The Clash's Joe Strummer (left], Paul Simonon, Mick Jones: “We're not fulfilled yet. But there will be a time when our work is done."

Strummer wins out in Clash of personalities

By Peter Hall

oe Strummer is on the spot. Hunched at
the base of an old boardwalk game in

old lead singer is surrounded by photo-
graphers and reporters who seek his
opinion on topics ranging from the talents of
hometown hero Bruce Springsteen to the
dubious election tallies in El Salvador.

But what they really want to know is why
he went AWOL from the Clash in April,
forcing the postponement of a British tour
and very nearly scotching the first part of
the group's two-stage United States trek.
After all, this was to have been the Year of
the Clash, the one that put Britain's rock
rebels over the top. Perhaps it still is;
“Combat Rock,” the group's latest LP, has
already outsold its predecessor, ‘‘Sandinis-
ta!.”” But a string of internal crises—in-
cluding Strummer’s mysterious disappear-
ance and drummer Topper Headon's abrupt
departure from the group only two days after
Strummer’s return—suggests the Clash is
suffering from a case of cold feet, a profound
ambivalence about success.

Earlier that evening, during the second
show of the group's US. tour, Strummer
dazzled a large audience at Asbury Park's
Convention Hall. Apparently out to prove
that his self-imposed exile in P

back. “Yeah, I came back.”

In the beginning, the Clash members were
hungry, bored and obsessed with the social
inequalities that made them that way. So

Asbury Park, N.J., the Clash’s 29-year-*® they sang about cops, unemployment and

Britain's decline. As their horizons broaden-
ed, the Clash turned tc American and Third
World topics. But their complaints about the
system retained a positive, even sentimental
touch, hence the decision to name their
fourth LP in celebration of the Nicaraguan
revolution. Yet Strummer and Jones have
scarcely been cheerleaders for any political

line. Their lyrics scorn govenmental power

brokers in Washington, London and Moscow
alike.

The Ciash members were hungry, bored
and obsessed with the social inequalities that
made them that way..So they sang about
cops, unemployment and Britain's decline.
As their horizons broadened, the Clash
turned to American and Third World topics.
But their complaints about the system re-
tained a positive, even sentimental touch,
hence the decision to name their fourth LP in
celebration of the Nicaraguan revolution. Yet
Strummer and Jones have scarcely been

Washington, London and Moscow alike.
Not surprisingly, given their wits and
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suppose it's because we care so much. We're
all so kind of intense about it that we mess it
up. You say, ‘Hey, these guys are big suc-
cesses,” but we want to be the success that
Van Halen is. We'd like to have those peo-
ple’'s ears. We want more, and I do and don't
think we'll get it."

To boost their odds of cracking America’s
metal-bound airwaves, the Clash seemed
ready to play the music industry’s games
more by the rules, or at least to avoid
unnecessary penalties. Chaotic decision-
making and nose-thumbing at CBS and its
American branch, Epic, had proved unsatis-
factory to both sides. The Clash’s insistence
on selling “Sandinista!,”” a three-record set,
at rock-bottom prices left the group with
virtually no royalties for a year.

Members of Clash got the point. They put
Rhodes back in control after a three-year
feud. He promptly talked CBS into upgrading
the band's contract. Kosmo Vinyl, the
group’s shrewd aide-de-camp for the last few
years, settled into the public-relations slot.
Tough, scheming and dedicated to their
clients, Rhodes and Vinyl are indispensable,
but their slickness has tarnished the band’s
image as embattled working-class lads out to
save themselves and the world. For Rhodes,
who considers the system capable of any
evil, the ends justify the means: "“The Clash
represents hope,” he explains, “but we feel
it's like trench warfare.”

The need for opportunistic management in
a corporate culture is not the band's only
political problem. The Clash has long won-
dered whether its fans truly comprehend the
group's anarchistic politics, which Strummer
succinctly defines as ‘“‘Death to the bosses'
Equality in eve " And the group
members are puzzled by the apparent devo-
tion of some of their American fans to
politically conservative mainstream bands.
“We do it better than Styx or Foreigner!"
Strummer cried as he launched into ““This Is
Radio Clash"” in Asbury Park.

Finally, the Clash doesn't want people to
forget that it's a band. “It's music first and
pelitical thought next,”” Strummer says

't be here if we didn't like to

., Obviously we have a
sound of music infects
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