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Mick Jones models
leather fashions, .
circa 1945.

Wallbeam plus support (Joe Strummer).

“Where’s m’
automobile?” —
‘Paul Simonon.

Garage band in
garageland —
Topper Headon,
Joe Strummer
(over), Paul
Simonon (under)
and Mick Jones.

 Clash: one

step beyond

They’re not the same. Are you? CHRIS BOHN talks to Joe
Strummer about new directions for the original agitprop rockers.

NSIDE the Clash’s new re-
hearsal studio, under a rail-
way bridge somewhere in
South London, Joe Strummer
is singing a slow country blues
about rolling boxcars, twisting
his head way down under to
reach a low mike, perched next
to an electric piano.
"To his right, Mick Jones, dressed
in black shirt, vest and trousers,
looking like a maverick from a
Western B-movie, messes around
with a bottleneck; while to his left
Simonon slouches on a barstool, as
if posing for the silhouette logo on
“Top Of The Pops”. Behind them,
Topper Headon drops an occasional
beat to throw drumsticks for his
dog.
This is the new Clash, relaxed
- and unfettered by the chains — or
“ bullshit ’, as Joe would have it —
with which some would bind them
to their past. They will later worry
about the lack of work they’re get-
ting done, but undoubtedly the mu-
sic will be as tough and as tight

as it ever was by the time they -

reach the stage in January.

By then, their attack will be
strengthened by an influx of new
songs from their third album, “ Lon-
don Calling””, which showcases an
ardent, much  younger-sounding
band, for the first time allowing it-
self the expression of a full range of
emotions, rather than just those sen-
timents we all wanted to hear. The
sound is exhilarating, jumping from

the loping, lightweight ‘ Jimmy
Jazz” to .the swinging political
punch of *Clampdown”, to the

“white trash” reggae of ‘“ Lover's
Rock ” and the upstart, rocking “I'm
Not Down” or “ Hateful ”.

The songs’ source-material is rock
'n’ roll, old movies, Raymond Chand-
ler, anything — not just personal
experiences or responses, which lim-
ited the scope of “The Clash” and
“ Give 'Em Enough Rope ”.

Those albums were necessarily
narrow, pushing forward .the punk
message. But life goes on, things
change, people grow, and:in doing
so the Clash have broken out glori-
ously from their own confines.
They've learnt from their mistakes,
which were many, and today they're
far more cautious in what they say
off the record, friendly and helpful,
without volunteering the * good
copy ” they used to deliver, and
which they’'ve been forced to live
down ever since,

# '[HE trouble is the newspaper
men have forgotten why hu-
mans like music,” says Strummer.
“It’s like the fairy-tale, when people
forget the basic thing because
they’re too involved with the bull-
shit. And that’s the moral of this
fairy-tale — they can’t see the wood
for the trees any more.
“We're just a group and we re-

lease records, and that’s the face of

the situation, I'd say, but people
think they’ve got to swallow all the
bullshit with it. That’'s why I
thought Blind Date, which you used
to have in your paper” (MM used
to carry single reviews by a guest
musician who wasn’t allowed to see
the label or the artist’s name before
passing comment) “ was so good, be--
cause the reviewer had to judge it
on the tune and the beat — what it
should be judged on, you know, not
what kind of trousers he’s got on.
Aw, 1 dunno.”

Easy to say that now, but the
Clash — with or without Bernie
Rhodes, whom they've previously
acknowledged as being important in
establishing the political character
of the band at the beginning —
formed thes blueprint for the whole
movement of socio-political punk
bands, and thrived on confrontation
at all levels: with authority, with

“their record company (CBS), and

with their public — the ldst cate-

. gory perhaps still to come.

The Clash coming clean will shock
those harbouring illusions abou
them being front-line troops, though

“the band began the whole mobile-
- guerilla-unit thing themselves. Even

on the new album, on “Spanish
Bombs ”’, Strummer glamourises the
“artists at war” image.

