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      On 10 December 2022, Magnum celebrated their 50th anniversary with a special Christmas concert at KK’s Steel Mill in Wolverhampton. The setlist reflected the band’s long history as a staple of British hard rock. It featured 16 songs drawn from eleven albums from 1978 up to 2022, with all but one of the band’s six-decade existence being represented.

      Spanning the late-1970s tail end of the first wave of prog rock and hard rock and into the so-called New Wave of British Heavy Metal (NWOBHM) period of the 1980s, and then operating at the margins of late 1980s hair metal, Magnum was always something of an outsider band that never quite fitted into any musical category. Variously described as ‘pomp rock’, ‘progressive rock’, ‘heavy rock’, ‘melodic rock’, and, more recently, simply as ‘classic rock’, the band was difficult to pigeonhole from the start, which may go some way towards explaining why they never quite made it commercially to the top tier of British rock, despite enjoying Gold and Silver album sales, Top-40 singles, and selling out large arena venues in the UK during the late 1980s.

      Yet it is precisely the range and versatility of the band’s material, as well as the quality and consistency of guitarist Tony Clarkin’s songwriting, that helps us to understand why the band has maintained such a loyal and devoted fanbase across five decades. In March 2022, Get Ready to Rock radio broadcast a series of programmes celebrating ‘Magnum Month’, which included fans, critics and even former band members reflecting on the question: ‘What Magnum Means to Me?’ The responses from fans underlined the importance of the band’s music in providing a backdrop to their emotional ups and downs but also the close connections that were forged between Magnum and its followers back in the 1980s and have been maintained ever since. As one put it: ‘Like thousands of others, Magnum has provided the soundtrack to my life, good times and bad times and are one of the few bands that truly engage with their fans!’

      Magnum emerged in Birmingham around 1972 from the collaboration of vocalist Bob Catley and guitarist Tony Clarkin, both already established figures in the city’s ‘Brum Beat’ music scene. Born in Aldershot, Hampshire, on 11 September 1947, Catley’s family moved to Birmingham when he was young. He initially worked for the General Post Office (GPO) but soon developed his musical interests and joined a series of local bands during the 1960s, including The Smokestacks and The Capitol Systems, who then changed their name to Paradox (and also featured early Magnum bassist Dave Morgan). Catley achieved limited success with Paradox, releasing a single in 1969 called ‘Goodbye Mary’ on Mercury Records.

      Clarkin, meanwhile, born 24 November 1946 in the Shard End area of Birmingham, had been a ladies’ hairdresser on leaving school but formed his first band in around 1964. Called The Boulevards, it consisted of Clarkin’s former schoolmates and was influenced in its early days by Cliff Richard and the Shadows, Elvis Presley and Buddy Holly before incorporating blues and then soul influences. The guitarist was evidently inspired by the musicians he saw and came into contact with at the time. He recalls, in Laurie Hornsby’s Brum Rocked On!, ‘watching every guitar lick [Pat Wayne and the Beachcombers guitarist] Geoff Roberts put down’ and apparently after hearing tales of ‘the antics of a professional band on the road’ from another visiting musician, Clarkin admitted to ‘[telling] the lads there and then that I’d got to have some of that no matter what!’

      The Boulevards split in late 1966 and Clarkin and rhythm guitarist/bassist Ken Picket joined Hemel Hempstead band The Question, from whom bassist John Lodge had just left to join The Moody Blues. For the next few years, Clarkin played in various bands with a number of musicians prominent in the ‘Brum Beat’ scene, including former The Move and The Uglys and future Electric Light Orchestra (ELO) keyboardist Richard Tandy.

      Although Catley and Clarkin knew each other from the local scene, it wasn’t until 1972 that they started playing together. Catley was lead singer with Fred’s Box, a resident band at the Rum Runner nightclub on Broad Street in Birmingham. On the drums was Kevin ‘Kex’ Gorin (born 1 January 1949), another Shard End native who had previously played with Catley in The Smokestacks as well as The Andicaps, the first band founded by Jeff Lynne, later famous as a member of The Move and co-founder and leader of ELO. It was Gorin who approached Clarkin to join the band in a line-up completed by bassist Bob Doyle, who was later replaced by ‘Brum Beat’ veteran Dave Morgan. Nobody seems to know precisely when the name Magnum was adopted.

