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THEY CAME FROM GARAGELAND
Life with the Clash was about as wild as it gets in rock 'n' roll. And road manager . Johnny Green lived it
every gig of the way. Twenty years later he's telling the story

Johnny Green · · Comments

It's 1978. With their debut album, 'The Clash', and a series of riotous
concerts behind them, the group are established in the vanguard of the
punk protest movement. Trouble is a way of life, especially when the
pressure comes to change their raw musical style ...

THE MESSAGE had gradually filtered through that Bernie had been
negotiating with CBS about the second Clash album. He had told us about
the plans with an enthusiasm that was not really shared by the band. It was
apparent that CBS, perhaps seeing the way that raw punk had mellowed
into well- produced "new wave" music, wanted an album with no expense
spared on production that would appeal to the American market and
assimilate the Clash into the mainstream.

"They want Sandy Pearlman to produce it," he told us. Mick the muso was
keen to play about in a "proper" recording studio, and for the Clash to
break America. The others went along with him.

Pearlman had produced American rock band Blue Oyster Cult, who were
touring Britain. CBS arranged for the Clash camp to see the band at the
Hammersmith Odeon. Sitting to watch a band at a huge rock venue
strongly associated with early-Seventies "progressive" rock acts wasn't the
Clash's style. Topper watched the drummer, all the time tapping his hands
on the seat- arms and his knees; Paul stared around the audience looking,
vainly, for someone with style; Mick got into the music-making, if not the
music, listening to where the guitars and drums kicked into the songs,
checking what amps and guitars the band used. Joe and I sloped off to the
bar mid- song. We found it almost deserted, ashtrays overflowing, the
uniformed barman making towers of plastic glasses, striped with the
yellow and brown dregs of unfinished pre-gig drinks. There were one or
two Blue Oyster Cult fans with long hair, satin bomber jackets and stack
heels strutting about.

I said, "We're just watching an empty spectacle. There's nothing really
going on there." Joe agreed: "Yeah. How is it that American rock'n'roll
bands don't cut it, when Elvis, Bo Diddley and all come from there? Now
they ain't got no fire in their belly."

"I hope you don't end up sounding like that with Pearlman producing the
album."

"No, Jones will see to that. We won't let him. I don't know nothing about
production, but I trust Jones to take care of Pearlman. We know what we
want."

"Why the fuck are you working with him, though? He wears a baseball cap
and Earth shoes!"

"It don't matter, Johnny. So long as we make our point. It's what we're
saying and how we do it that counts, and the better it sounds the more
people will hear it, y'see? He can't touch our music, only the sound of it.
That's why we are here. That's why we are flirting with this stuff."

I found it all repugnant - the Blue Oyster Cult T-shirts and merchandise
for sale, the noise of the songs filtering through layers of fire doors into the
bar, the veneer of American rock glamour. I knew what Joe was getting at,
though, and hoped he wouldn't be let down.

Soon after the concert we all went to a reception to meet Pearlman and
our American CBS stablemates. We were very out of place - the members
of the other band were standing about sipping champagne, with their
coiffured hair, flared suits and wives and girlfriends wearing cocktail
dresses. They were all tiny; even in their stack heels they made Topper
look tall. The whole do was very showbiz, very self-congratulatory; vol-au-
vents and profiteroles were everywhere. We stood in a corner, sneering.
We didn't like what we were seeing, and Bernie's doctrine, passed on to
the Clash, was that the opposite of like was hate. We were not going to
smarm around a man who had changed his name to Buck Dharma! Food
started flying about. A guy spotted a cream cake hurtling towards him and
ducked. His wife copped it, smack on the chest. Her day was ruined. He
was angry.

"Who the fuck threw that?"

He squared up to us - a bunch of louts in the corner. We were used to
confrontation. He wasn't. Dear Ellie Smith, the press officer, defused the
situation with her charm. We left and headed for the nearest back- street
boozer. Joe and Mick were still confident that they could use Sandy
Pearlman to their own ends. Paul had loved the laugh. "What a pompous
balloon we burst!'

As always when the Clash faced a new challenge, they went back to their
roots as a live band, and I was asked to set up a few impromptu gigs,
which Bernie thought would also give Pearlman a chance to see the band
perform and get a taste of what he needed to capture on record.

One of these was in the sports hall at Lanchester Polytechnic, near
Coventry. The dressing room was a sports changing room, with tiled walls
and floor. Someone had had the bright idea of putting Crocker on the door.
It was hectic backstage, as with any thrown-together gig, but eventually we
had improvised enough to get all the amps, lights and mikes set up, and I
started clearing the dressing room of hangers-on so the band could
prepare for their performance. There was a knock at the door. "What?"
said Crocker.

"It's Sandy."

"Who?"

"Sandy Pearlman."

"What d'you want?"

"I just came to say hi to the guys."

"Well, you can't. Fuck off, mate."

After some to-ing and fro-ing Pearlman burst into the room. He just had
time to say hi before Crocker whacked him. Crocker could fight, as he had
proved in many bars, gigs and motorway service stations. Pearlman went
down, blood streaming on to his shirt and the floor. We all tried to stifle
sniggers, except Bernie, who ran across to Pearlman and pulled out his
linen handkerchief to dab at his face. He called for water and started
cleaning him up. We were amazed. The Clash stepped over Pearlman's
supine, groggy figure and hit the stage. It was usually my job to fire the
band up before a gig. This time Crocker had done it for me. I don't think
he ever said sorry to Pearlman. So far, we had met Pearlman on his own
territory, and he had met us on ours. Both times it had been a disaster.

