved became 

marginalized and found refuge in the remote 
outdoor parks where he chronicled its final years 
as a bona fide American roots music.

For more than a decade, Leon followed 
the same Sunday ritual: He would attend 
early-morning service at his local Church of the 
Brethren outside Baltimore, and then he’d make 
the hour drive north in his ’49 Plymouth to a pair 
of country-music parks along the Mason-Dixon 
Line, New River Ranch in Rising Sun, Maryland 
and Sunset Park, in Oxford, Pennsylvania.

Armed with a 50-pound Ampex reel-to-reel 
tape recorder, an Electro-Voice microphone 
and a Zeiss Ikon 35mm camera, Leon made live 
recordings and took hundreds of photos. He later 
said he was simply trying to “save the moments” 
that gave him an inutterable joy. He was not an 
artist or even a self-conscious documentarian. He 
was a country music fan.
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pure Country: 
the Leon Kagarise archives 1961-1971,  
(c) 2008 
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AMATEUR MUSICIAnS, 1960S 
Here were Mennonites and urbanites, 
down-home country folk and hipster  
folkies on weekend trips from Greenwich 
Village, all come together in the spirit of 
the music. The communal vibe spilled into 
the parking lot, close by the fenced-in 
grave of Sunset Park founder “Uncle” Roy 
Waltman, where informal jam sessions 
had local musicians fresh out of the 
cornfields mixing with counterculture 
pilgrims such as Jerry Garcia, a young 
banjoist from California whose dream at 
the time was to be one of Bill Monroe’s 
Bluegrass Boys.

Above:

DonnA STonEMAn, 1966 
Donna Stoneman was Leon’s muse, 
the subject of more of his photos than 
any performer. His camera found her 
everywhere on the park grounds: sharing 
meals with fans, posing with her sister 
Roni, daydreaming off by herself in a rare 
moment alone. Most of all, he found her 
on stage, where she appeared as a vision 
from on high, literally floating above the 
floorboards in a display of fancy footwork 
that mesmerized Leon to the point of 
obsession. “When she played the man-
dolin, she danced,” he said. “She couldn’t 
play without dancing and she would jump 
in the air a foot. And coincidentally she 
was one of the best mandolin players who 
ever lived. I was talking to Bill Monroe 
at Sunset Park and he said to me that 
in a contest with the mandolin Donna 
Stoneman would win against him. He said, 
‘Donna’s better than me.’ That was his 
estimate and Bill Monroe was the King of 
Bluegrass.”

JUnE CARTER  
AnD JoHnny CASH, 1962 
In 1961 the Carter Sisters joined 
the Johnny Cash road show, 
and it was during this time when 
June and Johnny became smit-
ten with each other, a chemistry 
that was for years held in check 
by Cash’s addiction to pills and 
booze. During a show that year 
at Sunset Park, Cash let loose 
with a garbled, Benzedrine-laced 
monologue before losing his 
voice in the last set. In ’62, at 
new River Ranch, Johnny was 
in fine fettle in a show that Leon 
captured on tape and consid-
ered one of his best recordings. 
That night Leon caught the 
Man in Black and his Woman 
in White signing autographs 
for fans. They would eventually 
marry in 1968.

HATTIE STonEMAn, 1970 
one of the most memorable 
voices heard on Harry Smith’s 
landmark Anthology of American 
Folk Music, Hattie was already 
married with six children when 
she coyly refused her courtier’s 
advances (as sung by hus-
band Ernest) on “The Spanish 
Merchant’s Daughter,” recorded 
in 1928. Her 50-year union 
with Ernest “Pop” Stoneman 
produced not only seminal 
records but one of the most tal-
ented broods in country-music 
history. She carried 23 children, 
gave birth to 15 and all but two 

played music. Leon shot this 
portrait at Hattie’s 70th birthday 
celebration, two years after 
Ernest’s death in 1968. She still 
played her banjo in the old-time 
mountain style she learned as 
a girl in the hills of southwest 
Virginia, when she went by the 
name of Hattie Frost and was 
courted by a young carpenter 
named Ernest.

PoP STonEMAn, 1963 
Ernest “Pop” Stoneman: 
Country-music pioneer (first-
ever version of “The Titanic,” 
1925); native of Iron Ridge, 
Carroll County, Virginia; family 
patriarch; guitarist; itinerant 
carpenter; songwriter; mill-
hand; autoharp master; railroad 
section man; instrument maker 
(inventor of harmonica-holder 
harness); talent scout; mail 
clerk; TV quiz-show winner 
(nBC’s The Big Surprise, 1956) 
gospel singer; and hero for Leon. 
“It makes me so mad when I see 
histories on country music and 
they always call the Carters ‘the 
First Family of Country Music,’ 
because the Stonemans were 
the first,” said Leon. “Pop was 
first.” In April 2008, shortly 
after Kagarise’s death from 
heart failure, Pop was inducted 
into the Country Music Hall of 
Fame, and in october came a 
two-CD retrospective Ernest V. 
Stoneman: The Unsung Father 
of Country Music.

What Leon captured with his secondhand camera was a magical time when 
stars mixed with the faithful with an ease that showed they hadn’t gotten above 
their raising, and a crucial historical moment when the music was still a grassroots, 
homegrown phenomenon ignored by mainstream America.

The world Leon documented is long since vanished, but its legacy lives on in 
bluegrass festivals and other scattered places in the hinterlands where the old-time 
sounds endure. One of the fans who attended shows at the country-music parks in 
the early ’60s was the late Jerry Garcia of the Grateful Dead. When he was asked 
years later about his music heroes, Garcia didn’t hesitate with a response. He said 
whenever he needed inspiration, he would get as close as he could to the stage and 
watch Scotty Stoneman take a fiddle solo.

The presence of pilgrims like Garcia underscores the allure and romance of the 
country-music parks in their heyday. Not only were venues like New River Ranch 
and Sunset Parks hallowed shrines to see bluegrass heroes such as Bill Monroe, Flatt 
and Scruggs, and Carter and Ralph Stanley perform onstage, they were gathering 
places for the legions of amateur musicians and novices like Garcia, a 21-year-old 
banjo player who made the cross-country trip to Sunset Park from California in a ’61 
Corvair.

Some of the finest performances happened out in the parking lot, at the back of 
an old pick-up truck or around a picnic table, where informal jam sessions sprung up 
in small colorful clumps like mushrooms after a hard Pennsylvania rain. For most of 
these amateur musicians, it was as close as they would ever get to the stage at Sunset 
Park, but it was close enough. This was a picker’s paradise, a chance to shine with a 
solo and grab a moment of glory to brag about for years back home. “A whole bunch 
of people would stand around and listen, and they would give requests and some of 
the music back there was as good or better than what was onstage,” recalled Leon. 
“Music was everywhere, it just proliferated the whole park.”

The spectators took the music no less seriously. Week after week, the same crowds 
would congregate from noon until well after darkness, and they would stay until the 
last note of music.

What Leon found here was a community, an extended family where he felt at 
home. It was a thriving underground scene, these urban folkies and interlopers 
mixing with the crowd of farmers and factory workers and displaced Southerners 
who’d migrated for jobs. Some worked at the munitions plant in Elkton, Maryland, or 
at the mushroom farms near Kennett Square, Pennsylvania or at the Western Electric 
plant or Bethlehem Steel in Baltimore. They were hungry not only for work but for 
the old-time string band music of their native regions.

Both Sunset Park and New River Ranch were humble meccas as befitting their 
time and place. Open-air wooden stages, rows of sawmill planks on cinderblocks for 
seats and a day’s entertainment for a thousand or so faithful ready to bust loose after 
church. There were fortune tellers and concession stands and carnival booths for the 
youngsters.