“I got that from reading — Or-
well and people like that,” he says.
“It's been pretty well covered. But
me, I've gone through my Starsky
and Hutch stage. If there was anoth-
er one, 1 don’t think I'd rush out
there and get in the front line. Who
lives by the gun dies by the gun —
never was a truer word said.”

T-HE emphasis has shifted. The
Clash still shoulder responsibil-
ities, like making sure the songs.are
right and the band are fit to play
them and to- give their all onstage.

“It ain’t like sitting on a stool,
it’s about 300 times more physical
than that. I'm now 27-and it’s some-
thing you gotta learn by the time

* that you’re 25, that before then your

body doesn’t keep a record of what

you do to it. After thﬂ&%r‘ teal
sick, sort of burning the candle at
both ends — especially doing the
stuff that we do. All this junkie he’s-

" so-out-of-it rock ’n’ roll stuff doesn’t

appeal to me at all. That’s the easy
way out, you know?”

He adds: “I wrote ‘Rudie Can’t
Fail’ about some mates wha were
drinking brew for breakfast. They
think nothing of it. Me, T'm past the
stage where I can. I ‘can drink brew
for breakfast, but not every day, and
that’s what made me notice them.
I thought it was a hell of a way to
start a day.” :

Their commitment comes in the
positive exuberance of the songs,
concentration on getting the basics
right and helping people in the most

~direct way they know — cutting the

price of the album to the minimum.
Eighteen tracks for £5, as the ad
goes. Most of them worth having,
too. ‘ ’ .
Ironically, bearing in mind the
music’s healthy vitality, the Clash
were at their lowest when they be-
gan planning ‘“London Calling”.
Reeling from expensive court hears
ings, extricating themselves from
former manager Bernie Rhodes; then
leaving his successor, Caroline Coon,
the Clash were going through a
radical reappraisal of their whole
approach. )

First, they took control of their
management, only recently - relin-
quishing it to Blackhill Enterprises
when they had the album in the can,
because “we didn’t wanna spend all
day on the ’phone”.

But they were at rock-bottom, and
desperately needed to find a way
out. .Says Strummer: * Economic-
ally, we were -really tight at the
time. ' This album woulda been our
last shot, never mind if we didn’t
have the spirit for it, which we did.
1 don’t know why, but the problem
seemed to relax us, the feeling that
nothing really mattered anymore,
that it was make or break time.

“ Desperation. I'd recommend it.”

He continues: “ We thought of this
idea to create the £2 wall of sound,
by recording it on two Teac re-
corders to keep the costs low, so
we could release it cheap. Then the
music would have to be fucking
good to cover this fucking insanity.
We just said to ourselves that we'd
never put out a Clash album for six
quid.

“But to do that, we knew we'd
have to pay for the recording costs
ourselves, otherwise CBS woulda
told us to fuck off and sent us




another list of debts ‘whex e ask-
ed them to put it out chefip«

They got CBS to agree to the ruw-
est price-category, which would also
cover a free 12-inch sihgle; they
played a festival in Finland — “it
was good dough and would.pay for
the recording costs at Wessex stu-
dios,” says Strummer — and re-
corded between May and August.

“ We gave CBS 20 tracks and. told
them to put eight on the 12%inch
single. They freaked out, so we said,
‘Look, make it a fiver’, and against
my expectations they agreed to put
it out as a double-album.

“I'd say it was our first real vic-
tory over CBS.”

MO E important, the double-al-
bum format allowed them to
keep lighter, nonsensical tracks, like
the free-ranging “ Jimmy Jazz” or
the misunderstood “ Lovers Rock ”,
alongside more. conventlonal Clash
songs like “Clampdown”, “ Hate-
ful” and “ Death Or Glory ”
“Jimmy Jazz” is the Clash at their
most . relaxed, working out on a
bluesy tune, with Strummer scat-
ting along, taking more care with
his voice than the words: -
“What started me thinking, is
that it’s not only the message, but

the way it’s said. So a piece of non- -

sense can Have a powerful mean-
ing to me. Like, you know, ‘Well,
- they all call me, S:peedo / But my
real name ig Mr Earl’ But in this
post-Dylan age, if you unleashed that
on the political critics, they'd ' go
‘ tedious nonsefnise’, whereas ‘in fact
it’s the greatest thmg that  ever
walked the earth along with all .the
other things.”