      Martin Vielhaber’s online biography of the band suggests that the idea came from the mother of first guitarist Les Kitcheridge, who suggested naming the group after the double-sized champagne bottles. Catley’s claim in a 2022 Record Collector interview that the name was inspired by the champagne bottles at the Rum Runner lends support to this view, although in his autobiography, Morgan suggested that the name came from Clarkin and was inspired by the powerful gun associated with films such as Clint Eastwood’s Dirty Harry (and its pertinently titled sequel Magnum Force).

      Whatever the case, Magnum’s time as a resident band playing chart hits at the Rum Runner was numbered when they began to introduce some of Clarkin’s own compositions into the set. As Catley recalled: ‘We were fed up with what we were doing, but we forgot what we were there for: for people to dance to’. The band were duly sacked and found themselves at a loose end, making money doing sessions where they could. They toured the UK, supporting such high-profile names as Del Shannon and soul singer Eddie Holman. They also established a residency at The Railway pub on Curzon Street, where they developed their stagecraft and honed Clarkin’s tunes.

      By this point, Morgan had left to be replaced by Colin ‘Wally’ Lowe, while keyboardist and flautist Richard Bailey re-joined in late 1976, having been a member for a short time in 1973.

      This was the line-up that signed to Jet Records and recorded Kingdom Of Madness (1978), Magnum II (1979) and live album Marauder (1980). Local keyboardist Mark Stanway replaced Bailey for 1982’s breakthrough Chase The Dragon and The Eleventh Hour (1983). But poor promotion and disappointing record sales, along with a serious illness afflicting Clarkin, led to a low point around 1983-84, with band members leaving and rumours of a split.

      Nonetheless, Clarkin and new manager Keith Baker pulled the band together for 1985’s On A Storyteller’s Night, which ushered in the second and most commercially successful phase of their career. Signing to a major label, Polydor, Magnum released Vigilante (1986) and Wings Of Heaven (1988), from which three singles were selected and went Top 40. The final album with Polydor was the controversial US-recorded Goodnight LA, after which the band’s popularity stalled in the grunge and then Britpop-obsessed 1990s with the release of Sleepwalking (1992) and Rock Art (1994).

      Clarkin split the band up in 1995, but he and Catley stayed together to record two albums under a new name, Hard Rain. Not long after Catley left to concentrate on a solo career, Clarkin wound up Hard Rain and decided in 2001 to resurrect the Magnum moniker, bringing in Hard Rain bassist Al Barrow and former Thunder drummer Harry James to join him, Catley and Stanway in a reformed line-up.

      The reunion phase of Magnum’s career has so far produced an impressive 12 studio, four live and three compilation albums. While there have been peaks and valleys in the fortunes of the band, the overall trajectory has been upwards, with 2018’s Lost On The Road To Eternity achieving the first UK Top- 20 chart entry since 1990 and national radio airplay. Stability has also been a feature of the reunion phase, with the line-up staying consistent up until the departures of Stanway in 2016, James in 2017 and Barrow in 2019. Magnum have also established an excellent relationship with German label SPV, who have released all of the band’s post-reunion albums, and generally leave Clarkin free to write and produce the records he wants.

      Dismissed even in the 1980s as grizzled veterans, Clarkin and Catley continued to produce and perform inventive, expansive and intelligent music well into their mid-seventies. While it may be something of a cliché to say so, there’s nonetheless no doubt that Magnum are among the most underrated bands in British rock history. Their story and their music deserve to be better known.
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            Kingdom Of Madness (1978)

          

        

      

    

    
      Personnel:

      Tony Clarkin: all guitars and backing vocals

      Bob Catley: vocals

      Richard Bailey: all keyboards, flute and backing vocals

      Colin ‘Wally’ Lowe: bass guitar and backing vocals

      Kex Gorin: drums

      Additional musicians:

      Dave Morgan: bass guitar on the Nest Demos and 1975 ‘Sweets For My Sweet’ single; lead vocals on ‘Sweets For My Sweet’ and (possibly) ‘Baby I Need’

      Produced at De Lane Lea Studios, London, by Jake Commander

      Engineers: Dick Plant, Barry Kidd and Dave Strickland

      Release date: 2 August 1978 on Jet Records

      Cover Design: Original US cover by Stewart Daniels; Original UK Iris cover by David Pilton Advertising Limited; re-released 1998 album cover by Rodney Matthews

      Highest chart places: UK: 58, West Germany and Sweden: Did not chart

      Running time: 39:41

      

      The story of Magnum’s debut album really began around 1975, when Tony Clarkin and then-bassist Dave Morgan, became involved in construction work on a recording studio in Birmingham. In return for their labour, the band were given studio time to record demos that were passed on to Jet Records, possibly via the influence of Jeff Lynne, a friend of Clarkin’s, whose band, ELO, were signed to Jet. The label liked the demos, signed the band and booked them into the prestigious De Lane Lea Studios in London, where The Rolling Stones, The Who, Jimi Hendrix and Queen had all previously recorded. As Clarkin told the Birmingham Evening Mail at the time: ‘We sent Jet some tapes and they said: “Do an album”. It was as casual as that’.