DeCemBer 200844 45DeCemBer 2008

For the musicians, these parks offered a pit stop 
in between the grind of low-lit honky tonks and beer 
joints and the glare of the Grand Ole Opry. Many made 
the 750-mile drive from Nashville after a Saturday night 
appearance, rolling in with just enough time to shave in 
the car and hit the stage.

All the biggest stars played here: Hank Williams, Roy 
Acuff, Ernest Tubb, Patsy Cline, Johnny Cash, George 
Jones. And there were bluegrass greats that Leon 
loved most, especially the Stoneman Family, as well as 
hundreds of obscure acts whose biggest taste of fame 
was earning a billing on a poster for a show at Sunset 
Park or New River Ranch. Whether greenhorns on their 
way up, or grayhairs on their way down, they were 
always welcome out here in the sticks.

Even as the ’60s wore on and country records 
became slick and larded with orchestral arrangements 
and background choirs, the shows at these parks 
celebrated the music in all its raw, pristine beauty. They 
became ever more crucial gigs for traditional perform-
ers who couldn’t get airplay, the ones who toured 
with their own tight, cracker-jack bands that shunned 
electric amps and other modern frills, with singers 
harmonizing around a single microphone.

Old-time country music done the old-time way. 
That’s the way the crowd liked it and it wasn’t uncom-
mon for hecklers to jeer acts that featured electric bass 
or drum sets. Acoustic music didn’t get more hardcore 
than this—right off the back porch and straight from 
the hollow—presented without affectation. Fans like 
Leon discovered that even if real country music wasn’t 
on the radio, it was alive and well at remote outposts 
like Sunset Park and New River Ranch.

Of all the country performers Leon chronicled with 
his camera and recorder, the Stonemans remained 
closest to his heart. In this dysfunctional, poverty-
stricken and prodigiously talented clan of displaced 
Virginia hillbillies, he found a family that won his 
undying love and devotion second only to his own kin. 
The Stonemans transformed their ongoing domestic 
drama into an entertaining and electrifying stage show, 
making art out of the precarious anarchy of their lives. 
Leon was not only their most loyal fan, he became a 
trusted family friend, the only instance where he was 
able to break through the barrier that always separated 
him from his idols.

The Stonemans offered Leon all God’s plenty. 
Spurned by the Nashville establishment (many say it 
was professional jealousy due to the fact they could 
out-pick anyone in Music City), the Stonemans always 
found a home at New River Ranch and Sunset Park.

What moved Leon most was the Stoneman’s 
never-ending struggle to survive in the cut-throat music 
business despite their talent and showmanship. “They 
were the sweetest people in the world and they were 
very poor,” he said. “They lived in a house for several 
years that didn’t have a roof. They deserved so much 
more than what they got, both in money and in fame. 
But they were just country people, they didn’t know 
how to behave, they weren’t politically motivated in 
any way and they didn’t seem to care about the fame or 
anything. They just enjoyed their music.”

The country roots of the Stonemans were revealed 
most fully in their comedy routines, brimming with 
bawdy backwoods banter, a dose of R-rated humor 
slipped into the park’s G-rated family entertainment. 
They especially liked to massacre the latest country 
hits from the Nashville assembly line; they’d turn a 
saccharine recitation like Bill Anderson’s “Still,” into 
a celebration of moonshine stills; most of the routines 
were straight from the school of outhouse jokes handed 
down for generations, and many were unabashedly 
sexual. The usually prudish Leon got a special thrill 
hearing the Stonemans get down and dirty and let off 
some steam on-stage. “They could get real raunchy,” he 
said. “But they were just having fun. The real dirty jokes 
they did, most of the kids wouldn’t get ‘em anyway.”

The Stonemans were one of many bands that 

Above:

 HAnK SnoW, 1964 
Weighted down with enough pomade to grease an 
18-wheeler, Hank Snow once fired a fiddler whose bow 
nudged his hairpiece off in front of a crowd. Hailing from 
the squid-jigging grounds of nova Scotia, the Singing 
Ranger made his American stage debut at Sunset Park 
in 1950. For the next decade, Snow enjoyed a steady 
stream of hits like “I’m Movin’ on,” “The Golden Rocket” 
and “A Fool Such As I.” He was a small, wiry man with a 
big booming voice, warm and inviting as an old pot-bellied 
wood-stove. By the ’60s, he was one of nashville’s power 
brokers and ruling elder statesmen, full of bluster and 
short of temper, especially when it came to his toupee, 
crowning his head like a coiled anaconda. “But the joke 
was he was so rich,” said Leon. “you could see a mile 
away it was a hairpiece. Couldn’t he have gotten a better 
hairpiece? A better piece of grass?”

worked the rough hillbilly bars of Washington and 
Baltimore. The shows at New River Ranch and Sunset 
Park offered temporary respite from the hell of the 
honky-tonk nightlife where they scratched out a living 
The country-music parks offered a sanctuary where, 
if only for a few hours each Sunday, people tried to 
live by the Golden Rule. A backstage sign at Sunset 
Park made it clear the entertainers were held to the 
same high standards, providing explicit warning to all 
performers: “No Profanity (Not Even a Hell or Damn) 
Allowed On This Stage In Any Show. KEEP YOUR 
SHOWS CLEAN—NO SMUT. Please refrain from cuss-
ing backstage as Microphone is always open. Thank 
You.”

For years the Stonemans performed as the 
Bluegrass Champs six nights a week at a bar called The 
Famous, right next door to the Trailways bus station 
in downtown D.C.  Pay was usually $12.50 per band 
member, but they made more in tips, which were 
collected in a galvanized trash container, dubbed the 
“pitch pot.” A sign read: IF YOU DON’T PITCH IN THE 
POT TONIGHT, TOMORROW YOU MIGHT NOT HAVE A 
POT TO PITCH IN.”

The regulars at The Famous were mostly servicemen 
and transients homesick for hillbilly music; a drunken, 
brawling crowd a far cry from the family picnickers 
at the open-air parks. On the street outside, hookers 
plied their trade, while inside fights erupted at the 
least provocation. Local bluegrass veteran Bill Harrell 

recalled singing while, a few feet from the stage, a 
woman threatened her cheating husband by holding 
a gun to his head and, another time, Harrell nearly 
drowned an unruly sailor by holding his head in the 
men’s room toilet.

Donna Stoneman, taught by her brother Scotty to 
play mandolin “like a man,” was a sight for sore eyes at 
the Famous, where her admirers were fiercely devoted. 
One of her fans—a serviceman—was killed on his way 
back from the bar to the nearby Andrews Air Force 
Base. In the dead man’s wallet, authorities found a 
photo of Donna clipped to a $5 bill.

Leon never dared to enter these dark, smoky places. 
He was a lifelong teetotaler who considered alcohol 
and tobacco “lethal poisons.” For him, it was enough 
to meet his idols in the sun-dappled grounds of the 
parks, where his more innocent vision of country music 
lent his photos a spiritual radiance. Raised in a church 
where graven images were forbidden, he became as 
devout as any Russian icon-maker.

