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This Week in History: 1979: The Clash
rock the Commodore
John Mackie
January 25, 2019  •  5 minute read

The Clash at the Commodore Ballroom, Jan. 31, 1979. Left to right: Mick Jones, Joe Strummer and Paul Simonon.
Photo copyright Don Denton. ©DON DENTON / PNG

There have been a lot of great rock ‘n’ roll shows at the Commodore Ballroom. But it would be
hard to top the Commodore’s concert lineup in January 1979.
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Blondie kicked it off on Jan. 2, promoting their breakthrough album, Parallel Lines (the one with
Heart of Glass). The Ramones showed up four days later, blasting tunes from their third album,
Road to Ruin (the one with I Want To Be Sedated).

The first Devo show in Vancouver was at the Commodore on Jan. 12, and was a real event — some
audience members showed up wearing their own yellow Devo “radiation suits.”

But the gig that overshadowed them all was the Clash on Jan. 31, 1979, which is 40 years ago this
week.

It was the first North American show for the English punk quartet, and there was a buzz in the
crowd quite unlike anything I’d ever experienced. It wasn’t a regular show, it was a historic event.

Up to that point, the Vancouver punk scene was quite small, a few dozen people who went to
every show. All of a sudden, there were over a thousand people crowded into the Commodore,
and you had a sense there was a changing of the guard.

“It kinda was the show that really opened up the scene, I would agree with that,” said Joe Keithley
of Vancouver punk legends DOA. “It was tremendous. They were at their peak in those days. It
was a total event. Everybody who could be there and was vaguely connected with the scene made
sure they were there.”

He laughs. “And (to be) seen, in whatever they could do with their jacket or hair. The punk rock
scene had to make the scene, and be seen.”
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The Clash came back for a second Vancouver show at the PNE Gardens on Oct. 16, 1979, and Vancouver Sun
photographer Ian Lindsay shot the band. This photo of Mick Jones (L) and Joe Strummer ran in the paper.

Punk was still very much an underground deal at the time. The Clash’s first album is now
considered one of the best LPs of all time, but initially it wasn’t even released in the United
States, probably because the American wing of their record company didn’t know what the hell to
do with fiery songs like I’m So Bored With The U.S.A. and White Riot.
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But it connected with musicians like Paul Hyde of the Payola$.

“They were everything that rock ‘n’ roll should be: raw, loud, anti-establishment, and fun,” he
said.

The Sun and Province were in the middle of an eight-month strike at the time, so the newspapers
have no photos of the show. But photographer Don Denton was there and captured the band in
full flight, with singer/guitarist Joe Strummer stomping away centre stage, an American flag as a
backdrop.

Opening with Complete Control, the Clash burned through punk classics like Garageland, Career
Opportunities and London’s Burning, and the crowd went absolutely nuts.

It was so intense up front the bouncers thought 17-year-old Lynn Werner was going to be
crushed. So they lifted her onto the stage, where she snapped photos for the local punk fanzine
Snot Rag.

“Afterwards, I was charged with doing an interview with the Clash, so I went backstage,” she
recalls. “I was so shy. I was 17 and this was the Clash, come on! Basically, I didn’t know what to
do, so one of them, maybe (bassist) Paul Simonon, had an idea. He grabbed the Give ‘Em Enough
Rope poster (for their new album) and flipped it over and said ‘Let’s do this.’

“He grabbed a sharpie and took the reverse of the poster and made it into quadrants, and each
member of the Clash drew their impressions of Vancouver. So I have all four Clash members’
original drawings, each in their own corner on the reverse of the poster. We used two of the
images in Snot Rag.”
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Joe Strummer and Paul Simonon’s artistic impressions of Vancouver, from Snot Rag fanzine.

Simonon’s drawing shows a city of highrise towers and mountains, while Strummer depicted
local punk band the Rabid, who the Clash had seen two days earlier at the Windmill, a dumpy
club on Granville near Davie.

“I remember them walking in and my friend Don Betts said, ‘They look like Mott the Hoople,’”
laughs Grant McDonagh of the Windmill visit.

“The punks in Vancouver had the ripped jean jacket look, etc., and the Clash looked kind of
bright. They had the brothel creeper shoes, they looked kind of in a different class. But at the
same time they were really nice guys, they were very approachable.”
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Indeed. The band was in town for a few days, and played soccer with some punks in Kits. When
the Rabid’s Jon Doe complimented Strummer on his snazzy blue suede brothel creepers,
Strummer gave them to him.