      However, the relationship with Jet seems to have been strained from the beginning. The band had to sleep in the foyer of the studio because the hotel the label had booked was so poor; when they were moved to a better hotel, it was clear that Jet had unsettled bills there, too.

      The initial De Lane Lea sessions took place in 1976, but it was another two years before the Kingdom Of Madness album was finally released.

      The reasons for the delay are not entirely clear. A 1988 Metal Hammer interview referred to a ‘series of insurmountable problems, inexplicable to this day and typical of Magnum’s association with the Jet label’. A more precise explanation, outlined in press reports at the time of the album’s release, is that the delay resulted from prolonged legal problems related to a management deal the band wanted to be freed from.

      Whatever the reason, the long delay gave Clarkin the chance to write new material that reshaped the final album. The guitarist’s affection for British and American progressive rock bands such as Yes and Kansas may well have been an impetus for the development of more complex material, while tours supporting bands such as Judas Priest in 1977 surely helped to harden the sound. Three newer songs, including opener ‘In The Beginning’ were recorded during an intense 36-hour session, replacing ‘some of the lighter tunes’ from the original recordings, such as ‘Find The Time’, ‘Without Your Love’, ‘Everybody Needs’ and ‘Master Of Disguise’, on the final album. In an October 1978 interview, Sounds’ Geoff Barton interpreted the album as ‘a mixture of songs from two projected LPs, the fairly straight-ahead material from the first being mixed with “loosely conceptual” numbers from the second’.

      In spite of this, the album, produced by Jake Commander, a friend of the band and Jeff Lynne’s guitar roadie, is fairly cohesive. This is aided by the fact that most of the songs segue into each other and are presented as a comprehensible entity even though there’s no clear conceptual unity. Clarkin noted in 1988 that he still looked at the tracks ‘Kingdom Of Madness’ and ‘In The Beginning’ ‘with real fondness’ despite the ‘aerie-fairie’ subject matter and some ‘duffo’ sounds. More recently, he has distanced himself from this and the other Jet albums, remarking that he hasn’t listened to them for decades. However, Kingdom Of Madness was well-reviewed at the time, particularly by the aforementioned Geoff Barton. He gave the album four stars in Sounds, comparing it to bands such as Styx, Kansas, Yes, Queen and Starcastle and applauding the ‘[t]itanically powerful musical passages and soft, subtle acoustic interludes [that] combine to create an LP of great stature’.

      It is the intricacy and diversity of Kingdom Of Madness that sets it apart from anything else in the Magnum catalogue. The progressive influences – from both sides of the Atlantic – were more pronounced here than they were to become. Clarkin noted in the sleeve notes to the 2005 reissue that at this time, he was trying to ‘draw pictures’ with his songs: ‘In those days, I looked at music a bit like an animated film’. Yet it was also a record with a strong melodic spine and a keen understanding of the interaction between the lighter and heavier elements of the band’s emerging sound. While the material was to become more consistent on subsequent albums, Magnum were never able to reproduce the quirky personality of this debut album.

      Kingdom Of Madness has boasted a number of different album sleeves. The original US version featured an illustration by the American artist Stewart Daniels, who worked for Jet as well as other labels like Motown and Warner Brothers. A literal interpretation of the album title, it depicts food and furniture flying from the banquet table of a seemingly crazed monarch. For the UK, Jet used a more restrained black sleeve showing a close-up eye with a colourful depiction of a medieval city in the iris. Designed by David Picton advertising, this became the standard sleeve. FM’s 1998 reissue came with a third cover – a Rodney Matthews illustration called ‘The Dwarves Of Belegost’ based on an episode in Tolkien’s The Silmarillion that has little obvious connection to the theme of the album.