A key element that made Leon’s photos stand out 
was their brilliant color. Most of the fans strolled the 
parks with their old Box cameras snapping their tired 
old black and white pictures. Leon shot everything in 
color. They were still in Kansas, while he had found his 
very own Oz. “I saw so many people take so many gosh-
awful pictures and I learned from all that,” he said. “I 
tried to compose before I took the shot. All the pictures 
had to be dead-level, no weird angles, no tricks.” He 

Above:

RAy PRICE 
The ultimate honky-tonker who recorded night Life, a concept album 
about tomcatting around ‘til dawn, Ray Price was used to playing dark, 
smoky dance halls and nightclubs, but he could still hold his own in the 
white-hot glare of the July sun at the country-music parks. Here he 
stands resplendent in his Cherokee Cowboy chaps, one hand holding a 
lit cig and an autograph pen, the other wrapped around an admirer. Ray 
could always count on the loyalty of his fans to perk him up from the 
750-mile, all-night drive from nashville to new River Ranch. Like he 
sang in his monster hit: “Crazy arms that reach to hold somebody new.”
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studied composition and lighting in photography books. 
He wanted to improve his technique and figure out how to 
best capture the images he wanted to preserve. He had the 
sounds from his reel-to-reel tapes, and he wanted the sights 
to be every bit as sharp and clear and memorable.

Each trip to the photo store inspired a mixture of dread 
and exhilaration as Leon sweated to see what he’d shot 
at the country-music parks.  “I’d be trembling driving to 
the photo shop,” he said.  “I couldn’t wait to see my slides 
every week. It was very exciting. But I would be very critical 
of myself. I had an overhead projector and I would show 
the slides on a big screen in the basement, and I was very 
critical. If I had something a hair off or the light was wrong, 
I would make sure the next time and correct that. They had 
to be perfect.”

Looking at the photos a half-century later, it is remark-
able how much they do tell us. Some of these phantoms died 
young, fallen prey to the hard-bitten culture in which they 
were raised. Others faded into obscurity or retirement. But 
in Leon’s photos, they are forever young and aglow, as they 
alighted from their tour buses and walked the grounds in 
their spangled, glittering Nudie suits like household gods 
of a lost Golden Age. “I was totally infatuated with these 
country stars,” he said. ‘They were such important people to 
me. I considered it an honor to get their picture.”

These tender yet never sentimental photographs—one 
man’s souvenirs from summer days along the Mason-Dixon 
Line—capture these American artists in their prime and in 
their element, playing country music for country people. 
“I just wanted to save the moment, as much as I could 
anyhow,” he said. “I was trying in my own little way to stop 
time. I loved the country stars and their music so much. I 
didn’t want it to change or ever go away.”  

Eddie Dean is a writer based in Rockville, Maryland. His work 
has appeared in Men’s Journal, Harper’s, Spin and the Wall 
Street Journal, among other publications. He is co-author of 
Man of Constant Sorrow, the memoir of old-time music legend 
Ralph Stanley, forthcoming from Gotham Books.
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www.pleasantstvideo.com

aboveground records 
pO Box 2568 
#8 Great Harbor triangle 
edgartown, ma. 02539 
508 627-4678 
www.myspace.com/
abovegroundrecs

the rabbit Hole 
805 main st 
Fitchburg ma  01420

pazzo Books 
1898a Centre st. 
West roxbury, ma 02132 
www.pazzobooks.com 
617.323.2919

maryland

atomic Books  
1100 W 36th st 
Baltimore, mD 21211 
(410) 662-4444 
www.atomicbooks.com

the true Vine 
1123 W 36th st 
Baltimore, mD 21211 
(410) 235-4500 
www.thetruevinerecordshop.
com

michigan

Book Beat 
26010 Greenfield 
Oak park, mI 48237 
thebookbeat.com 
(248) 968-1190

minnesota

Big Brain Comics 
1027 Washington avenue, 
south 
minneapolis, mN 55415 
www.bigbraincomics.com 
(612)338-4390

missouri

apop records 
2831 Cherokee 
saint Louis, mO 63118 
www.apoprecords.com 
(314) 664-6575

montana

ear Candy music 
624 south Higgins 
missoula, mt 
59801 
www.earcandymusic.nu 
(406) 542-5029

nevada

st. James Infirmary 
445 California ave. 
reno, NV 89509 

new hampshire

toadstool Bookshop 
12 Depot sq. 
peterborough, NH 
03458 
www.toadbooks.com 
(603) 924-3543

new meXico

Discobolus rechords 
HC 81 Box 629 
Questa, Nm, 87556,  
www.discobolus.net

new york

Labyrinth press Company 
12 e. 4th street 
Jamestown, Ny 14701 
(716) 484-0777 
http://profile.myspace.com/
labyrinthpresscompany

permanent records 
181 Franklin street 
Brooklyn, Ny 11222 
(718)383-4083 
www.permanentrecords.info

north carolina

Harvest records 
415 Haywood rd 
asheville, NC 28806 
www.harvest-records.com 
(828) 258-2999

Offbeat music 
905 W main st 
Durham, NC, 27701 
(919) 688-7022

ohio

music saves 
15801 Waterloo road 
Cleveland, OH 44110 
www.musicsaves.com  
(216) 481-1875

revival 
822 market street 
akron, OH 44303 
(330) 762.4845 
www.revivalresale.com

oregon

the Waypost 
3120 N Williams avenue  
portland, Or 97227 
www.thewaypost.com 
(503) 367-3182.

reading Frenzy 
921 sW Oak st. 
portland, Or 97205 
(503) 274-1449 
www.readingfrenzy.com

Cherry sprout produce 
772 N. sumner st. 
portland, Or 92717 
(503) 833.2830

Floating World Comics LLC 
20 NW 5th ave #101 
portland, Or 97209

pennsylvania

National mechanics 
22 south 3rd st. 
philadelphia, pa, 19106 
(215) 701-4883 
www.nationalmechanics.com

paul's CDs 
4526 Liberty ave 
pittsburgh, pa   15224 
(412) 621-3256

Digital Ferret 
732 s. 4th st. 
philadelphia, pa 19147 
www.isotank.com 
(215) 925-9259

repo records 
538 south st 
philadelphia, pa 
(215) 627 3775 
www.reporecords.com

teXas

Backspin records 
4631 airport Blvd., suite 110-a 
austin, texas 78751 
us@backspinrecords.net

Domy Books 
1709 Westheimer 
Houston, tX, 77098

Domy Books 
913 e Cesar Chavez 
austin, tX, 78702

Good records 
1808 Greenville ave. 
Dallas, tX  75206 
(214) 752-4663 
www.goodrecords.com

trailer space records 
1401-a rosewood ave. 
austin, tX 78702 
(512) 542-9001

tenessee 

Goner records 
2152 young ave 
memphis, tN 38104 
(901)722-0095 
www.goner-records.com 
gonerrecords@bellsouth.net

utah

Groovacious 
173 North 100 West 
Cedar City, ut 84720

the Bean scene Coffee  
& art Café 
511 e. st. George Blvd 
st. George, ut 84770

vermont

spirit of Orr records 
pO Box 6283 
Brattleboro, Vt 05301 
www.spiritoforr.com

virginia

plaza artist materials 
927 W Grace st 
richmond, Va 23220 
www.plazaart.com

washington

easy street records 
4559 California avenue sW 
seattle, Wa 98116-4110 
(206) 938-3279

wisconsin

atomic records 
1813 e. Locust street 
milwaukee, WI 53211

canada

Vinyl Diner 
628-B Broadway ave. 
saskatoon, sK 
Canada 
s7N 1a9

CKuW 95.9 Fm 
515 portage ave 
Winnipeg, mB, 
Canada 
r3B 2e9

Lost & Found 
2383 agricola 
Halifax, Ns  
Canada 
B3K 4B8

constellationthe

For information on how to become a star in 
the arthur Constellation, send an inquiry to 
distro@arthurmag.com

these stars help bring arthur magazine to you…
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Right:

