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        There’s no competition with our music. It can’t be compared or impaired, or impaled with points or justifications... It means absolutely nothing,

        just like the sun.

        Don Van Vliet.
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      Captain Beefheart and his Magic Band are probably the weirdest band that ever existed, and possibly the best. Many people have described a gig they attended as life-changing. Few would’ve been as life-changing as my first Captain Beefheart gig.

      In 1967 I was 18 years old, supposedly studying for A-levels, but actually undergoing a more serious study of girls, music, Kerouac and the burgeoning underground scene. I was working long shifts through Friday nights at a Lyons bakery, where I met another crazy longhair called Mike. Mike was a little older than me and was seriously into underground music: particularly psychedelia and acid rock. He was a student of English Literature at York University and had the longest hair around: a major credential at the time. He never brushed or combed his hair (believing that it caused split ends), but he ran his fingers through to rid his hair of major tangles. Mike enthused about going to UFO and Middle Earth in London to drop acid and dance all night to bands like Pink Floyd. He was into the West Coast acid rock scene and knew about every band in the Los Angeles/San Francisco area before they’d even released an album.

      We spent many happy hours sitting in his room, where Mike would fascinate me with the debut albums of The Doors, Country Joe and the Fish, Love and Quicksilver Messenger Service. We were in a world of our own.

      Apart from John Peel, who played these jewels on his wonderful late-night radio show Perfumed Garden, no one else seemed to have heard of this treasure trove of music. John Peel championed Captain Beefheart and his Magic Band, claiming they were the best band on the planet. He not only played them on his show but ferried Don and the band around to gigs and introduced them onstage. Peel carried a lot of weight in the underground scene, which is probably why Captain Beefheart and his Magic Band were better known and had more of a following here in Britain than their native USA.

      I first heard Beefheart’s Safe As Milk at Mike’s on the day of its release. To say I was bowled over is an understatement. I was into both the blues and psychedelia, but this seemed to combine the two in a way that blasted your mind and body into atoms. It shook me, and I was hooked. I’d never heard anything like it. By this time, I was also going to London underground clubs

      Middle Earth, UFO, The Roundhouse, The Marquee and Les Cousins. For me, it was to see mainly Pink Floyd, Peter Green’s Fleetwood Mac, Jimi Hendrix and Roy Harper. When I heard that Captain Beefheart was going to play at Middle Earth, I was ecstatic. There was only one problem: I was in the midst of my

      A-level exams. I had been offered a provisional place at university, and needed the grades, but music was more important to me, and besides, my biology exam was a week away. Surely I could afford a night off. High on adrenalin,

      I drove to London on my trusty motorbike, only to discover that the gig had been postponed. Beefheart’s bassist Jerry Handley was ill, and they’d been replaced by the Aynsley Dunbar Retaliation. Now, I quite liked Aynsley Dunbar, but he was no substitute for Captain Beefheart, who was rescheduled for the

      following week as a double bill with John Mayall (another favourite of mine). That made it an absolute must.

      The gig was now going to be the night before my A-level biology exam.

      If I went, I wouldn’t be home until 3:00 a.m., and my exam started at 9:00 a.m.. I would have no last-minute revision, and I’d be knackered. Still, needs must. No choice! It was truly one of the best gigs I have ever been to. I can’t remember anything about John Mayall that night, but Beefheart just blew me away! Needless to say, I didn’t get the required grade, and the course of my life changed. However, I’d seen Captain Beefheart in all his glory! I wouldn’t change that even if I could.

      The 1960s were a time of liberal views and creativity. Following World War II and the 1950s austerity, a generation of rebellious teenagers emerged. Fired

      with optimism, confidence and naivety, they sought to throw off the shackles of conformity and break out from the conservatism of their parents’ generation. This was the new age, and young people saw a world of new possibilities, with waves of creativity in fashion, art, writing, dance, architecture and, most of

      all, music. Social norms were being rejected. There were protests against the Vietnam war, marches for civil rights, a burgeoning spirit of environmentalism, feminism and equality, coupled with a rejection of the establishment. These sparked great social and political change. Young people had a voice, and they wanted to be heard. Minds were opened. Clothes were colourful. Hair was long. Music was loud. The hair, clothes, attitudes and protest weren’t a fashion; they were symbols of a new way of living; an alternative to the establishment.