. Mick Jones begins miming Gene
Vincent doing “Be bop a lula” and
~Strummer- continues:

“Like, I 'saw that TV programme
when they were taking the piss on
a panel show, ‘by reading out the
lyrics of ‘Be bop a lula, she’s my
baby / Be bop a lula, I don’t mean
maybe.” They didn’t understand that’
it’'s Gene Vincent and that’s it —
the meaning of life- is revealed 1mme-
diately (laughs).

“But,” he says, “I put a lot of

thought into the whole process of
writing lyrics. Some days, I just can’t
see the . point, and then I get wor-
ried because it’s the only thing I've
been solely- preoccupied with for
I-don’t-know-how-many years.”
Strummer’s at his most passion-

ate these days talking about_meth- -

od rather than content, except in a
rather extraordmary defence - of
“ Lovers Rock ”. It’s a song I'd con-
sidered hghtwexght before he volun-

teered, out of the blue, his reasons’

for wntmg it, opening up a whole
new area prev1ous]y left uncovered

.by the Clash.

He says. that the song’s based-on
“The Tao Of Love And Sex ”, which
is about “The Chinése way of fuck-
ing. A lot of people in the Western
Hemisphere have problems. No-one
really wants to talk’ about this kind
of thing, but it’'s very common,

especially with boys ‘turning into-

men — you get some great bird and
fuck it up, right?

“This song mainly tries to tell
you how to do it properly It goes:
‘You Western man, you’re free with
your seed / When you make lovers
rock / But whoops -there goes the
strength you need — to make real
cool lovers rock.’

“ Another thing,”. he adds, “it’s
about how you can have a good

time without her either having to -

take the pill or have "a baby. The
pill leads to .dreadful depressions
with some gxrls Taking the pill
every day, sometimes getting fat

| -and they don’t know why, and that

makes them feel worse.
“I mean, I was a dwarf when I

. 'was: younger, grew to my normal .

size later on, but before then I had
to fight my way through school.

“ Anyway, that’s why I wrote the
song, even though it’s a bit of a
touchy subject. 1 don’t agree with
the pill at all. Then you got the
Pope saymg Catholics - can’t take

Strange the Clash, musmally clos-

er than ever to the. rock ’'n’ roll
mainstream, moving further away
in their concerns. Strummer does

deflate his explanation ‘somewhat,.

though saying: “ The song is, kmd

of, having “a laugh, too:”

I:N retrospect, “Give ’Em Enough

Rope ” was more of a mistake
of execution, Sandy Pearlman suc-
ceeding only in diminishing the
Clash’s passion, without playing up
their force. It just doesn’t compare
with Guy' Stevens’ more sympathe-
tic, less obtrusive- job on London S
Callmg

Strummer remarks on the differ-
ence: “Guy is that private thing

- called an X-factor. He comes in and

grabs me by the throat and says,
‘I deal with emotions’, and that’s

_it. He' doesn’t deal with knobs or

whatever else producers deal with.
“He’s very off the ‘wall, and he

understands the spontanelty ‘of the

moment — priceless. If you can get

that moment when you play a song .

just so in front of -a tape machine,

you got a million dollars. He under- -~

stands that. .