JIMMy MARTIn, C. 1970 
nobody exemplified bluegrass’ high 
lonesome singing like Jimmy Martin, 
and he had a mercurial temperament to 
match the music’s extreme emotional 
pitch. He never realized his lifelong 
dream of joining the Grand ole opry 
but he was always welcome at the 
country-music parks, where his songs 
seemed to find their proper setting, 
echoing over the loudspeakers through 
the trees, out into the ravines and far-
off fields and lonely places where men 
go to cry alone: “I’d give an ocean of 
diamonds or a world filled with flowers, 
to hold you closely for just a few hours.”
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bull
tongueBy Byron Coley  
and Thurston Moore

Of all the fucked up, nasty ass, deliriously 
damaged rock bands in the recent history 
of the American underground wonder-
land (particularly Texas), none come close 
to the squirm and hellacious sqwunk 
of Rusted Shut. From the incinerated 
skum of Houston weirdness improv outfit 
Grinding Teeth arose Rusted Shut in 
1986. Their shows were a notorious mess, 
drunken and fueled by cheap-jack acid. 
After years of slovenly survival they’ve 
been somewhat rescued from universal 
distaste by the current noise legions. The 
Emperor Jones label released the Rehab 
CD in 2003 and AA Records did a sick 
lathe (“Bring Out Your Dead”) last year 
and their notorious “Fuckin’” track off the 
2006 End Times Festival live comp is still 
the only loop that matters (check their 
myspace page for that one). It was with 
some apprehension of being held up by 
knife point that we unzipped their new 
Hot Sex EP (Dull Knife). But goddamn 
if this is not a great goddamned beast of 
a record. The core duo of Don Walsh 
and Sybil Chance (the original still 
alive members of Grinding Teeth) and 
Domokos (on drums and ‘earthscreamer’) 
just lay it out in an unctious smear of 
rawk n roll decimating any obvious 
pretence of hardcore, black metal, death 
metal, sludge, punk, avant improv goop 
etc.—shit is the REAL amerika full on. 
Salute and die. 

Nigel Cross’s British label, Shagrat, only 
releases extraordinary material. He 
doesn’t bother with anything else. That 
means it’s always a label to watch and 
their newsy release, the Mariachi 
Riff Live and Free Music LP by 
Formerly Fat Harry, is a case in point. 
FFH were an ostensible Country Joe 
offshoot band, based in England, who 
recorded a lone laid-back, country-fried 

album for UK Harvest. It never struck us 
as wildly interesting, but Brits who saw 
the band live were always blowing spit-
bubbles about how psychedelic they were. 
Some of that material finally surfaced on 
the Hux CD, Goodbye for Good, but 
this LP has the essential jewel—a 25-min-
ute West Coast jam pinnacle that can 
match any ballroom band for sheer acid 
flash. An amazing record! The flip has 
two free-form pieces the band recorded 
earlier and they too are mind-blowers. If 
this material had surfaced while the band 
was still extant, they’d be legendary. As it 
was, they were so arcane only a few true 
believers like Pete Frame, Colin Hill (who 
wrote the fantastic liner notes) and Nigel 
had any idea that there even was a grail 
to seek. Easily the best archival find of 
the year, and an incredible record by any 
standard.

Really fine new book of poems by 
Jasmine Dreame Wagner (who 
also records as Cabinet of Natural 
Curiousities). It’s called Charcoal 
(For Arbors) and while it looks at first 
blush as though it’ll be a bit academic, 
she continually slams our heads with 
powerful words and images. “Blessed 
are the ego mules, for they are shod 
with their own lead.” Indeed! Similarly 
choice are the two new books by P. 
Shaw, Strings 02008CE and Strings 
Executive Toddler Edition. Shaw’s 
visual work is moving ever further from 
his ratty origins, with some of the pages 
achieving an oddly elfin mandala quality. 
The stories (esp. Ex Toddler) are actually 
sicker than ever, but their surface is a 
charming distraction.

Dunno if the band’s from Clifton NJ 
(where one of us b-tonguers worked 
as a caddie for several years), but we 
must give some localist props to RSO’s 

of our favorite Southern artists, but it has 
a light and graceful weirdom all its own. 
Mixing concrete collage action with dub 
texture and the raw power of Christian 
pop (without the Christianity), Waumiss 
make days a little sunnier whether you 
like it or not.

Breakdance the Dawn is a cool name for a 
label, gotta admit. And it’s from Australia 
and by dint of its cassingle (yeah!) release 

“no one” by half OZ half Kiwi 4tet 
Mysteries Of Love we look forward 
to revisiting this equatorial wonderland. 
Faraway percussion and reverberoided 
coyote/human vox fusion make this an 
almost down under Pocahaunted listen-
ing experience. Fantastic utilization of 
quiet-style feedback lines.

Not sure how we missed it exactly, but 
Punk Magazine is back, still under the 
editorial watch of John Holmstrom. It’s 
a tad slicker than it was during its first 
incarnation, but Holmstrom’s chops are 
still in place (as editor, writer and illus-
trator) and the gestalt’s excellent. There’s 
some space given to new punk bands, 
but the bulk deals with people who were 
on the scene in the ’70s, and it reads as 
well as ever. As does the new issue of 
Sharon Cheslow’s splendid occasional, 
Interrobang?! (Decomposition). This 
issue is printed in trade paperback 
format and has interviews and writings 
about the interface between family and 
music during childhood and beyond. 
Most of the pieces (by Alan Licht, Bill 
Berkson, Paulie Oliveros, etc.) are excel-
lent, but our fave is the interview with Ian 
Mackaye. Sharon goes back to the earliest 
days of the DC hardcore scene and really 
manages to get some wonderful and very 
personal stories from Ian. Maxist.

Turpentine Brothers are a trio from 
Boston and their second LP, Turpentine 
Brothers (Alien Snatch!) is a pretty good, 
small band recreation of the Fleshtones 
at the height of their early ’80s power. 
Very Battle of the Garages, but in a 
good way. On the absolute other end of 
Boston’s vomona, we find Twodeadsluts 
Onegoodfuck, whose great CDR from 

Row LP (RSO). They create a vibe in 
the tradition of the Bay Area’s Pet Rock 
groups: Flipper, Wounds, Lassie Come 
Home, Toiling Midgets, et al. Fine fine 
fine post-core guitar sludge with he-man 
vocals. From California itself come the 
Nothing People, and their long-awaited, 
eponymous debut LP (S-S Records) is the 
blast we’d hoped. All the noted just-
pre-punk-weirdo elements are in place 
(Debris, Chrome, etc.) and the space-
punk knob has rarely been yanked this 
hard since the demise of the Twinkeyz. 
Looking due East, we see the eponymous 
debut vinyl by a North Carolina duo, 
Waumiss (Little Ramona). Their sound 
lacks some of the cough-syrup-confusion 

above: 
Charcoal

right: 
P. Shaw’s Strings

exploring the voids of all known undergrounds since 2002

last year has been vinylized by Apop. 
Really nice use of fairly harsh (but 
not off-putting) feedback sonnets and 
gruel-spattered vocal sputs. Pleasant to 
own in this format. Meanwhile, former 
sometime Bostonian, Chris Brokaw, 
has had his 2005 CD, Incredible Love, 
reissued on vinyl (I and Ear). The album 
is not one of Chris’s guitar demonstra-
tion efforts, rather it’s a generally quiet 
singer/songerwriter effort, originally 
released by Gerard Cosloy’s 12XU label. 
And, especially on the acoustic numbers, 
it has textures as deep as anything you’d 
hear on Village Thing. Been listening 
to it a lot lately. You will too. Another 
Beantown expat is improvising violinist 
Katt Hernandez, whose debut solo LP 
Unlovely (no label) is seriously boss. A 
student of Joe Manieri, Katt plays in a 
style that flies through the valley separat-
ing new music and free jazz, like a hive of 
cunning bees. Great inventions.