      The underground movement had an impact on the mainstream. Young people were dropping out, departing on adventures to exotic third-world countries and delving into new religions and cultures. They were appreciating the world’s beauty without needing lots of money. At that time of great social change, many young people were convinced there was a better way to live.

      They were experimenting with communal living, getting back to nature, dropping out of the rat race, opposing the whole money-driven greed and warmongering attitudes. These were attempts at a simpler, better way of life.

      This was the underground culture from which Captain Beefheart and his Magic Band appeared. They were part of the Los Angeles scene, playing at venues like the Avalon Ballroom that catered for the freaks of the day. The West Coast acid rock scene was based around San Francisco and Los Angeles. The two cities had completely opposite vibes, and intense rivalry. San Francisco had more country, jug band, folk roots with bands like Jefferson Airplane, Country Joe and the Fish, Quicksilver Messenger Service and Grateful Dead. Los Angeles had a punkier blues experimental feel, with bands like The Doors, Love, and also Frank Zappa and the Mothers of Invention and Captain Beefheart and his Magic Band, who were more avant-garde.

      The counterculture was about being far out. Bands were vying with each other to be more extreme, extolling the underground scene’s acid/drug culture. The more outrageous the costumes and hair, the better. A look at

      the cover of Country Joe and the Fish’s I-Feel-Like-I’m-Fixin’-To-Die clearly demonstrates that. Captain Beefheart and his Magic Band topped them all. It didn’t get any weirder.

      So where did this begin? Don Vliet was born on 15 January 1941 in Glendale, California. But in his early teens, the family moved out to the small town of Lancaster, way out in the Mojave Desert. As a boy, he’d always been precocious, heavily immersed in art and sculpture, to the point when at the age of 13, he was offered an all-expenses-paid scholarship to a European college. Don’s father had a low opinion of art and artists and turned it down. This didn’t deter Don from being involved in art projects in his usual obsessive manner.

      Once while working on a sculpture, he refused to come out of his room, and demanded that food and drink be passed in to him. Don had a strange relationship with his parents, calling them by their first names, and ordering his mother around as if she was his maid.

      Don developed a great liking for blues music, which was unusual for a white kid, particularly in a small desert town like Lancaster. He listened avidly to R&B radio stations and DJ Wolfman Jack’s radio station, which pumped out the blues greats like Howlin’ Wolf, Jimmy Reed and John Lee Hooker. Don’s deep voice and great vocal range were perfect for a similar blues delivery.

      At school, he met up with Frank Zappa, who also had an interest in blues, R&B and doo-wop. They began collaborating. Frank was similarly eccentric, experimental, rebellious and go-getting. Nothing was impossible; imagination was the only limitation. The two of them became involved, listening to

      R&B and doo-wop, playing instruments and singing. In 1963, Don left the restrictions of small-town Lancaster to team up with Frank in Cucamonga, where he’d set up a simple studio. The two of them began working on a number of ambitious projects. There was a doo-wop opera titled ‘I Was A Teenage Maltshop’ and a film called ‘Captain Beefheart vs. The Grunt People’ (Grunt People being their name for straight people). Some fragments of these pieces still exist and have been released on a number of albums.

      Don adopted the persona Captain Beefheart. He explained that the name came from one of his uncles, who used to lewdly expose himself to Don’s girlfriend, saying, ‘Aah, what a beauty. It looks just like a fine beef heart’.

      The early collaboration with Frank came to an untimely end when his Cucamonga studio was raided by police and Frank arrested for producing pornographic material. He’d been offered $100 to make a sex tape – a sum he couldn’t refuse – so he made a sex tape of fake moans from a female friend.

      He handed over the tape, complete with grunts, squeals and squeaking bedsprings, and was immediately arrested. It was a sting. He had to plead guilty, went to jail for a week, and the police used this as an excuse to ransack his studio. That signalled the end of Frank and Don’s ambitious projects, and Don went back to Lancaster.