There were two opening acts at the Commodore show: Bo Diddley, and local punks the Dishrags,
an all-female trio.

“I remember being at the side of the stage, because I was friends with the Dishrags,” said
Keithley. “The Dishrags used to cover London’s Burning, one of the really great (Clash songs).
They started playing it, a little unorthodox, because the Dishrags were slightly unorthodox.

“I looked over at the Clash guys and they were lookin’ at each other like ‘What the hell is going
on? What are these girls doing? That doesn’t sound like that!’ And then they kinda got the plot,
that they had a different take on it. I could see Joe Strummer laughing, thinking this is really
cool.”

McDonagh also laughs at the memory.

“I seem to recall when the Clash played their set, (Strummer) made some comment like ‘We’re
going to do a Dishrags song now!’” he said. “And then they did London’s Burning.”

McDonagh spent a lot of time with the band in Vancouver.

“I remember at the Windmill (DOA’s late bassist) Randy Rampage was there,” he recounts.

“That was back in the days when you could smoke in clubs. Randy or somebody pulls out a joint,
and the joint’s being passed around. And I’m smoking a joint with the Clash! I thought ‘This is
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cool.’”

He laughs. “Welcome to Vancouver.”

The Clash in concert at the PNE Gardens, Oct. 16, 1979. L-R: Mick Jones, Joe Strummer, Paul Simonon. Ian
Lindsay/Vancouver Sun IAN LINDSAY/PNG

On a personal note, I was also at the Windmill, although I didn’t smoke a joint with Joe
Strummer. You should have seen people’s jaws drop when the Clash walked in. They looked very
tough with their leather jackets and collars turned up, but were really down to earth.

The Commodore gig was wild. The crowd was so hyped, all the spaces around the stage were
jammed, and when the lights went down I found myself at the back.

Then I spotted local punks Keithley, Wimpy Roy and Dimwit forming a human battering ram to
get closer. I literally grabbed onto Keithley’s shoulder and they parted the crowd until I was
deposited at the foot of the stage, right in front of singer Strummer.

“I vaguely remember that,” said Keithley, now a Burnaby councillor. “That’s the old football play
(the flying wedge). You can put me down as saying we needed to get Knute Rockne to the goal

STORY CONTINUES BELOW

This advertisement has not loaded
yet, but your article continues below.

Sections Search Subscribe Sign In

COVID-19 Join the mailing list to receive daily email updates. Join now to

NOTICE FOR THE POSTMEDIA NETWORK
This website uses cookies to personalize your content (including ads), and
allows us to analyze our traffic. Read more about cookies here. By
continuing to use our site, you agree to our Terms of Service and Privacy
Policy.

OK

https://vancouversun.com/
https://vancouversun.com/subscription
https://view.ceros.com/postmedia-network/cv-vancouver-sun/p/1?utm_source=covid-newsletter-link&utm_medium=vs-site-banner&utm_campaign=covid-click
https://pages.postmedia.com/cookie-policy/
https://pages.postmedia.com/termsofservice/
https://pages.postmedia.com/privacy-statement


27/04/2020

8/11

line. You can be Knute Rockne, and we can be the flying wedge from Notre Dame.”

The heat and pressure from the crowd surging toward the stage was so overwhelming I almost
passed out, so after a song or two, I moved to the side. The Commodore’s bouncing dance floor
was rocking so hard that night I thought it was going to collapse, but miraculously it held.

jmackie@postmedia.com

Bassist Paul Simonon. IAN LINDSAY/PNG
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Mick Jones and the Clash in concert at the PNE Gardens, Oct. 16, 1979. IAN LINDSAY/PNG
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Mick Jones (L), Joe Strummer and Paul Simonon of the Clash. IAN LINDSAY/PNG

THIS WEEK IN FLYERS

COMMENTS
Postmedia is committed to maintaining a lively but civil forum for discussion and encourage all
readers to share their views on our articles. Comments may take up to an hour for moderation
before appearing on the site. We ask you to keep your comments relevant and respectful. We
have enabled email notifications—you will now receive an email if you receive a reply to your
comment, there is an update to a comment thread you follow or if a user you follow comments.
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