
“Dans la vie, l’essentiel est de porter sur tout
des jugements à priori. Il apparaît, en effet,

que les masses ont tort, et les individus
toujours raison. Il faut se garder d’en déduire

des règles de conduite : elles ne doivent pas
avoir besoin d’être formulées pour qu’on les

suive. Il y a seulement deux choses : c’est
l’amour, de toutes les façons, avec des jolies

filles, et la musique de la Nouvelle-Orléans ou
de Duke Ellington. Le reste devrait

disparaître, car le reste est laid, et les
quelques pages de démonstration qui suivent
tirent toute leur force du fait que l’histoire est

entièrement vraie, puisque je l’ai imaginée
d’un bout à l’autre. Sa réalisation matérielle
proprement dite consiste essentiellement en
une projection de la réalité, en atmosphère
biaise et chauffée, sur un plan de référence
irrégulièrement ondulé et présentant de la

distorsion. On le voit, c’est un procédé
avouable, s’il en fut. “

Boris Vian, Avant Propos de L'Ecume
des Jours



1. In the Ghetto

Nothing with this band ever quite works how
you would expect. 

It's  December  18th,  and  incongruity  is
running wild in the Ghetto, Stockholm. 

Mid-concert, some over-excited Viking has let
off a smoke bomb, requiring the venue to be
cleared for a time, after what had already been
a  late  start,  close  to  midnight.  On  stage,
tempers are frayed.

The air is still heavy with particles of cordite
inflected smoke. Diffused lighting probes with
grubby coloured fingers towards the stage. It's
not a pleasant atmosphere, and it's not a great
gig.  There's  a  disconnect  between  the  band
and the audience, an untraversable aloofness,
as  they  run  competently  but  rather
disinterestedly through their set.

Stage right, a slight,  barefoot girl, elfin, long
blonde  hair,  taps  an  occasional  tambourine



and  sings  an  occasional  line  in  soft  fluted
tones,  lifting her  head only  to  shoot  glances
sideways, sometimes amused, but more often
apparently  anxious,  at  a  delicately  featured
and  ridiculously  good  looking  guitarist  and
singer in blue jeans and a white vest. Behind
him,  a  lanky  cauliflower-eared  bassist
attempts  to  trip  the  shit  hot  drummer  up,
grinning,  while  the  sharp  dressed  keyboard
player  concentrates  on  getting  his  DX7
settings right.

So here's  another  thing  you wouldn't  expect
from  the  way  they  look:  this  band  is  loud.
Really loud. They've just had a big UK hit, a
gentle  ballad  which  will  shortly  become  the
soft  rock  soundtrack  to  a  thousand  teary
seasonal  break-ups.  You  wouldn't  believe  it
from  the  tinnitus  inducing  racket  they're
making here. They're one of the loudest bands
on the planet in the year 1985. Seriously.

And the crescendo of noise reaches its peak in
the  final  number,  a  real  rocker,  with
everything  cranked  up  to  eleven  and a  half.
For geekish completeness, let's note here that



the  guitar  distortion  is  provided  by  a  Boss
HM-2  fuzzbox,  a  device  which  would  later
become  affectionately  referred  to  as  the
“Swedish Chainsaw”, by dint of its wholesale
adoption by Nordic death metal groups. So it's
not  entirely  inappropriate  that  the  sound
immediately following the crashing last notes
of the encore is the cracking of softwood...

Universally  regarded  as  one  of  the  most
thoughtful guys in pop, Paddy,  the singer, an
outwardly  placid  soul  whose  passion  rarely
breaks  surface  -  at  least  not  in  public  -  has
ended  the  gig  by  summarily  smashing  the
neck clean off his rented Strat. Bob, the guitar
roadie, does a double take on his way onto the
stage  to  start  packing  up;  they  exchange  a
quick grin. It was such an un-Paddy like thing
to do and both of them know it.  

Paddy  walks  off  stage  without  looking  back.
There's  a  faint  murmur  from  those  in  the
crowd  who  caught  what  happened  and  are
trying to explain it  to those who didn't,  and
the house lights come up. Any last clamour for
more is defeated by the canned music starting



up through the PA, and the audience begin to
file  out  into  the  frigid  air  of  the  Stockholm
small hours.

It's the last concert of the tour. Christmas is
coming,  but  before  it  does  there's  the  false
bonhomie and forced hedonism of the record
label  end  of  tour  party,  until  that  carefully
judged point when it becomes polite to leave
(“sorry guys, we've got a plane to catch early
tomorrow…  yes,  it  was  great,  brilliant…
yeah...see  you,  see  you...”).  And  then  a
sleepless  hotel  room,  crowded  airports,
delays,  festive  slaps  on  the  shoulders,  two
interminable  flights  to  get  home,  and  no
chance of finding enough peace and quiet to
just sit down and write a song or two. 

This band has just completed the promotional
tour  for  one  of  the  greatest  records  in  pop
history,  “Steve  McQueen”.  Their  name  is
Prefab Sprout, and this is the story of how that
album came to exist.




