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      Top Of The Pops (TOTP) was a weekly institution on British television. One of the most explosive jaw-dropping appearances on it was the debut by Sparks in 1974 with ‘This Town Ain’t Big Enough For Both Of Us’. Nobody who saw it, whether you liked the song or not, will ever forget it. There was the giddy rush of the song itself, a pulsating drama wrapped up in just over three breathless minutes. Apologies to band members Martin Gordon, Dinky Diamond and Adrian Fisher, but it was the Mael brothers who were the talking points of the performance – Russell’s teen-friendly looks and that voice, and Ron’s austere garb, with his death-stare glances and that moustache!

      That appearance was the start of a lifelong love for all things Sparks for many UK fans, with similar results across Europe. Prior to ‘This Town’ there had been a fully American Sparks that was a delicious package of delights all on its own. The roots of that line-up go back to 1968 and that’s where the story really starts with the Maels hooking up with recording wiz-kid Earle Mankey.

      Looking ahead from ‘This Town’, there was to be a twisting narrative throughout the 1970s of distinctive albums. The only constant factors, then and now, are Ron and Russell Mael and while this is predominately their story through the decade, it also takes into account the contributions and thoughts of their many collaborators.
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      Ron and Russell Mael’s management declined an invitation for their contributions. In their absence, I have used contemporary quotes as well as some later key observations, such as their notes on the Profile and 2 Originals Of Sparks sets, among others.

      My sincere thanks to all of the following for their time and thoughts. Some spoke at considerable length, while one or two chose to be more concise:

      

      Dean Detrick, Simon Draper, Harley Feinstein, Martin Gordon, Ian Hampton, Rupert Holmes, James Lowe, Sal Maida, James Mankey, John Mendelsohn, Adrian Munsey, Ralph Oswald, Peter Oxendale, Mike Piggott, Terry Rae, Thom Rotella, Suzi Ronson, Paul Rudolph, Richard Digby Smith, Karl Stoecker, David Swanson, Trevor White, Muff Winwood, Luke Zamperini

      

      In the text, the Maels are referred to as Ron and Russell and the Mankeys as Earle and James. Harley Feinstein, for consistency, is Harley! All further collaborators are referred to initially by full name and then successively by surname alone unless a full name is better for clarity.
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      Ronald David Mael (born 12 August 1945 in Culver City) and Russell Craig Mael (born 5 October 1948 in Los Angeles) grew up in Pacific Palisades, Los Angeles. Their father, Meyer Mael, was an artist and graphic designer whose work has become increasingly collectable. Their mother, Miriam (nee Moskowitz), was a librarian. The death of their father (aged just 40) on 5 February 1957 from a previously undiagnosed heart condition must have been a dreadful shock. With their mother now as their sole parent, times were obviously difficult. When she remarried (31 August 1961 in Los Angeles) to Oscar Roganson, this provided increased stability. The brothers’ closeness to each other is remarkable, perhaps originating in those challenging years of the late 1950s. What is clear is that their mutual love of the Arts was fostered and honed at High School/University of California. In the Profile double CD notes, Russell talks about their education: ‘Both of us graduated from UCLA. He (Ron) was one quarter away from a master’s in art and graphic design. My degree was in Theater Arts and English. I went to Palisades High. Ron went to Uni High.’ That shared interest in the Arts remains an ever-present facet of their career. Their musical influences during their teens came mainly from British bands of the mid to late sixties, as will become evident.

      The Maels’ recording debut actually came in January 1967 when they laid down four songs under the name Urban Renewal Project with Ron’s friend Fred Frank on guitar and his wife Ronna Frank on piano and backing vocals. Two of the four songs were ‘Summer Days’ and ‘Computer Girl’. The latter, written by Russell alone, has been officially released since on the New Music For Amnesiacs compilation set and is a hazy, pulsing noise with Russell making a reasonable go of the vocals. It’s a curio at best, but it is intriguing to hear an embryonic ‘oddness’ that has never really left them.

      Also arriving in the Maels’ orbit at this time was their college friend Larry Dupont, who, usefully, had a reel-to-reel tape recorder. He would go on to be an assistant to the band and their photographer.
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            1969: The Halfnelson Demo Album (Promo Issue Only)

          

        

      

    

    
      Personnel:

      Russell Mael: vocals, bass

      Ron Mael: keyboards, piano

      Earle Mankey: guitar, vocals

      Ralph Oswald: bass on ‘Chile Farm Farney’ and one other song

      John Mendelsohn: drums

      Produced in July 1969 by Earle Mankey at his home studio

      All songs by Ron and/or Russell Mael, except as noted.