“Sandy’s just a  knob- thddler
Well, not even that — he oversees
others twiddling knobs. But - Guy
Stevens no longer knows what a
machine is, only that it’'s a means
to an end, while Pearlman half-

knows that, but he’s not sure. He’s -

too obsessed with® the machinery of
it. He’s kinda forgotten that it’s only
there . to give us some soul.”

lTHE myth- makmg of “Guns On

- The. Roof”
Punks ” and “ Last Gang In Town”
indicated that the band were- taking
themselves and their ‘history a bit
too seriously in those days. Strum-
mer counters:

“Yeah, that was another stream

- of bat-piss, you know? But I think

sometimes -you need to do that. We

. like to gee ourselvés up a bit, but

it’s not strictly serious, like *“Last
Gang’ wasn’t anything to do with
us -at all. I never for one minute
imagined that we were the last gang

in town, but the fact it was one of -

our song-titles became a handy head-
line for newspaper editors.

“In fact, T was taking the piss
out of violence by inventing a myth-

“All The Young.

- ical gang. Every day I was hearing -

about a new gang, first the teds,
then ‘the punks — then they were
fighting — then the rockabilly teds
and the zydeco kids, who were rum-
oured to wear straw cowboy hats
and Doc Martens covered in cement.

“ All this was at the height of the

_violence, an’ I came across it lots of

times. I just wanted to take the piss,
you know? So we invented this
mythical gang, like ¢ Boy, you better
come running, because here’s the
last gang in town.'”

Less interesting were the contin- -

ally publicised-clashes with CBS, the
remote-control = / complete-control

" games that still go on, but now they

don’t talk about them so much.
“Hmm, I must agree it’s not the
point at all, fighting. record com-
pames It's a waste of time, but
with ‘ Complete™ Control ’ I thought
strongly about it, and the phrase
kept cropping up everywhere after
we seized on it; so I think, lookmg

back, it was worth latchmg on to.”-

STRUMMF.R today is more prag-

matic, less prone to lash out
at easy targets. Mick Jones is the
same. In casual conversation, he’s
friendly and open. When he drifts
in on the interview, he contents
himself with a few quips or correc-
tions. He’d rather continue .the re-

hearsal that the meeting has inter-

rupted.

With . both, some subjects are
taboo, The Clash_film for instance,
which .they’re adamant won’t be re-
leased. No further comment. On’ the
band’s™ past political - involvement,
Strummer tends to sidestep- ques-
tions by talking about the medium
rather than the message.

He says: “I personally like a
pokey lyric, because unless there’s
something really good about it, it

.. bores me to hear about jealousy and)

straight heterosexual complaining
songs. Unless, say, Chrissie Hynde
— I wouldn’t care what she’s sing-
ing. Her voice is the sweetening to
the pill. But unless it’s someone like
that, I prefer a pokey lyric — by
whlch I mean a lyric covered in
barbed wird.

“Look, we're just trying to do

the best we know how. Our ability

" has widened slightly. Ya gotta learn,

ain’t ya? You wake up the next day
and know there’s more to be done,
and carry on hoping that you won’t

‘make the same mistakes. You gotta

keep vour eyes open.”

NOTHER thing I'm fed up
with,” Strummer adds, get-
ting ‘more animated, “if you don’t
mind me saying so, and that’s call-
ing the kettle black — (singing low,
deadpan): ‘It’s a shitty situation/A
lot of mess today / It's a shitty sit-
uation.” What I'm trying to say is
one step beyond. I hope we’ve gone
through that stage.

“ Listening to all this cold, grey
brave-new-world music — with a
K-— you know, I wouldn’t play it
to a cage of hamsters. It- wouldn’t
do them any good. It doesn’t do me
any good. What we're trying to do
is make some music. It’s just, you
know, the sound of: finger-clicking.
You know what I mean? This is out
of place in the modern world.

“It’s - bullshit, the new kind of
bullshit, and it’s -just as well to spot’
it when you can, otherwise you fol-
low it like sheep. 4

* Like, there we were in '71 fol-
lowing Emerson, Lake & Palmer ‘to
the brink of disaster, but  luckily
everybody snapped out of it. I dorr't
like this neu pop musik, because it
just ain’t got swing, or soul.