      With few exceptions, Tony Clarkin has been the sole songwriter for Magnum throughout their career. Thus, all songs are written by Clarkin unless indicated.

      

      ‘In The Beginning’ (7:52)

      The first song on the debut album is as prog rock as Magnum ever got. It was a bold idea to open with a complex, multi-part piece rather than one of their more conventional rock tunes. But ‘In The Beginning’ is brilliant stuff; a winding, melodic colossus of a track that sounds dated and a bit daft at times, yet still mesmerises.

      A song in three parts, it opens with a brief twin guitar and keyboard introduction before phased synths and acoustic guitar give way after 44 seconds to a busy, ringing keyboard phrase reminiscent of Genesis and Yes. Mark Kelly was probably also listening as the sound is not unlike elements of early Marillion. There’s another catchy keyboard riff before Catley’s wordy vocals come in and take the song up another notch. Although Bailey is the dominant force in this section – with melodies and counter melodies crossing and intersecting – Clarkin makes his presence felt with a warm Thin Lizzy- style twin guitar break at 2.26.

      The ‘Prince Of Dreams’ section, arriving at 4.15, is mellower, with acoustic guitar and spacey synth effects. Slightly buried in the mix in the first movement, Clarkin comes to the fore with an expressive performance here. A tight rhythm unit also ensures that the song’s shifting moods and dynamics flow naturally. Strummed acoustic guitar at 6.52 presages the final sprint to the finish. Clarkin lets rip with a brief solo; there’s an even briefer reprise of the opening bars of the song, then some backward recording, vocal improvisations, and an echoing chant of ‘Madness’ (hinting at the forthcoming title song) to bring things to a close.

      ‘In The Beginning’ is a fabulous slice of prog-rock Magnum style. There may be too many ideas crammed into nearly eight minutes, but the song maintains a coherence that some contemporaries struggled to achieve. Lyrically, it has tended to be dismissed as other-worldly, fantasy fare, but there’s also a strong strain of Christian imagery, from the title through to references to the ‘prince of dreams’, ‘prophet of the morning star’ and the final ‘I am your light/I am your god given light’.

      An edited version cutting out the entire ‘Prince Of Dreams’ section was released on the reverse of the ‘Kingdom Of Madness’ single.

      

      ‘Baby Rock Me’ (4:05)

      Oh dear! From the brilliantly conceived, bombastic opening track, we move on to possibly the worst song in the entire Magnum catalogue. ‘Baby Rock Me’ is just awful. Quite how this sub-standard, Queen-soundalike slice of boogie rock made it onto the album ahead of some of the superior culled songs from the 1976 album session, such as ‘Master Of Disguise’ and ‘Everybody Needs’, is hard to fathom. It certainly wasn’t down to the lyrics, which are appalling, misogynistic nonsense even by the low standards of the mid-1970s. The second verse is especially pitiful: ‘Now if you’re looking to please/Well, then that’s all I need/But when you’re giving me head/ Remember what I said’.

      Bizarrely, it was released (with ‘Universe’ on the B-side) as a single in the US sometime in 1978 and was resuscitated to act as a B-side to Magnum II’s ‘Foolish Heart’ a full year later.

      

      ‘Universe’ (3:45)

      In contrast to the two numbers that proceed it, ‘Universe’ is a soothing, gentle song highlighting the diversity of moods present across the debut album.

      It’s a track dominated by Bailey’s keyboard concoctions – the spacey synth introduction as well as the soft rock keyboards. Lowe’s bass work is also impressive here, pushed high in the mix and working in tandem with Gorin’s appropriately languid drumming. Buttressed by a simple but effective melody delivered with control and feeling by Catley, it’s not surprising that ‘Universe’ was chosen as the album’s second single (backed by ‘Invasion’), although, like the title track, it made no impression whatsoever on the UK charts.

      

      ‘Kingdom Of Madness’ (4:25)

      The diversity of the album is encapsulated in the title track. Part heavy rock, part prog and part folk whimsy, ‘Kingdom Of Madness’ represents an early creative milestone for Magnum as well as a superbly realised 1970s rock classic. It begins with a lovely picked acoustic guitar pattern which is soon accompanied by Bailey’s mysterious flute refrain. At 37 seconds, a simple staccato guitar riff cuts in and we seem to be in proto-metal territory as Catley weaves a fantastical tale of ‘dreams’, ‘whirlpools’ and ‘seas of fire’. It’s an incredibly powerful piece of writing that has surely sunken itself into the consciousness of a good many heavy rock fans of the era and may be one of the reasons why Magnum became somewhat erroneously associated with the burgeoning NWOBHM scene in the early 1980s.