This short Midlands tour helped to road-test the Give 'Em Enough Rope
material, but I was sad about a missed opportunity. The TV show Tiswas
was always a good reason for getting up on Saturday mornings. It was a
kids show, but acquired a cult following of adults. The Clash - the band
that wouldn't do Top of the Pops - had really hustled to get on the show
while we were in the Midlands. Eventually they were invited to appear,
and were really excited about it. We were going to meet Chris Tarrant,
Lenny Henry, Spit the Dog and Sally James, the sexy leather-clad co-
presenter. It was a live show, and come that Saturday morning, Mick
wouldn't get up. At a hurried conference, we decided that Joe and Paul
would go to the show, Topper and Mick would stay behind. And I would
stay to look after them. We kicked around the hotel in Birmingham, and
watched the show on TV. Joe and Paul were "put in the cage" on Tiswas. It
looked great fun. I sulked and drank. I felt like someone had nicked my
Cup Final ticket. But Mick was unrepentant. For him, when he surfaced
from bed, nothing had happened. He couldn't understand why I was upset.
As far as he could see, this television show was just a silly aside to the
main business of making music, and in a way he was right. But I was in it
for the crack ...

***

THE CLASH were good, but it took a big event to make them realise just
how big they had become.

The band were a late addition to the bill at the Anti-Nazi League rally in
Victoria Park, London, which included Steel Pulse, X-Ray Spex, punk poet
Patrick Fitzgerald and the Tom Robinson Band. We had already heard
about and discussed the open-air concert, organized in response to the
growing strength of the National Front. John Dennis, the ANL organiser,
had approached Joe about doing the gig. His angle was flattering. He said
the whole event would have more clout if the Clash were involved. The
band agreed to do it, but were worried about the pure practicalities of
playing to a huge crowd in a flat field in the middle of the afternoon -
something we hadn't done before. We were always very careful to be in
control of the music and how it was presented.

Mick said, "Do they know what they're doing? Are they capable of
organising something this big?"

But that wasn't the real problem. The event was about more than just
music, and we all realised that and discussed it endlessly. Just whose pole
were the Clash tying their flag to? Was there a left-wing group behind the
Anti-Nazi League? Would the Clash be seen to be endorsing their politics?

Bernie fanned the flames of doubt. "Are they sure they know what they're
doing?" he asked me on the phone. "Do they really want to be knocking
about with these student types? Isn't it all a bit safe and cosy? Aren't they
preaching to the converted? And what's it going to achieve?"

It was all part of his strategy, keeping people on their toes, making them
ask questions, not just toeing the line, even if the line did appear to be
radical. I told Joe Bernie's views.

He said, "Yeah, but tell Bernie people have gotta walk before they run. If
people get out of their bedsits for the day it'll have achieved something. If
they think about politics just enough for 'em to know they hate fascists,
that's something." John Dennis was mild-mannered, neat and
conventional. He looked more like a lecturer than a student. He phoned
me and fired questions: "What will you need? What are your requirements
backstage? What sound equipment will you need?" I said we would be all
right with whatever the other bands were using. "Don't worry about us,
we'll fit in." I reported his concern back to Bernie, who uttered the dreaded
words: "What about the backdrop?"

The bloody backdrop, of a fighter plane, was the bane of mine and the
Baker's lives on the road, and a source of hilarity to the Clash. Not only
was it heavy to lug into position on awkwardly shaped stages - and every
stage was awkwardly shaped - we then had to cover it with black
polythene sheeting, and, seconds before the band came on stage, balance
precariously behind it on whatever we could find, ready to unwrap it, like
the Queen unveiling a plaque at a hospital, just as the applause started -
usually while Mick and Joe screamed for last-minute adjustments to their
guitars ...

I had to get back on to Dennis and ask about the height of the stage roof,
its width, how much room at the back ... He didn't know, and it threw a
spanner in the works, leading to much practical and technical discussion.
Soon it became the only thing about the show that Bernie cared about.

Appearances were all-important to him. He had recently screeched to a
halt beside me as I hurried up Parkway. "Nice quiff, Johnny," he said. I had
just shelled out a fiver in Evans' gentleman's hairdressers for a two-back
one-forward roll-over the back, so I was chuffed. But he screeched off
again before I could get down to business.

He called me just days before the show. "Listen, can you get hold of a
cheap van for the Victoria Park gig?"

"Yeah, I suppose so. What for?"

"You've got to take a film crew with you."

On the morning of the show I had to go out and pick up the van - the
cheapest I could find in Greater London - from a company known to us as
Avawreck. It broke down three times on the way from Rickmansworth (via
Camden) to Hackney, with the backdrop tied on the roof because it was
too big to go inside. As we approached the park, the Baker started
moaning.

"Oh, look at the state of that," he wailed, pointing at a bloke with a beard in
a grey woolly. The Baker was a bit of a snappy dresser in his own
idiosyncratic style. He had had little contact with student life and
confronting it en masse was a shock to him.

The gear was set up smoothly. This wasn't the sort of day for detailed
soundchecks. Me and the Baker just used our judgement. We went to pick
up the band. They were all excited about the show. As we drove in through
the crowds it started to sink in that this was big - not just big, but huge. It
was different to anything we had ever done before. There were columns of
cops, blokes with collecting buckets, blokes selling Socialist Worker, giant
trade-union banners, leather jackets, tweed jackets, green hair, no hair.
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