Anathema Sound has a clutch of new 
heavy noise tapes out that are worth it 
not only for the caliber of the artists but 
the unified design of the cassettes them-

selves. Buffalo Altar by Oklahoman/
Digitalis Industries honcho Brad 
Rose and pal Nathan Young’s 
Ajilvsga project is a headrush synth-
storm played as cranial dirtstorm. The 
Light of Life by Wereju, the solo 
sound-world of Ireland’s Cathal 
Rodgers, is next in the continuing trend 
past prototypical drone into full-on 
murk expression. All Of The Witches 
by Husere Grav is amazing in its 
grey-zone harsh vocab: a lonesome fusion 
of early ’90s Helvete comraderie and 
Italiano industrial sick sadness. Not sure 
who this cat is but judging by this release 
and the previous split with Robedoor 
on Not Not Fun a while back he/she/it 
is one to beware of. Each of these tapes 
comes packaged in full color hyper-sense 
BEAUTIFUL fold-over sleeves with cool 
inserts and labels all designed by Matt 
Yacoub.

Arabesque II (Shivastan Press) is a new 
xerox lit mag from Woodtsock’s Shiv 
Mirabito, printing new work, old work 
& everything inbetween. Contributors 
revolve around the Shivastan core group 

(Ira Cohen, etc.) and it looks to be an 
ongoing project. New issue of the excel-
lent Canadian lit mag, Carousel, is out. 
This one is largely turned over to poetry 
and illustrations, done by folks who are 
new to us, but of very high quality. This 
is issue 23, and Carousel has evolved into 
one of the most solid oddball-lit mags 
around. Another extremely solid way 
to fry yr eyes is with the Chicago based 
Mule. Issue 5 has Linda Perhacs, Jennifer 
Herrema and lots of words and images 
related to finding things. Highly recom-
mended. Also hep is Deep Suburbia 
by Marissa Magic, former member of 
Olympia’s Punks. She’s down in the Bay 
Area now and this personal ’zine, musing 
on Blondie, Free Kitten, noise boys and 
other topics is a genius move inside the 
genre of personal ’zines.

The latest Directing Hands LP Songs 
From the Red House (Singing Knives) 
is a mutha. Alex Nielson has been using 
this moniker to further his deep UK folk 
investigation and he has here co-con-
spired with Vinnie Blackwall. Blackwall’s 
femme vocals swoop and swail through 
glorious avant garde trails whilst stroking 
note plenitude from cellos, harps and 
harmonium. A striking affair and one of 
the most interestingly modern perusals 
of folk forms to date.

Aldebaran Record Farm has released an 
awesome cassette called Full Frontal 
Nudity by Face Plant, the solo nom de 
plume of Aaron Coyes (Unborn Unicorn, 
Rahdunes, Peaking Lights). Coyes creates 
raw sonics from a hook up of vintage 
stereo components and hand-cut vinyl 
with a nasty-ass needle scraping thru. 
With his sense of rhythmic goop control 
and space organ jammering this is some 
sweet brutality.

Malcolm Duffy’s new comic book, 
2 Stories, may be his best yet. The way 

he crafts his narratives, with simple 
evolving black & white illustrations, 
mutating slowly and quietly, has a won-
derful way of simultaneously dampening 
and highlighting the weirdness of his 
tales. Good one. Which is not to diminish 
the value of his two other new ones—4th 
Bridge and The Heroic Mosh of Mary’s Son 
(all Missing Twin), both of which mine 
some of the same basic technical ideas 
with fluid grace. We just prefer the new 
one. Okay? Another massive gouge in the 
eye comes from E Pluribus Venom 
(Gingko Press), a hardcover catalogue 
derived from the massive Shepard Fairey 
retrospective in New York last year. To 
many folks, Fairey is still known primar-
ily as the creator of the whole OBEY 
Andre the Giant schtick, but his work 
has evolved in all kinds of directions. His 
basic orientation has rejected neither 
public art nor political art as a touchstone, 
but his paintings and large works are 
complex meditations on the implications 
of those original image bursts. A very 
swank volume, sure to please several 
tough nuts on your Xmas list.

There’s something definitely cool about 
bands who release music on cassette 
that stands up to anything they do on 
CD or LP, regardless of which label its on. 
Case in point is Deathroes who, after 
annihilating any listener who came near 
their No Fun/Misanthropic Agenda LP 
Final Expense have unleashed a sick-ass 
beast of a tape on the IDES label called 
An Infinite Blaze. Deathroes is Gerrit from 
Misanthropic Agenda and the primordial 
existence of he who is known as Sixes. 
The shit is massive swaths of crushing, 
flowing rivers of sound sex.

Also guilty of the crime of cassette godli-
ness is the Excitebike t*pe label (or EXBX) 
which is overseen by Dan Dlugosielski of 
the consistently ruling Uneven Universe 

top row left to right:  
Carouse, 2Stories, Charcoal    

bottom row, from left and right:  
Interrobang, Deep Suburbia 
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duo. EXBX just released Unfroze, a 
double cassette by Fossils, who have 
been maniacally documenting them-
selves to the point where they have issued 
around six thousand releases on their 
own imprint Middle James Co., albeit in 
super minimal runs. Most Fossils output 
is cool, lo-down rumblings and texture 
research with slow soulfuck groove and 
harsh vision. The session they delivered 
to EXBX is definitely one of their finest 
and offers a playbook of their most 
effective moves. Fresh guh. Dlugosielski’s 
dark color horror art graces all the tape 
covers making them worthy just for his 
choice Midwestern junk-eye. Along with 
the Fossils poot EXBX releases a new 
Uneven Universe sput, a Wasteland 
Jazz Unit free noise improv killer, a 
haunted hayride banger from Treetops, 
a corrosive sluice from Body Collector 
and a thick black puke soup from John 
Olson’s wicked Medical Lake proj-
ect. Not sure how everyone spent their 
autumn but we just locked ourselves in 
the Bull Tongue office and unspooled 
these mommas non-stop. Music for milf-
lovers and beyond.

Another cassette label of note is Myasis 
Tapes out of Ontario, Canada. The 
Canadian underbelly of noise improv 
drone creativity has become quite the 
boiling over of greatness lately. Indeed 
the aforementioned Fossils has been a 
central activist in this specific geography. 
Myasis Tapes has just released three 
significant beauties from this contempo-
trend. The one we keep going back to 
is Brooding Forest by Hunting 
Rituals, a duo with a moist grip on 
psyche-scuzz blanket motion. Both sides 
unfolding like a sex-sweat sheet, each 
rumple a dank and sensuous dream. 
Vestigial Limb, the noise nom de 
plume of Ray Shinn, has been popping 
off a series of happening tapes, CDRs and 
vinyl splits (most recently with like-
minded alien tone gumps Blue Sabbath 
Black Cheer) since way back in 2007. This 
Cancel the Sky tape shows a marked 
development in this project’s focus on 
grey-light harshness. A third recent 
cassette on Myasis Tapes is Floods by 
Robe., an increasingly intriguing duo 
from Columbus, Indiana. Their name, 
Robe., always has a period after it—like: 
Robe. These guys revel in deep-well 
sonar-death where the skies threaten to 
break in a rain of shrieking ghoul shred. 
Wicked from all points of access. These 
tapes are super limited and deserve 
to be experienced, as all these outfits 
represent the crucial excitement alive 
and rampant in this amazing underworld 
of sound psychosis. New Swedish cassette 
label Klorofyll Kassetter has reared its 
scintillating hoof with a raw magik ritual 
jammer by Luva, a wide-blue-eyed 
blonde lad who gets sweet acid rhythms 
happening to create fresh portals. Lovely 
junk yes. 