      The band’s control over light and shade is evident in the transitions between the driving metallic riff and the acoustically-infused chorus. With birdsong and pastoral sound effects, the middle eight seems to offer the narrator some calming respite from the chaotic ‘madness’ depicted in the rest of the song. However, there’s a sting in the tale as we’re told twice that ‘everyone’s laughing’ but then that ‘everyone’s laughing but me’. If the references to ‘minstrels’ and ‘jesters’ were a bit clichéd even at the time, it’s nonetheless difficult not to smile at the confidence with which the band carry the whole thing off.

      ‘Kingdom Of Madness’ is the one track from the debut album that has remained a firm live favourite throughout the band’s career. Live versions have generally left out the acoustic introduction, while both the 1978 single edit, and an alternate version recorded at Battle Studios in Hastings in 1979 omitted it entirely. This is a shame; while the live take has been harder and heavier, it has also invariably been less intricate and interesting than its studio cousin. The band rested the song for a couple of tours during the late 1980s and early 1990s due to Clarkin, in particular, becoming bored of playing it.

      But it remains the only Magnum song to be played live in each decade since the 1970s.

      

      ‘All That Is Real’ (3:48)

      Side two of the vinyl begins with this pleasant tune featuring lush keyboard soundscapes tied down by a crisp Lowe bass line. The first half of the track is more soft than hard rock, demonstrating that Magnum’s melodic side was apparent right from the beginning. It really takes off from around 2.04, however, with a section of frantic guitar acrobatics and darting bass before a return to the more sedate main theme. Tinkling keys bring the song to a close. It’s not a standout, but ‘All That is Real’ is a decent track that points ahead to the more commercial offerings sprinkled across Magnum II.

      

      ‘The Bringer’ (4:58)

      We’re firmly back in fantasy territory with this tale of being hunted down by a malevolent creature, the eponymous ‘bringer’. There’s plenty of variation in the track’s five minutes, moving from syncopated rhythms and verbose lyrics to a gentle chorus and then onto a weighty closing instrumental section. At the heart of the song – framed by a variety of keyboard and mellotron effects – is one of Clarkin’s more immediate and striking riffs.

      The rhythm section holds everything together, with Gorin’s insistent use of cowbell maintaining the energy and ensuring the track never drags. It may not be one of the album’s most celebrated tunes, but ‘The Bringer’ is an enjoyable listen, providing further evidence of Magnum’s early progressive tendencies.

      

      ‘Invasion’ (3:22)

      The third part of what might be considered the Kingdom of Madness ‘suite’, ‘Invasion’ is a simple sci-fi-inspired tale of an alien attack on Earth. Lyrically, it’s certainly not Clarkin’s finest hour, with clunky lines such as ‘Alien, your day this is not to be/All the people say “let the world be free”’. But the outlandish theme fits the frantic energy of the song perfectly. It begins with a brief multitracked Queen-style choral reprise of ‘Madness’, linking it both to ‘In the Beginning’ and the title track before moving on to a wonderful dual guitar and keyboard gallop that sets the template for the rest of the song. The whole band are on fine form throughout, but special attention should be paid to Lowe’s dynamic bass line and Catley’s impressive falsetto vocals.

      ‘Invasion’ was one of the more durable tunes from the debut album, continuing to be played in concert into the 1980s. It featured on both the 1980 live EP that preceded the Marauder album and the post-Chase The Dragon set when the band were supporting Ozzy Osbourne in the United States in 1982 (released in 1989 as Invasion Live).

      

      ‘Lords Of Chaos’ (3:21)

      The infectious energy of side two continues with this enjoyable experiment in rock disco. A step too far perhaps for some rock fans, ‘Lords Of Chaos’ unashamedly embraces the disco stylings of the day with phased clavinet, funky bass and drums and loosely strummed rhythm guitar. Too much emphasis on the shuffle that drives the song forward, however, takes away from the quality of the melody in the verse and chorus. Indeed, the live version on Marauder, and especially Clarkin’s guitar sound, is significantly heavier and fits well with the harder sound of that album. ‘Lords Of Chaos’ is the second Clarkin composition (after ‘Stormbringer’, see below) inspired by Michael Moorcock’s Elric of Melniboné series of fantasy novels and short stories.