      A number of young kids were getting into the blues, and just like in England, these musicians tended to find each other and form bands. All the members

      of the Trout Mask Replica-era Magic Band had previously played together in Lancaster in a band called Blues in a Bottle. In 1965 – a short while after Don’s return from Frank’s – local R&B guitar player Alex Snouffer approached Don with the intention of putting together an R&B band. I’m sure Alex didn’t know what he was letting himself in for. Don added the Van to his name – thinking it sounded cool – and the first Captain Beefheart and his Magic Band lineup was spawned. As Captain Beefheart was the ‘magic man’ in those early Frank Zappa collaborations, it was only natural that he should have ownership of the magic band. This was also the start of Don giving the band members their alternative names. For some reason, Alex Snouffer became Alex St. Clair. Could that have had something to do with musician Taj Mahal’s real name being Henry St.

      Claire Fredericks? Was it a mysterious coincidence? Or was it so Alex could have a name that sounded more English? The British Invasion was certainly having an impact.

      That first band comprised Don on vocals and blues harp, Alex St. Clair on guitar, Doug Moon on second guitar, Jerry Handley (really an American

      but reported as being English: probably as a publicity stunt) on bass and Vic Mortensen on drums. Vic was soon replaced by Paul Blakely, and the band immediately began to make an impact in their area. Their English R&B sound captured the zeitgeist of the moment. Their big break came when they played an unlikely gig at the Fourth Annual Teen Fair in spring 1965 and were spotted by a talent scout from the mainstream label A&M: a peculiar label for an increasingly weird-looking underground blues/R&B band. That Teen Fair was the place where Don spied the young Ry Cooder playing with The Rising Sons. Ry was destined to provide the missing thread for the Captain Beefheart sound.

      The journey had begun.
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            Chapter 1

          

          
            The Legendary A&M Sessions (EP) (1984)

          

        

      

    

    
      Personnel:

      Don Van Vliet: vocals, harmonica

      Alex St. Clair Snouffer: drums

      Jerry Handley: bass

      Doug Moon, Rich Hepner, Alex St. Clair (‘Moonchild’): guitar Paul Blakely: drums (‘Moonchild’)

      Producer: David Gates

      Studio: Sunset Sound Recorders, Hollywood, CA

      Label: A&M

      Release date: October 1984

      

      Having established themselves on the local scene by playing covers of blues numbers, the band rapidly built a following. Their sound reflected the blues of the 1960s British Invasion, with inspiration from bands such as The Rolling Stones, The Animals, The Yardbirds and The Pretty Things. Many people thought Captain Beefheart and the Magic Band were British. The Howlin’ Wolf covers – which dominated their act and can be heard in the live recording from the Avalon Ballroom – suited Don’s vocal style. On the strength of their performances, the Magic Band were signed to A&M Records for a two single deal.

      In 1965, they took their first steps into a recording studio and laid down five tracks. Four of these came out on the two A&M singles, and one languished

      in the vaults: undiscovered until the 1980s when this EP was released by first A&M then Edsel.

      ‘Diddy Wah Diddy’ b/ w ‘Who Do You Think You’re Fooling?’ and ‘Moonchild’ b/w ‘Frying Pan’ were released as singles. Just think, if these tracks had received sufficient airplay, they might well have broken through, and this R&B version

      of Beefheart might’ve gone on to produce more in the same vein to rival The Rolling Stones, The Pretty Things and Downliners Sect. The Magic Band were good enough. But it wasn’t to be.

      

      ‘Diddy Wah Diddy’ (Blake, Dixon, McDaniels)

      This was selected from the five tracks recorded by A&M as being the most likely to be a hit. It was originally written by Blind Blake in 1929 as a ragtime blues titled ‘Diddie Wa Diddie’. Willie Dixon adapted the music and lyric, adding a distinctive Bo Diddley riff and a rock-and-roll/R&B vibe for a single in 1956.

      The Beefheart arrangement is much heavier, with a thumping bass. The track is reminiscent of British-Invasion R&B but has fuzz bass that gives it a punchier characteristic. Don’s voice was greatly suited to this delivery, and his blues-harp-playing added a rich bluesy element. Unfortunately for Don and the boys, the Boston group The Remains released an adaptation of the song

      simultaneously. Synchronicity, huh? The Remains’ version is also great, though not as heavy as Beefheart’s. They probably undercut each other, so neither reached the national charts. The single became a local hit, but broke no further than that. If it had, things might’ve been different: perhaps they might’ve stuck with A&M and remained an R&B band, who knows? History turns on small events.