Not too many music-qua-music ’zines 
have swum before us this season, but the 
redoubtable Dagger has hit issue 41 with 
everything in order. Tim Hinely’s been 
doing this ’zine since back in the Forced 
Exposure days, and he still puts together 
a great pile of reviews and features that 

rock rock rock. Scott Soriano has gotten 
out the second issue of Z-Gun and it is a 
monster of form, as well. Total immersion 
in the post-skum aesthetic. In-depths 
on Drunks With Guns, Amphetamine 
Reptile Records and Ceramic Hobbs, and 
the most mouth-watering review section 
currently extant.

Hexlove-Falouah’s Free Jazz from 
Slavery 2LP set (Weird Forest) is the 
most expansive raft of blub yet released 
from Zac Nelson’s bean. The two albums 
have very different personalities. The first 
is trippy, percussed splatter-pop groon, 
not unlike certain aspects of Animal 
Collective. The latter is droney, ambient, 
long-format, low-bore, prog-rock with a 
semi-ecstatic overbite. The interior cover 
art reminds us of Hot Poop’s Do Their 
Own Stuff LP. Anyone else notice that? 
Charmed, I’m sure! Similarly psyched, 
in some ways, is the debut album by 
Minneapolis’ Thunderbolt Pagoda. 
With Eric Wivinius and several other 
veteran Twin City musicians with roots 
in bands like Salamander and Skye 
Klad, their eponymous LP (Thunderbolt 
Pagoda) offers buckets of brilliance. The 
ostensible playing format is more prog 
than psych, and the largely instrumental 
brunt is flowing and open, a bit like 
Agitation Free. Assy package too—
silkcreened box & poster. A beautiful first 
effort. Another superb package is the one 
holding Dead Western’s Soften Your 
Screams into Songs (KDVS). Lovely 
silkscreen mandala work and deep woods 
nudity mark the effort visually. Musically, 
this Sacramento ensemble reminds us a 
bit of Feathers, if they’d been fronted by 
a wee Marc Bolan. Slippery, graceful volk 
stylings. We played it at 45. Is that right? 
More in the vein of the post-industrial 
ritual/volk/hex of Death in June is the 
debut LP by Cult of Youth. A Stick to 
Bind, A Seed to Grow (Dais). I’d forgotten 
how cracked that sound was. Dais also 
did the new 12" by Wes Eisold’s Cold 
Cave. The Trees Grew Emotions 
and Died is utterly fucked, destroyed-
synth-pop by this Philadelphia renais-
sance man. Makes my skin crawl. Or 
is it just trying to dance? Wes has also 
just opened a bookstore in Philly that 
sounds bitchen. It’s called Juanita and 
Juan’s. Can’t wait to shop it dry. Most 
beautiful record this time is probably the 
Hasenlove picture disk by Hamburg’s 
Antonia Leukers (Dekorder). Primarily 
a visual artist, she was emboldened to 
stretch her brain into musical realms by 
a theoretical encounter with Die Todliche 
Doris. Her music is informed by that, but 
is a unique collage of sap-pop and bizarre 
inventions. Quite remarkable and a lovely 
piece of rabbity love by any stretch.

Upon reflection, we have heard a shock-
ingly small number of Irish musicians 
lately, so we were fairly jazzed to dig 
into Sea Dog’s Wizards of the Coast 
LP (Stitchy Press), and it’s a pip. Classic 
instrumental trio thud with nods to 
doofs as disparate as Sir Lord Baltimore 
and Wishbone Ash. We have a feeling 
Mr. Joseph Carducci would approve. Joe 
might find less pleasure in the Mouthus/
Yellow Swans collaboration LP, 
Live on Conan Island (No Fi), which 

is a woozily rootless and noisesome 
effort, recorded on tour of the Carolinas 
in ’06. The pairing works better than you 
might imagine—the Yellow Swans bring 
a relentless vertical squee to Mouthus’s 
ass-wide improvisational throb. Together, 
they are a snowball.

Debut, eponymous LP by Olympia’s 
Broken Strings (True Panther 
Sounds) is a goddamn gorgeous physical 
effort—thick, foil-stamped cover, shock-
ingly good cassette remastering job by 
Weasel Walter, etc. Its vibe is somewhere 
between early Go Team, Daniel Johnston 
and Sacramento-era Pavement (or maybe 
Truman’s Water). Interesting, whipped-
ass pop with as many broken legs as 
strings. The same is sorta true of Robert 
Pollard, who whips out two new albums 
that’re much more solid than some 
recent stuff—Brown Submarine by Boston 
Spaceships and the solo Robert Pollard 
Is Off to Business (both Guided By Voices, 
Inc.). But as good as both of these sound 
blasting around the clubhouse, even bet-
ter is Pollard’s collage book, Town 
of Mirrors (Fantagraphics). Beautifully 
produced, the book collects tons of 
Pollard’s visual work (previously seen 
mostly as cover art) and it’s a shockingly 
rich body of work. Stunning, actually. 
Check it out.

When roving drone avant noise heads 
gather forces to “jam” “out” it can be 
certainly alluring but more likely than 
not it’s a messy mélange of whatsis. 
Fantastically not the case is the LP Mind 
of the Dolphin by Way Of The 
Cross (Phoenix Records), an ensemble 
consisting of members of No Neck Blues 
Band, The Skaters, Kuupuu, Embryo, 
Uton, Keijo and Kemialliset Ystavat and 
Stellar OM Source. A lot of cooks in the 
kitchen but these sonic spirit heads make 
it work with restraint and subjuga-
tion to seemingly inner sense-emotion. 
Supposedly all recorded on a tour across 
Poland, Germany, Holland and Latvia. 
Would like to see more proof of any of 
this but regardless of the myth/reality 
nexus these animals drove through, the 
sound world they inhabit is magisterial 
and sweet.

Mondo Macabro continues its drive 
to document international cinematic 
sickness with two new films from Japan’s 
Nikkatsu Studios. The Watcher in the Attic 
is a sex-murder tale set in 1920s Tokyo. 
It’s an exploito study of voyeurism and 
the variety of unusual pleasures available 
to cosmopolitans of the era. The clown 
sex sequences are particularly disturbing, 
although the guy who hides inside a chair 
is pretty strange, too. Assault! Jack the 
Ripper is about a young couple (a pudgy 
surly waitress and a skinny dour pastry 
chef) who get an erotic charge from 
murder. It’s fairly brutal, even by Mondo 
M standards. Bonuses include good 
interviews and a documentary about 
the scene from which the flicks emerged. 
Excellent in a completely different way is 
the new 2DVD set of Renee Daadler’s 
Here Is Always Somewhere Else 
(Cult Epics), a wonderful documentary 
about the Dutch-born artist, Bas Jan Ader. 
The film deals with mystery, gravity and 

the sea in remarkable way. It is also a 
meditation on art, California (where Ader 
relocated) and film itself. The second disk 
contains Ader’s complete remaining film-
works. Incoporating elements of Fluxus, 
performance art and conceptual work, 
Ader’s story is a great dissertation on art 
in the latter half of the 20th Century and 
his films are strangely lovely. His disap-
pearance, attempting to cross the Atlantic 
in a ridiculously small sailboat with a 
copy of Hegel as his companion, was his 
final piece.