      

      ‘All Come Together’ (4:52)

      Kingdom Of Madness ends with ‘All Come Together’, the third of the classic songs on the debut that confirmed the future potential of the band.

      Bookended by Bailey’s gorgeous piano and mellotron serenade, this is a song that underlines the depth of Clarkin’s compositional skill and his ability to write infectious melodies. The understated opening instrumental section and first verse give way after 53 seconds to falsetto backing vocals and an explosion of marching bass and drums. After the first chorus, the speed quickens as Bailey introduces a funky keyboard motif supported by Lowe’s scurrying bass. There are a number of changes of mood and pace across the song, but the playing is tight throughout. If there’s one low point, it’s the slightly underwhelming middle eight at 2.20, but even this is quickly forgotten as Clarkin follows up with another inspired double-tracked guitar break.

      Incorporating plenty of instrumental variety and progressive touches, ‘All Come Together’ is a great way to end a promising debut album. Its complexity may explain why it wasn’t played live as often as some of the disc’s other stand-out tracks.

      

      Related Tracks

      There are lots of additional tracks related to the early years of Magnum. The 1993 Jet compilation album Archive, included the 1974 Nest demos along with four tracks recorded during the 1976 Kingdom Of Madness sessions. The 2005 expanded two-CD reissue of Kingdom Of Madness featured all these tracks on the second disc with the addition of the 1975 CBS single, ‘Sweets For My Sweet’/‘Movin’ On’ (alongside the reworked 1979 version of the title track discussed above). The 2021 Riding The Rock Machine compilation (Grapefruit) included a further previously unreleased recording from the 1975 session, ‘Baby I Need’, while another previously unreleased track found by Dave Morgan was included on 2022’s The Monster Roars boxset. As nobody could remember the title, it was called ‘Track Number Three’.

      

      The Nest Demos ‘Sea Bird’ (3:49)

      Clarkin’s simple acoustic strumming and Gorin’s dynamic percussion set the stage for a straightforward tale of lost love. This is laid-back, mellow and reminiscent of 1960s psychedelic pop. The tune is nice but unremarkable; overall, it’s perhaps most notable as a lyrical precursor to Wings Of Heaven’s monumental ‘Wild Swan’.

      

      ‘Stormbringer’ (3:31)

      This is a funky little number making full use of Bailey’s flute alongside a heavy guitar attack. Musically, it sounds rather basic and underdeveloped, but lyrically, it hints at some of the themes Clarkin was to advance a little more convincingly over the next few years. As the guitarist himself noted in 1988, the title was ‘ripped off’ the 1965 Michael Moorcock fantasy novel featuring the character Elric of Melniboné, also referenced in ‘Lords of Chaos’. Stormbringer is the name of the magic sword that features heavily in this and many of Moorcock’s other books.

      

      ‘Slipping Away’ (3:15)

      Catley’s characteristic vocal inflections are all over this likeable folk tune. With Clarkin’s guitar almost buried beneath Morgan’s prominent bass work and Bailey’s organ, there’s very little of the rock sound that was to develop on later recordings. It’s an interesting indication of the direction in which Magnum might have gone if nothing else.

      

      ‘Captain America’ (3:43)

      The rockiest of the early demos, ‘Captain America’ features lively Clarkin riffing and a tight rhythm track. The lyrics dwell on the comic-book exploits of Marvel characters, including Scarlet Witch, the Human Torch, Iceman and Black Panther, as well as the titular character. Some of the lines are fairly absurd, perhaps intentionally so: ‘The god of thunder we all know as Thor/ Has lost his hammer and is feeling quite sore’. But it’s ultimately a fairly enjoyable – if inconsequential – (almost) four minutes.

      Overall, the variability of the Nest demos indicates that, as the band themselves admitted on the sleeve notes of Archive, they were still searching ‘for a musical identity’.

      1975 CBS single:

      

      ‘Sweets For My Sweet’ (3:03) (Doc Pomus and Mort Shuman) The quest wasn’t really helped by this energetic but ultimately fairly pointless version of The Searchers’ 1963 UK number one (originally recorded in 1961 by The Drifters). This was one of the popular hits the band were playing during their Rum Runner residency. Produced by Roger Greenaway for CBS Records because he felt it could be a hit, this version features Dave Morgan on lead vocals. It’s a pretty generic, rocked- up version of a so-so track (despite its elevated chart position) with little to distinguish it. A remastered version, with the original live ‘God Rest Ye Merry Gentlemen’ section in the middle restored, was released as part of The Monster Roars box set in 2022.