      The song was later covered by many notable people, including Leon Redbone, Ry Cooder, Taj Mahal, The Sonics, The Blues Band and Manfred Mann.

      

      ‘Who Do You Think You’re Fooling?’ (Van Vliet)

      The B-side of the single is a self-penned upbeat number with that same heavy- bass R&B vibe. The lyric is quite straightforward and lacks that signature Van Vliet complex poetic touch. Don claimed it was about the government and the statue of liberty, but I’m not sure that comes across. To me, they seem more like a slightly misogynistic product of the day. Don is saying that this is a man’s world. Don wanted to be boss.

      

      ‘Moonchild’ (Gates)

      The second single was penned by the producer David Gates (of Bread fame), though it sounds much more like Don’s writing style to me. It was recorded six months after the other tracks. Paul Blakely had returned, and Alex St.

      Clair moved back to guitar. It’s a reprise of the R&B style, but this time with a haunting Yardbirds-like chorus. The predominant bass drives it along, with Don’s voice powerful and clear. The song and arrangement are less

      straightforward than the other tracks, but it was certainly strong enough to be a hit. For some reason, it failed to chart, and the contract with A&M expired.

      

      ‘Frying Pan’ (Van Vliet)

      The B-side is another Van Vliet number driven by a thumping R&B riff. Not quite as bassy as the previous two sides, there is more guitar riff and blues harp. Once again, the Captain’s lyrics are quite straightforward, describing the end of a relationship and the struggle of trying to succeed. It’s a powerful number that might not have been out of place on Safe As Milk.

      

      ‘Here I Am I Always Am’ (Van Vliet)

      The final track is another Van Vliet original that lay hidden in the vaults, and was only half-remembered. It became a mythical beast until it was finally rediscovered in the 1980s. The lyrics are straightforward – following a bust-up, this is a simple plea for his girl to take him seriously; to not take his love in vain. A strange fast rhythm augments the R&B flavour, and the experimental tempo changes that transform the song into something

      more have a hint of what was to come later.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Safe As Milk (1967)

          

        

      

    

    
      Personnel:

      Don Van Vliet: vocals, harmonica, marimba

      Alex St. Clair Snouffer: guitar, bass (9, 10), percussion

      Jerry Handley: bass (except on 8, 9, 10)

      Ry Cooder: guitar, slide guitar, bass (8), percussion

      John French ‘Drumbo’: drums

      Sam Hoffman: theremin (6, 12)

      Russ Titelman: guitar

      Richard Perry: harpsichord

      Milt Holland: log drum, tambourine, percussion (2, 4, 8)

      Taj Mahal: tambourine, percussion (7)

      Studios: Sunset Sound; RCA

      Producers: Richard Perry, Bob Krasnow

      Engineer (and demos): Gary (Magic) Marker

      Label: Buddah

      

      This album is a very good entry point for those who are unfamiliar with the work of Captain Beefheart. Don had been listening to jazz musicians John Coltrane, Charles Mingus and Miles Davis, and had a clear vision for the way he wanted the band to go. He wanted to be more experimental and move away from straightforward blues to incorporate African rhythms and jazz, and take on the acid vibe of the day. However, that was a work in progress, and for this album, he retained the heavy blues base, which made it accessible to the uninitiated. This was still desert blues, but now with an acid tinge.

      Much was happening in 1966. It was a watershed year of great change. The key factor was drugs. While marijuana and speed had been staple drugs for the blues/R&B vibe, there was now the sudden influx of LSD. It transformed the attitudes of the musicians and audiences. In England, this had an impact on established bands like The Yardbirds, the Stones, The Animals and The Pretty Things, who changed quite dramatically from straightforward bands playing Chicago blues, into experimental psychedelic bands. The process could be clearly seen with The Beatles’ evolution on albums from Please Please Me to the psychedelic Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band. Newer psychedelic bands like Pink Floyd and The Jimi Hendrix Experience were starting out just as a new underground venue scene sprang up to cater for them.

      On America’s West Coast, a new style of music labelled acid rock was emerging. Bands such as The Doors, Love, Jefferson Airplane, Big Brother and The Holding Company, Country Joe and The Fish and Grateful Dead were sweeping in. Beefheart was on the crest of this wave.