Toronto’s Pink Noise have a great LP on 
Brooklyn’s superb Sacred Bones imprint. 
Dream Code reminds me of nothing 
less than Chain Gang, somehow stripped 
of their metal proclivities. It has the same 
murky, post-explanation, out-of-time 
gesticulation as Luanda & crue at their 
damnedest. Sacred Bones also issued the 
remarkable Sistrum LP (+ 7") by Factums, 
a band whose connections to Climax 
Golden Twins and the Intelligence may 
give some raw, vague clues to the intense 
weirdness and subterfuge of their sound. 
Brilliant stuff. Not on a Brooklyn label, 
but based in that borough nonetheless, 
Heavy Winged have a swank archival 
LP called Alive in My Mouth (Three 
Lobed). Recorded in 2005, this shows the 
band in a far more rockin’ mode than 
recent recordings. Still, they create a 
fudge-thick wall of Hawkwind surface 
damage and press it as far as anyone is 
likely to for a good long while. Madison, 
Wisconsin’s Drunjus have been inves-
tigating thick, long-tone dronecore for at 
least the last ten years. Primarily a duo of 
two gents named Woodman and Endless, 
they’ve popped out a wealth of grey sky 
bliss-guh on cassettes and cdrs. Earjerk 
Records has taken the leap and issued 
Thorn Shield, an LP of Drunjus mag-
nificence. Expecting kinda more of the 
same we were nailed to our swivel chairs 
in trance to both sides (especially side 
one with its killer lock groove “ending”). 
Drunjus are thee reigning kings of U.S. 
drone action—be prepared to blank.

Superb mystery boot LP has emerged 
from 16 Bitch Pile-Up. It collects two 
of this SF band’s shows at the Wiltern 
in L.A. and the Fillmore. It’s a wonder-
ful testament to these lasses’ abilities 
to dissolve all forms in the acid bath of 
their collective brain pan. A moist joy and 
well worth seeking. So too the new LP by 
Baltimore’s The Shining Path. Called 
Take You So Low So You Can 
Fly So High (Planaria), it reissues the 
cassette from last year and adds a wild 
live set recorded with Little Howlin Wolf 
on mouth-squall. If you’ve not yet heard 
these guys create their free-psych-space-
jazz-squallery, this would be a great place 
to start.

James Hoffs is a true gentleman of qual-
ity. His work as an archivist, publisher, 
curator and whatnot are well known 
and documented. He does so much 
stuff it’s sometimes hard to recall he’s 
also a musician, recording as Airport 
War. But the new one-sided AW LP, In 
Dreams Begin Responsibilities 
(Airport War) is one of the most brilliant 
artist’s records we’ve seen in a while. The 

musical content is short and minimal, but 
the whole thing is so densely coded, it’s a 
real pleasure to behold. Gorgeous object. 
Very different solo animal is Cameron 
Stallone’s Sun Araw project. His 
first album brimmed with guitar gushing 
from bloody sacks, but his new effort, the 
Beach Head LP (Not Not Fun), is like some 
stoned cross between Jimmy Buffett’s 
Ate a Parrot album and Van Dyke Parks’s 
Discover America. It’s like being chased 
into a sandy wormhole by an invisible 
(and inaudible) steel drum band. But with 
rum. Very diff is Emaciator’s Coveting 
LP (Not Not Fun), although this nom de 
California noise artist, Jon Borges, is a lot 
less harsh than his work as Pedestrian 
Deposit. Indeed there’s an almost 
symphonic prog quality to some of the 
passages. Eat that, noise pennies! Not Not 
Fun has also gotten into the book biz with 
Jeremy Earl’s Skull. Jeremy may be 
best known for Fuck It Tapes or the Woods, 
but his drawings have been all over the 
place, and Skull collects some of the best. 
Color printing and collage action only add 
to our pleasure. 

We don’t hear as many French bands as 
we ought to, so it was very fine to plug 
into the Tahiti Coco EP by Aquaserge 
(Manimal). Instrumental prog rock of 
no clear era, this is a lot closer in tone to 
bands of the Futura Records days than it 
is to the current crop of French drum-
box skum-punks. Not that these guys 
are freaks like Red Noise or Mahogany 
Brain, but they emerge in a line from that 
tradition. And this sounds mighty cool, if 
much more in a “standard” post-fusion-
instro vein. Can’t claim we know dick 
about Algerian pop music, but there’s a 
rather wild batch of it on the new Sublime 
Frequencies comp LP, 1970s Algerian 
Proto-Rai Underground. Compiled 
and annotated by Hicham Chadly, the 
album collects a swath of unheard music 
from a period when the first sonic pio-
neers were attempting to update Algeria’s 
musical traditions. Trumpet featured 
prominently, but it’s like listening to Don 
Cherry sitting in at a belly dance session 
or something. Hard to fathom, but easy 
to dig.

Alright. Out of breath, time & space. 

Please send two (2) copies of anything 
you’d like covered with sput (archaic 
formats preferred) to  
Bull Tongue, PO Box 627,  
Northampton MA USA 01061.

contacts:
16 Bitch pile-up: 16bitchpileup.com
aa records: wolfeyes.net/aaindex.html
airport War: airportwar.com
aldebaran record Farm: aldebaranrecordfarm.
blogspot.com 
alien snatch!: aliensnatch.com
anathema sound: anathemasound.blogspot.com 
apop: apoprecords.com
Breakdance the Dawn: myspace.com/
breakdancethedawn
Carousel: carouselmagazine.ca
Dagger: daggerzine.com
Dais: daisrecords.com
Deathroes: deathroes.com
Decomposition: sharoncheslow.com
Deep suburbia: punkymagic.com
Dekorder: dekorder.com 
Directing Hand: myspace.com/directinghand
Dull Knife: dullkniferecords.com
earjerk: earjerk.com
emperor Jones: emperorjones.com 
excite Bike: exbxtapes.com
Fantagraphics: fantagraphics.com
Gingko press: gingkopress.com
Guided By Voices Inc: robertpollard.net
Hux: huxrecords.com
Juanita and Juan’s: myspace.com/
juanitaandjuans
KDVs: kdvsrecordings.org
Katt Hernandez: katthernadez.com
I and ear: ierecs.com
IDes: idesrecordings.com
Klorofyll Kassetter: klorofyllkassetter.se
Little ramona: littleramonarecords.com
manimal:manimalvinyl.com
middle James Co: home.cogeco.
ca/~middlejamesco/
missing twin: missingtwin.net
mondo macarbo: mondomacabrodvd.com
myasis tapes: http://myiasis.site.io 
No Fi: no-fi.org.uk
No Fun: nofunproductions.com
phoenix records: c/o forcedexposure.com
planaria: planariainc.com
punk: punkmagazine.com
rsO: lostinthefuture.net
rusted shut: myspace.com/rustedshuthouston
s-s: s-srecords.com
shagrat: nwcprods@hotmail.com
p. shaw: pshaw.net
shivastan press: shivastan.org
singing Knives: singingknivesrecords.co.uk
stitchy press: stitchypresshq.com
sublime Frequencies: sublimefrequencies.com
three Lobed: threelobed.com
thunderbolt pagoda: myspace.com/
thunderboltpagoda
true panther sounds: truepanther.com
Jasmine Dreame Wagner: songsaboutghosts.com
Weird Forest: weirdforest.com
Z-Gun: zgun.org  

Byron Coley is eagerly awaiting the publica-
tion of a bilingual anthology of his early writ-
ing, the moisture of diapers. where oh where 
could it be?

Thurston Moore is a member of Sonic Youth, 
who have relinquished control to channel 
Sonics Rendezvous Band through the mind of 
George Plimpton.

above: 
Skull
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c&d
parliament FunKadeliC live 
1977—the mothership ConneCtion 
dvd (shout!FaCtory)
c:….
d:….
c:….
d:….
c:….
d:…. 
c:….
d:….
c:….
d:….
c:….
d:…. 
c:….

aC/dC BlaCK iCe (Walmart)
c:….
d:….
c:….
d:….
c:….
d:…. 