      

      ‘Movin’ On’ (3:47)

      The B-side of ‘Sweets for My Sweet’ is one of the early tracks that signals Clarkin’s ability as a writer, even if it doesn’t exactly mark out the band’s future direction of travel. It’s a gorgeous blues rock shuffle reminiscent of the more soulful Marks III and IV incarnations of Deep Purple, with Catley doing his best Glenn Hughes impression.

      The Kingdom Of Madness outtakes:

      

      ‘Master Of Disguise’ (2:54)

      A chunky groove-based riff powers this straightforward rock workout, but it’s Bailey’s flute embellishments that set it apart. The wonderfully chaotic flute solo on the 1976 live version on Days Of Wonder is reproduced on vinyl with lovely additional flourishes floating in between the vocal lines. There are some elaborate drum fills from Gorin and Lowe’s funky bass line operates neatly in unison with the guitar riff. It should and ought to have replaced ‘Baby Rock Me’ on the final track listing.

      

      ‘Without Your Love’ (3:54)

      This is one of Clarkin’s earliest ballads and it’s not at all bad. Driven by an intricate piano refrain, one of its characteristic features is the layered gospel- style backing vocals. There’s a clever false ending after which Clarkin’s guitar bursts into life for the last minute. Nonetheless, the subtler, pared-down live version, as heard on Days Of Wonder, is superior.

      

      ‘Find The Time’ (3:04)

      It’s not entirely surprising that ‘Find The Time’ was one of the early recordings dropped from the final album. One of the least memorable of the 1976 session tracks, it has an airy, buoyant mood that doesn’t entirely fit with the majority of the material on the record. The unexpected chord sequence in the middle eight is the best part of the song.

      

      ‘Everybody Needs’ (3:47)

      Another fairly standard rock tune with hints of Queen, ‘Everybody Needs’ is lifted by a bluesy Clarkin solo and a powerful Catley vocal performance, augmented by one of Magnum’s most successful early experiments with harmonised backing vocals. The band obviously rated the song as it was re- recorded in 1980 as a B-Side to the remixed ‘Changes’ single. That version, produced by Leo Lyons with additional production by Chris Tsangarides, is almost a minute shorter and has punchier guitars and a more stompy, fist- pumping chorus.

      

      Other Tracks

      ‘Baby I Need’ (2:57) (Dave Morgan)

      A rare Magnum recording not written by Tony Clarkin, ‘Baby I Need’ unsurprisingly sounds like nothing else in the band’s catalogue. It’s an interesting slice of early 1970s power pop, reminiscent of Alex Chilton’s Big Star. The Riding The Rock Machine liner notes claim Bob Catley to be the vocalist, but it sounds like it could be Morgan. It’s dated 1975 and was apparently recorded at Nest Studios at the same time as another Morgan composition, ‘One More Round The Bend’, which was sung by Catley.

      

      ‘Track Number Three’ (4:28)

      Found among Dave Morgan’s old tapes of the band, this is a fairly unassuming sixties-style pop tune. What sets it apart, and possibly connects it to later Clarkin compositions, is the inclusion of discrete sections and changing time signatures. It opens with the main riff from ‘Slipping Away’ but then develops in a completely different direction. Based on a rapid strummed rhythm guitar and a catchy guitar run, the first section is the best part of the song. The second, slower section, reminiscent of Bowie, and the chorus, with its ‘But it’s all passed me by/That’s all I can hear’ refrain, are rather more generic and conventional.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Magnum II (1979)

          

        

      

    

    
      Personnel:

      Tony Clarkin: guitar and vocals Bob Catley: lead vocal

      Richard Bailey: keyboards, vocals and flute

      Colin ‘Wally’ Lowe: bass guitar and vocals

      Kex Gorin: drums and percussion

      Produced at De Lane Lea Studios/Music Centre Studios, Wembley, London by Leo Lyons

      Engineer: Rafe McKenna

      Assistant Engineer: Paul Hume

      Release date: 19 October 1979 on Jet Records

      Cover Design: Original design uncredited; re-released 1998 album illustration, Rodney Matthews

      Highest chart places: UK, West Germany and Sweden: Did not chart

      Running time: 40:33

      

      In the summer of 1979, less than a year after the release of their debut album, Magnum convened at De Lane Lea (also known as Music Centre) Studios in London to record the follow-up. Much of the material that constituted what became Magnum II had been written over the previous couple of years and road-tested alongside the Kingdom Of Madness songs. While elements of the complex, progressive arrangements that characterised the debut remained, overall, the songs were more direct and concise. As Richard Bailey remarked in a 2022 interview: ‘We employed quite a different approach on that one; we wanted to sound more polished and a bit less raw, like the big American rock bands’.