      In order to achieve his new vision, Don knew that changes had to be made. Clearly, some of the band members – though well versed in the blues – were unable to make the transition to acid rock. The first to go was drummer Paul Blakely, who was replaced by John French (later named Drumbo). This was an

      important change because not only was John (incidentally, also from Lancaster) an accomplished drummer and master of the complex polyrhythms that Don was envisioning, but he could also read and transcribe music, so was able to interpret Don’s ideas from his piano-playing, humming or singing, notating them and organising the band to play the music that was coming from Don’s mind. This talent would become more and more important as the band developed, the music became more complex, and the Captain became stranger and stranger.

      With John on board, the band moved to Los Angeles in order to break into the wider music arena and seek a record deal. The underground scene was beginning to take off with venues like the Avalon Ballroom, where they found their own specific type of audience. The second change, was to find a guitarist who could handle the more complex arrangements. Don had been

      impressed by the guitar-playing of young musician Ryland Cooder who was in a moderately successful folk/R&B band called The Rising Sons. Ry was a 20-year- old guitar/slide prodigy whose skills Don coveted. Don knew that Ry could transform the band’s sound. However, what followed was – sadly – a game of intrigue and deception.

      The Rising Sons comprised Taj Mahal and Ry on guitar and Gary ‘Magic’ Marker on bass. In order to lure Ry into his band, Don promised Gary Marker both the management of the band, and production of their new album. The ruse worked. Ry joined them and was the key to developing their sound and helping to arrange the more intricate songs. Ry’s inclusion sparked the firing of guitarist Doug Moon, who couldn’t get the hang of the new music. It nearly proved to be the end for Jerry Handley too. Session musicians were brought in to play some of the bass parts.

      Unfortunately for Gary, things didn’t work out as promised. The band recorded a number of demos with him, but just before they went into the RCA studios, he was demoted to sound engineer. Richard Perry took over. This was Perry’s first job as a producer. (He went on to produce just about everybody from Ringo Starr to Carly Simon and Art Garfunkel, and is now revered). However, during this first project, he became overwhelmed with the complexities of the Beefheart album, and Bob Krasnow had to step in to complete the job. Ry was not impressed with the final result, feeling that the album should’ve been completely remixed. This would’ve been difficult because Richard had combined many of the tracks together into a single one. Interestingly, there still exists an unreleased acetate of some of the Gary Marker demos, including a couple of R&B versions of blues tracks (perhaps recorded live at the Avalon Ballroom), and Howlin’ Wolf and Chuck Berry numbers: neither of which appear on the later album.

      Not only had the band’s music developed, but the lyrics had also taken a leap forward. Of the 12 tracks, 11 were originals. The one blues cover was ‘Grown So Ugly’ by Louisiana blues musician Robert Pete Williams. A number of the tracks were written in an abstract poetic style: a move on from the

      straightforward lyrics of the A&M sessions. Eight of the 12 tracks were co- written with one Herb Bermann, though nothing was known of this mythical figure for many years. People claim to have been introduced to three different people, all of whom were supposed to be Herb Bermann. Don once said

      that he was fictional and was created just to confuse the publishers. Herb Bermann was a poet living in the Lancaster region. He later emerged from the shadows and claimed to have written all of this album’s lyrics. Truth can be stranger than fiction. Certainly, the tracks attributed to Herb Bermann are different and generally superior to the others. Was the hype around Bermann another twist of the Captain’s rich imagination and his desire to create mystery? The relationship with this desert poet certainly seemed to alter Don’s approach to poetic lyric writing, as his following work displays a unique and surreal quality.

      Ry found recording the album to be a traumatic experience, and after playing a gig in which the Captain – high on acid and claiming to have seen a girl in the audience morph into a fish, blowing bubbles out of her mouth – adjusted his tie and stepped off the ten-foot-high stage and landed on Bob Krasnow, Ry decided to leave the band. He’d found it impossible to work with Don and called him ‘a music Nazi’, although he was impressed with Don’s musical ideas, and thought Safe As Milk was an incredible album, even if badly mixed. Nevertheless, the album had been recorded, changes made, and the band was moving forward.