“Dogma?” he  continues. .- “We
kind of need that stuff, but we ain’t
gonna set ‘it to lifeless, cold, grey
music, because we realise there’s no
point in trying to get a message
across unless. it’s somehow sweet—
so that your unconscrous will reach
out to it. :

““‘Anyway, we always tried to play
just as good as we could. What we
play now .is what we can do. It
wouldn’t be fair to do ranting music,
because  we've mastered a - time-
change. We can play  in another
rhythm. . So -there’s just no point.-
We do a bit of ranting, just to keep
it. up, but we don’t do it all the
time.. We, do something now: which

“we couldn’t do before.”
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Mich Janes models
leather fashions,
clrea 1945,

Waltheam plus support (Joo Strummer)

“Whero's m'
aulomoddle?™ —
Paul Simonon,

Garage band in
sarapelond —
Topper Headon,
Joc Strummee
(envr), Paul
Simonon (under)
and Mick Jomes.

Clash: one

step beyond

They're not the same. Are you? CHRIS BOHN talks to Joe
Strummer about new directions for the original agitprop rockers.

NSIDE the Clash’s new re-
hearsol studio, under a rail-
way bridge somewhere in
South London, Joe Strummer
is singing a slow country blues
about rolling boxcars, twisting
his head way down under to
reach a Jow mike, perched next
to an electric piano.

To hig ri{h!, Mkk Jones, dressed
in black shirt. vest and trousers.
locking like a maverick from a
Western B-movie, messes around
with a bottleneck; while to his left
Simonon slouches on a barstool, as
if pmﬁ:)? for 1he siThouelte logo on
. The Pops ™. Behind them,
Topper Headoa drops am occasional
beal 1o throw deumsticks for his

Thix ix the nmew Clash relaxed
and waletiered by lbe chalsy — or
= ballshit *, as Joo would have it —
with which some would bind them
to thelr past. They will Iater worry
about the lack of work they're get-
Ung done, but undoubtedly the ma.
sie will as tough amd as tight
as It ever was by the time they
reach the stage in Jamoary.

By then, their attack will be
strengthoned by an influx of new
songps (rom Ihefe third aldam, * Lea.
doa Calling ™, which showcases an
ardent, much  younger-sounding
band, for the first time allowing it-
welf the expression of a full range of
emotions, rather than Jast those sea.
liments we all wanted to hear. The
sound is exhilarating, jomping from
the loping, lightweight * Jimmy
Jaxx™ to the swinging political
panch of "Clampdown ™, o (be
“white trash ™ reggae of ™ Lover's
Rock = and the upstart, rocking * I'm
Not Down " cr = Hateful ™.

The soags’ soarce-material Is rock
‘0" roll, ald movies, Raymeoad Chand.
ler, anythiag — not just perscoal
oxpericnces or responses, which lim-
ited the s of “The Clash™ and
" Give "Em Enoccgh Rope ™.

Those albums were nccuumz
NATTow, pup‘slnf forward the pun
message, But [ife goes on, things
¢hange, people grow, and in dolng
50 (ke Clash bave broken oul glori-
ously fram thelr own conflnes.
They've learnt from thelr mistakes,
which were many, and teday they're
far moce cautlous in what they u(
off the record, friendly asd helpful,
wilboutl  volunteering the " good
copy"” they used (o deliver, and
which they've been forced to live
down ever since.

"’I‘)Il-. trouble |3 he pewspaper

men have forgotion why k-
mans like muslc,” says Strunsmer.
“It's like ke hlry—uh, when people
forgol the basic thing because
they're 100 involved with the bull-
sl And that's the moral of this
fairy-tale — they can't see the wood
for the trees any more.