“playing gods: the Board game  
 oF divine domination”  
By the Creator (Balls out  
produCtions)
c:….
d:….
c:….
d:….
c:….
d:…. 

rtx JJ got live ratx (drag City)
c:….
d:….
c:….
d:….
c:….
d:…. 
c:….

mythiCal Beast sCales  
(language oF stone)
c:….
d:….
c:….
d:….
c:….
d:…. 
c:….

larKin grimm parplar  
(young god reCords)
c:….
d:….
c:….
d:….
c:….
d:…. 

“pop surF Culture: musiC, design, 
Film, and Fashion From  
the Bohemian surF Boom”  
By Brian Chidester and  
domeniC priore  
(santa moniCa press)
c:….
d:….
c:….
d:….
c:….
d:…. 
c:….
d:….

allan KaproW 
hoW to maKe a happening 
(Public information)
c:He’s saying, “take advantage of ready-made 
events.” “Just take things as they come and 
re-arrange them as easily.”
d: Oh yeah? Well let’s do that. I’m broke, in 
debt and got laid off my job, which I was good at. 
Where’s my bailout money?
c:Hey, so am I! 
d: Where’s my bailout money? I’m not working 
until I get some.
c:me neither!
d:Let’s go on strike!
c:Non-violent direct action!
d: yeah!

theusaisamonster 
spaCe programs 
(load)
c:….
d:….
c:….
d:….
c:….
d:…. 
c:….

Chris morris 
on the hour Cd Box set (WarP)
c:….
D: ….
c:….
d:….
c:….
d:….
c:….
d:…. 
c:….

doug paisley doug paisley 
(no Quarter)
c:….
d:….
c:….
d:….
c:….
d:…. 
c:….

hush arBors hush arBors  
(eCstatiC peaCe)
c:….
d:….
c:….
d:….
c:….
d:…. 
c:….
d:….
c:….
d:….
c:….
d:…. 
c:….

FunKadeliC toys (aCe—import)
c:….
d:….
c:….
d:….
c:….
d:…. 
c:….
d:….
c:….
d:….
c:….
d:…. 

left: 
RTX’s Jennifer 
Herrema 

lower left: 
Parliament live

above:
Mythical Beast
top right: 

Album artwork for
TheUSAisamonster’s 
Space Programs

below: 
Alan Kaprow

top row, from left: 
Doug Paisley 
Larkin Grimm 
Hush Arbors

above: 
Playing Gods

right: 
The Holy Modal 
Rounders in 
Bound to Lose

lunatiC FolK-poet pranKsters 
the holy modal rounders get their oWn doCumentary 
Bound to lose

It’s hard to imagine a music scene more in a need of subversive humor, 
half-crazed irreverence, and a swift attitudinal kick in the ass than New 
york’s folk scene in the early 1960s. the folkies in the Lower east side 
circa 1963 called out desperately for jesters to deflate their over-serious 
pieties and do-good earnestness. But when peter stampfel and steve 
Weber, a pair of hard-partying absurdist folk poet-pranksters, gave the 
scene just what it needed in the form of the first Holy modal rounders 
record, the effort was met with puzzlement or offended condescension 
by the established order. as music critic robert Christgau says early on 
in Bound to Lose—a loving, engaging and sometimes painful documen-
tary about the group—the Holy modal rounders were folk geniuses on 
the order of Bob Dylan, because they had internalized the founding 
documents of the movement, most notably Harry smith’s anthology of 
american Folk music, and they’d approached the business of making 
folk music with the zeal and experimentation of the abstract expression-
ist painters and beat poets who partied at the same bars.

If you’ve ever stayed awake for all of easy rider you’ve heard the 
Holy modal rounders. they have a tune on that touchstone soundtrack. 
even on a such a drug-addled soundtrack, the song, “If you Wanna Be a 
Bird,” stands out as a piece of acid-casualty weirdness, like something 
made by a pack of lunatic muppets playing a drunken waltz on a saloon 
piano.  But the band never made a penny off it, according to stampfel. 
It’s a long story, they probably signed a release: that’s the best answer 
that can be provided for that business fuck up. and that’s about the level 
of specificity that the rounders can provide on their career. It’s been 
over 40 years, and these guys took a lot of drugs; don’t expect them to 
have much recall. In one funny scene in the movie, playwright and actor 
sam shepherd, who also played drums for the rounders for a stretch, is 
shocked to learn that the band played on the tV show rowan and 
martin’s Laugh In.

In some ways the film is a cautionary tale of substance abuse and 
wild living. after all, these guys are in their 50s and 60s and both Weber, 
and stampfel to a lesser degree, seem incapable of providing for 
themselves without the kindness and generosity of women (an elderly 
artistic mother living in the country in pennsylvania in Weber’s case, 
and a photographer and publisher wife in stampfel’s case). But then, as 
stoic bassist Dave reisch says in a deadpan moment at a grim nightclub 
and an evening fraught with interpersonal tensions and recurring 
substance abuse problems that threaten to sink the  band’s reunion tour 
on the West Coast, “Once you get past the humiliation, there is some fun 
to be had.”  But that’s only if he can convince Weber, the wild-eyed 
manson-looking and more erratic and perhaps charismatic one of the 
band’s frontmen to stop drinking before showtime, or if stampfel can be 
persuaded to stop berating Weber for his failing memory of the song 
lyrics and chord changes. the two seem to spend a fair bit of their time 
on stage engaging in cringe-inducing squabbles about whose song 
they’ll play next or why one of them can’t act right. 

the rounders definitely evoke comparisons to Captain Beefheart, 
Dead Kennedys and Ween, artists not known for having much to do with 
mental stability. In an era when loco folksters from 40 years ago are 
always getting rediscovered and championed to a new generation by 
artists like Devendra Banhart, you’d think the Holy modal rounders 
would be experiencing a renaissance, with their manic parodic 
sensibilities and comic streak—maybe you’ve heard their loopy prurient 
anthem “Boobsalot” or another favorite, “Fucking sailors in 
Chinatown”?—but even now, for some, the music is perhaps a little too 
unhinged, too close to madness.       

John Adamian 
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neil hamBurger sings Country 
Winners (drag City)
c:….
d:….
c:….
d:…. 
c:….

ed sanders sanders’ truCKstop 
(ColleCtors ChoiCe)
c:….
d:….
c:….
d:….
c:….
d:…. 
c:….

the holy modal rounders  
live in 1965 (esp-disK)
c:….
d:….
c:….
d:….
c:….
d:…. 
c:….. 

those darlins  
those darlins (oh WoW dang)
c:….
d:….
c:….
d:….
c:….
d:…. 
c:….
d:….
c:….
d:….
c:….
d:…. 
c:….
d:…. 
c:….
d:…. 
c:….
d:…. 
c:….

earthless live at roadBurn 
douBle-Cd (tee pee)
c:….
d:….
c:….
d:….
c:….
d:…. 
c:….

Ween at the Cat’s Cradle, 1992 
(mvd audio)
c:….
d:….
c:….
d:….
c:….

soniC’s rendeZvous Band  
live, masoniC auditorium  
(alive/Bomp)
c:….
d:….
c:….
d:….
c:….
d:…. 
c:….
d:….

Julian Cope  
BlaCK sheep (head heritage)
c:….
d:….
c:….
d:….
c:….
d:…. 
c:….
d:….
c:….
d:….

“gasoline” By dame darCy 
(merrell)
c:….
d:….
c:….
d:…. 
c:….
d:….
c:….
d:…
c: and that’s all we wrote. 
d: see ya, wouldn’t want to be ya!  

top row, from left: 
Those Darlins Earthless

middle row, from left:
Album artwork for Ed Sanders’ 
Sanders’ Truckstop

right: 
Neal Hamburger
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