      There are various stories about the record’s label Buddah. The band’s first label A&M rejected the demos outright after hearing ‘Electricity’ – they were horrified by what they considered to be vulgar lyrics, and immediately severed all links with the band. Beefheart had become far too weird for them! Apparently, demos were hawked around many places before Buddah finally gave the band the go-ahead.

      Originally the album title was to be Abba-Zaba – a chewy taffy candy bar with a creamy peanut butter centre and a distinctive yellow-and-black-checked

      wrapper. The candy bar manufacturers were not keen on being associated with Beefheart. The album title was changed, but the characteristic yellow-and-black checks were retained for the cover. The title Safe As Milk was generally thought to be an allusion to LSD properties, and was a statement that immediately connected to the underground audience Don was seeking.

      The album was released in 1967, at the forefront of the acid rock revolution crashing out of West Coast, USA. In 1970 when Buddah’s distribution passed to Polydor, they reissued it on their budget Pye Marble Arch label cut from 12 tracks to ten, omitting ‘I’m Glad’ and ‘Grown So Ugly’). A further reissue on the Buddah label in Polydor’s budget 99 series was in stereo for the first time, with the title changed to Dropout Boogie: firstly, as a ten-track and then with the two missing tracks reinstated. The 1999 CD release, on Sony’s correctly spelt Buddha label, features all twelve tracks plus seven bonus tracks from the sessions of the proposed partially live follow-up album The Mirror Man.

      I can still remember the thrill of Mike playing me that album. The acid- drenched desert blues jiggled my brain cells with delight. I hadn’t heard anything like it before.

      

      ‘Sure ‘Nuff ‘N Yes I Do’ (Van Vliet, Bermann)

      The opening track of my Beefheart journey begins with a piece of solo blues slide guitar courtesy of Ry Cooder. The electric guitar sounds as sharp as a diamond and progresses into rhythmic mode as Don’s rich voice begins. That first line stolen straight from ‘New Minglewood Blues’ by the Noah Lewis Jug Band tells a fictional story of Don’s life, giving it a mystical twist of Dali-esque magic – a modern-day bragging bluesman. He was born in the desert, but came from the voodoo of New Orleans, whipped up by a tornado, imbued with the magic of the Sun and Moon.

      The band kicks in with thumping bass, a driving guitar riff and a complex drum rhythm. The background slide creates a characteristic duelling guitar sound that transforms the song into a masterpiece that’s no longer blues but a unique guitar-driven heavy rock number with a catchy chorus. Man, this cat had everything a girl needed, From flashy cars to a surefire brand of loving. Sleep with him and he’d sure teach you something, Sure enough ‘n’ yes he would.

      This wasn’t blues and it wasn’t psychedelia. It was Beefheart: acid blues straight out of the Mojave Desert.

      

      ‘Zig Zag Wanderer’ (Van Vliet, Bermann)

      No sooner has the desert dust settled than we are zigzagging through another epic, as Don – just like the three pigs – has a house that the big bad wolf can’t blow down. That house is a metaphor for the mystical elements of nature and the planet. Don’s aim was to stomp, prance, wander and dance his way around the world: sating his thirst on adventure.

      The track starts with a drum and guitar refrain ending with a gong and the hushed voice announcing ‘zig zag’. Immediately we’re into a guitar-driven riff and heavy bass pattern with Don exclaiming the joys of zigging and zagging. The song is built around a repetitive hypnotic riff terminating in a warbling voice and change of rhythm. Background vocals and rhythmic changes maintain the interest, with the riff building to a climax at the end of each verse. The guitars drop out as Don delivers his vocal on a slower section based around a repeating drum roll and complex bass line. Then the guitars cut back in, taking the song to its climax, terminating in that gong again and the hushed ‘zig zag’. Zig-Zag was a popular cigarette paper for rolling joints.

      This is the first of Don’s mystical environmental paeans. Life is a joy. We have to dance our way through it and take care of nature on the way. We’re all zig- zag wanderers.

      

      ‘Call On Me’ (Van Vliet)

      ‘Call On Me’ calms the tempo a little. Without Bermann’s poetic influence it’s a straightforward classic love song minus surreal imagery or intricacy. When you are lonely and blue, you can call on the Captain, who is always there to give you love. You can trust him.