“We're Jast a growp and we re-
Jease records, and that’s the face of
the sitaation, I'd sy, bul people
think 1hey've gol lo swallow all the
ballshit with .. That's why |
Iboaght Dlind Date, which you used
(o have In your paper™ (MM used
1o carry siagle reviews by a guest
musiclan who wasa™l allowed 1o so¢
the label oc the artist’s name before
passing comment) “ was so good, be-
cause the reviewer had to judge it
ca the tune and the beat — what it
should be Judged cn, you Know, pot
what Kkismd of trosssers be's gol on.
Aw, | dunno”

Easy to sy that now, but the
Clash — with or without DBernie
Rhodes, whom they've previocsly
acknowledged as belog Important In
establishing the political character
of the band al the beginning —
formed the blueprint for the whole
movemenl  of soclo-political pank
bands, and thrived on coofrontation
al sl kvels with mulhor.g, with
thelr recoed company (CBS), and
with thelr public — the last cate-
poey perhaps still to come.

The Clash coming clean will shock
thoss barbouring lllssions about

them belog froat-line t theagh
the band began the w mobilie-

guerilla-.unit thing themselves. Even
on e new album, on “Spanish
Bombs ™, Strummer glamourises the
" artists at war™ image.

“1 pot that from reading = Or.
well and people like thal,™ be says.
“1l's been pmtz' well covered. L
me, I've gone through my Starsky
and Hotch stape, If there was anoth-
er one, | doa’t thick I'd rush oat
there and get In the froat line, Who
lives by the gun dics by the gun —
mever was a (roer word sakd™

'l‘IIE emphasis has shifted. The
Clash stll shoulder respoamsibil-
ithes, 1iko making sure the songs are
right asd the baad are fit to play
them ard to glve thelr nll cmstage.

“I ala’t lke sitting on a stool,
i's about 30 times more Phy!lml
than that, I'm now 27 and it's some-
thing you golta leam by the time
that you're 25 thaty before then your
body doesa'l keep a record of what

you do o IL. After that you get rea
slck, sort of burning the candle a
both ends = cxpecially doimg th
stuff that we do. All this jurlde he's
so-out-of-it rock "o’ roll stafl doesn’
appeal to me at all. That's the eas)
way oul, you know?"™

He addss “1 wrole ‘Rudic Can’
Fail' about some mates who wern
drinking drew [or breakfast. They
think nothing of i1, Me, I'm past the
stape where ! can. 1 ¢an drink brew
for breakfast, Bul mol gvery day, an
that's whal made me nolice them
I thought it wax a hell of 2 way L
start a day”

Their ¢ommitmeat comes In Lk
positive exuberance of Lhe songs
concentralicn ca gelling the bask:
right and helping people In the mos
direct way they know — catlisg th

ke of the album to 1he minimum
fighleen tracks for €5, ax the a
poes. Most them worlh having

100,

Iranically, bearing In mung  the
music’s bealthy vitality, the Clasl
were at thelr Jowest when they be
gan  planning " London CnIIYm:‘
Reeling from expensive court hear
ings, eoxtricating Iheenselves [(ron
former manager Bernle Rhodes, thee
leaving his successor, Caroline Coon
the ath wero golsg through
radical hrc:yprnlul of their whols
0 c

irst, they took control of thei
management, only recontly relin.
quishing it to DBlackhill Enterprises
when they had the album in the can,
because “ we didnt wanaa spend al
day on the ‘phone ™

But they were al rock-botlom, and
desperately needed o find a way
oul. Says Stremmer: * Economic
ally, we were really tight at the
time. This album woulda betn oun
last shot, never mind If we dida’
have the spiris for I, which we &d
I don't know why, bul the prodles
soeeaed Lo relax ws, the feeling tha
nothing really mattered asymore
hat it was make or break time,

" Desperation. I'd recomesend it”

He continues: " We (Bought of this
idea to create the 2 wall of sound
by recording it on two Toex re
corders to kKeep the costs low, m
we could release | cheap. Then the
muslc would have to be fucking
£ood to cover this focking lnnnil?'
We Just said to gurselves that we'
never put out a Clash album for six
quid.

“Bul to do that, weo knew we'd
have to pay for the recording costs
ourselves, otherwise woulds
told wus to fuck off and sent us