      Former Ten Years After bassist Leo Lyons was hired to refine the Magnum sound. He was an established producer, having become studio manager at Chrysalis Records’ Wessex Studios in 1975 and producing a trio of UFO albums – Phenomenon (1974), Force It (1975) and No Heavy Petting (1976) – that helped define that band as an influential hard rock act. Jet’s David Arden apparently chose Lyons, but Clarkin and Co. seem to have approved of the decision and certainly got on well with him.

      Magnum II was the album where Bailey really came into his own in helping to shape the group’s sound. Although it was more refined, Lyons still allowed space for sonic experimentation and there was particular room for the elaborate flourishes of Bailey’s keyboards. Press reports at the time tended to focus on Clarkin and Bailey as the key members of Magnum. As one report in the Burton Daily Mail put it, while Clarkin may have been the ‘creator’, the classically-influenced multi-instrumentalist ‘also had a major effect’ on ‘Magnum’s sound’. Clarkin himself observed that the keyboards dominated the arrangements, with the rest of the group playing along to them in the studio.

      In contrast to the debut’s positive reception, however, the music press generally panned Magnum II. In Sounds, Geoff Barton gave the album three stars and complained that the more professional recording had also resulted in ‘a bland-out American sound which doesn’t suit Magnum at all’. Malcolm Dome in the Record Mirror considered the album ‘a disappointment’ and ‘a dumbed-down diluted version of their debut, from the title onwards’. He complained that it seemed as if:

      

      Some bright spark at Jet decided to take them out of the Kingdom Of Madness into a high-quality nursing home, inject Tony Clarkin with vinyl solutions of Foreigner and Journey and install trustworthy head ‘nurse’, Leo Lyons … to convince the band that they too could find success in the AOR market.

      

      At the time, Clarkin largely defended the production but accepted that the keyboards may have been a little mechanical and later recalled that the drum sound was ‘really flat’.

      For all of the criticism it received at the time, Magnum II represents a clear improvement both in the overall quality of the songs and the performances. The material on the album is nowhere near as one-dimensional as Barton and Dome’s reviews suggest. Indeed, in retrospect, Magnum II might be considered to have successfully fine-tuned the varied collage of sounds present on Kingdom Of Madness. The album retains fantasy-based epic songs, such as ‘Great Adventure’, ‘Reborn’ and ‘Firebird’, though these are more concise than on the debut. But it adds to this a couple of lavish anthems (‘If I Could Live Forever’ and ‘All Of My Life’) as well as the more straight-ahead attempts to move into commercial territory, with ‘Changes’ and ‘Foolish Heart’. Overall, Magnum II is an overlooked record, with a more consistent range of material than both the album that preceded it and the one that followed.

      The no-nonsense black text on the silver sleeve reflects the simpler approach the band were going for, but it doesn’t do the album any favours. Press adverts added a ladle pouring hot metal onto the sleeve’s Roman numerals, presumably in an attempt to link the band to some sort of masculine hard rock imagery. As with Kingdom Of Madness, FM Records’ 1998 reissue planted the record in a sleeve with a seemingly random Rodney Matthews illustration, his pre-existing sci-fi inspired ‘To Steal A Battleship’.

      

      ‘Great Adventure’ (4:54)

      The album opens with this brilliantly atmospheric tour-de-force. It’s like a tougher and leaner ‘In the Beginning’, with a similar combination of progressive twists and turns packed into a more palatable five minutes.

      A howling wolf and wind effects set the aural scene of a desolate landscape, with Bailey’s synth mimicking the sound of a galloping horse and giving the impression of a quest in progress. Underneath all this, Bailey’s keyboards announce a slowed-down version of the main theme. At around 40 seconds, the introduction fades, a pulsating bass synth comes to the fore and Catley’s near-whispered vocal arrives, accompanied by punchy guitar and drums and multi-tracked backing vocals. Bailey’s rich synth motif raises the bar further still and the song takes off from here.
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