      The song is still heavy – based around a blues structure, with a soulful vocal delivery, some great drumming patterns and rhythm changes. We get to hear some of the higher reaches of Don’s fantastic vocal range.

      

      ‘Dropout Boogie’ (Van Vliet, Bermann)

      ‘Dropout Boogie’ aims straight at the heart of the anti-establishment underground subculture. Don’s harsh vocal ridicules the establishment’s mantra – work hard at school, get a job, get married, settle down and become a brick in the pillar of society. Don’s message is to drop out: very powerful, and certainly resonates with the attitude of the time. It hit the zeitgeist right between the eyes, parallelling Don’s own experience with education while also starting the wordplay that we’ll see later: ‘adapt her, adapter’.

      The track has a heavy repetitive riff. The powerful fuzz guitar and distorted voice start the song; words pumping out in a punchy, growly snarl. Then follows an instrumental middle eight with a rhythm change to waltz time – an unusual light marimba-based interlude, before the fuzz guitars thud back in and the insistent vocals return.

      

      ‘I’m Glad’ (Van Vliet)

      We’re back into another mundane lyric in a rather ordinary love song – no pyrotechnics, metaphor or lysergic twist, just a standard love song. Though sung soulfully, this is little more than a slow, mundane ballad with a backing of girl singers, verging on doo-wop. I can see why it was dropped from the album’s ten-track version. Although beautiful and competently delivered, it’s

      by no means an acid rock blues number. It would be more at home on a 1950s R&B album. But hey, that voice really shines.

      

      ‘Electricity’ (Van Vliet, Bermann)

      Here we are thrown into the ultimate acid-drenched Bermann poetry, for what is the quintessential early Beefheart song:

      

      Singin’ through you to me

      Thunderbolts caught easily

      Shouts the truth peacefully

      Electricity

      

      I remember Don’s incredible voice roaring this in live performance, rippling your eardrums. ‘Electricity’ was like a clarion call to the new age.

      The song starts with electric guitar, simple bass and cymbals in the background, quickly moving into weird slide-guitar notes. The Captain sings the opening three lines quietly over slide guitar, before launching into the slightly distorted and elongated roar of ‘Eeeeleeectriiiiiicityyyy’: so powerfully

      delivered, it’s reputed to have blown the mic. A bass line sets the rhythm, and the band kicks in, drums and bass creating a pulsating rhythm. The guitar riff repeats, with a theremin overlaying a long clear throbbing note, giving a sci- fi feel. The track pounds along. A double-tracked Don alternating between normal and slightly distorted verses creates a kind of duelling: effective early use of stereo panning.

      This song is so powerful. The lyric is about bringing light to the world: a lighthouse beacon pointing the way. At the time, acid was seen as the electricity that illuminates the brain on the quest for self-discovery.

      The track finishes with an unearthly undulating theremin note, with a few beeps at the end: reminiscent of a space satellite. The Bermann lyric coupled with the innovative, experimental theremin sounds create a transcendental track that at the time was highly original and frightening enough to scare off A&M Records. What a song to close the first side. It became a regular in live performance.

      

      ‘Yellow Brick Road’ (Van Vliet, Bermann)

      Side two starts with a single note. Then producer Richard Perry announces, ‘The following tone is a reference tone operating at our recording level’. The note rises to a spacey weirdness before the guitar enters, quickly followed by the rest of the band. It’s an upbeat number, driven along by the snare drum patterns and slide guitar riffs. The jaunty feel is evident in Bermann’s lyric.

      The slide guitar is deployed in an unusual way. Coupled with the snare in the other channel, it sets a fast rhythmic foundation for the Captain to sing over.

      These were the early days of the positive 1960s vibe. Flower power and love-ins were the antidote to the establishment’s warmongering and grey conformity. The poem shows the singer discovering the power of love and following the magical yellow brick road into a world of colour, fun and joy; the ‘tricks and candy sticks’ being the LSD passport to a world of psychedelic wonder. The lyric’s naivety matched the mood of the day. The Beatles were singing ‘All You Need Is Love’. This was the start of an era of love and peace. We were going to change the world, and the vision of that colourful future was laid out in this early Beefheart song.

      

      ‘Abba Zaba’ (Van Vliet)
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