      

      In 1968, Ron and Russell ‘recruited’ Earle Mankey (born 8 March 1947, Washington). Russell recalled in the Profile compilation notes that ‘we met Earle [Mankey] at UCLA. He put up a sign on the bulletin board: ‘Engineering wiz wants to connect with other musicians’’. Earle, who also played guitar, had built a recording studio in his home and in July 1969, the trio set about recording an album. Michael Berns, their manager, financed the project, which saw the band named Halfnelson (after the wrestling hold). Russell recalled the studio setup to soundonsound.com (2013):

      

      [It was] just really primitive, the recording technology and the process that we had. Earle had a tiny apartment and a couple of reel-to-reel tape recorders, so we could just record things. We would use these two tiny seven-and-a-half- inch-per-second machines, bouncing things from one machine over to the other. Obviously, you’d lose fidelity all the time, but you’d also gain some kind of quality to the recording by building up all the hiss on the tape.

      

      The advantage of Earle’s home set-up was the lack of any real cost to record and the ability to experiment and develop songs at leisure. Russell pointed out in the Profile notes that:

      

      None of us were from a live music background; it was all recording. We kept making recordings with him and never played live. We never did things from the standpoint of whether things would work in front of an audience. That’s why we were able to be as quirky as we wanted to be because we didn’t worry what people would think.

      

      Ron played organ and a Wurlitzer electric piano on the songs. The latter was tricky because, as he told soundonsound.com (2013):

      

      We didn’t have a piano, so we’d go into the piano rehearsal halls at UCLA. The three of us would take the tape recorder down and do backwards piano recordings while people were kind of wondering what we were up to.

      Everybody was really traditional as far as piano went, and we kind of liked it sounding backwards more than forwards.

      

      Russell sang lead vocals on all but one song and also played most of the bass. Earle played guitar, produced and worked on effects and arrangements. Two other musicians also contributed to the demo: John Mendelsohn, another acquaintance from UCLA, played drums, whilst his friend Ralph Oswald played bass on two tracks. Mendelsohn’s association with the Maels began at university.

      

      I took an Italian class and there were about ten males with long hair on campus, I was one of them and Russell Mael was another. He was sort of stand-offish, but we were aware of each other because we were (both) fervent Anglophiles. They tried to put together a blues band at one point and that lasted for one rehearsal; it was called The Bel Air Blues Band, the joke being that if you lived in Bel Air, you probably wouldn’t have the blues. Ron was the lead guitar player; that was hilarious!

      

      In the summer of 1969, when the Maels and Earle needed a drummer, they called Mendelsohn: ‘I wasn’t very good and I was extremely flattered that anyone would ask me to be in their band.’ There are stories that manager Mike Berns plays drums on some of the demo album, but Mendelsohn says definitely not. His view of the Maels’ personalities is that they were ‘very closed people’. As for Earle, Mendelsohn feels he saw early signs of differences between him and the Maels: ‘I don’t think Earle had much to offer musically, to be honest. I do think he was more rock ‘n’ roll than the Maels and I suspect some of their preciousness annoyed him.’ Mendelsohn’s tenure was very brief, only lasting for three rehearsals and a couple of recording sessions.

      Mendelsohn’s friend Ralph Oswald was also familiar with the Maels and Earle, having ‘seen them around’ in earlier years. He feels that the Maels already had ‘their own private language’ whilst Earle was ‘outgoing and easy to talk to.’ Oswald recalls how he got involved on the demo album:

      

      One day, John (Mendelsohn) says, ‘Ron’s been in touch and asked if we would like to do a couple of demos.’ I happened to own a bass at the time and John said it was bass and drum tracks. So we went to this little studio, which was almost like a living room. John played drums and I played bass. It was two tracks, short tunes with heavy bass/drum lines. I think we got ‘em in two takes, maximum. One track was called ‘Chile Farm Farney’, the other one I can’t remember. I thought we were doing a session with them but it was just me and John. I had no idea what the melody was going to be or anything like that. There was just drum and bass and that’s all I knew.

      

      Earle was present with the Maels for the recordings, but the one Oswald most recalls, still, was Russell, ‘because he’s so damn cute’! As for Oswald himself, the ‘Surly Ralph’ nickname has become part of his folklore:

      

      John (Mendelsohn) laid that on me. He finally realised that it wasn’t so much that I was surly, but that I was shy and uncomfortable in conversation with other people. Also, John had a knack for bringing out the worst in me.

      Eventually, I changed my ways when I discovered alcohol. I quickly became ‘Laughing’ Ralph Oswald and ‘Rotting’ Ralph Oswald.

      

      After ‘leaving’ Halfnelson, Oswald and Mendelsohn went on to form a band together called Christopher Milk whose output is well worth checking out. There are stories that this demo album was called A Woofer In Tweeter’s Clothing, with a cover, designed by Ron, of a surfer going past the Eiffel Tower. This is mostly untrue. Harley Feinstein joined the band towards the end of the sessions and says it was only known as ‘the demo album’ (no title) with no cover design, albeit extravagantly packaged. However, a feature in Sounds (10 October 1970) says that the demo was called by this title, so perhaps this was a mooted title by the Maels.

      It was pressed in a very limited quantity, each packaged in an ornate box. This was hand-constructed to look like an oversized restaurant check in black and white. Inside was the album and various ad-hoc titbits, such as a pack of popcorn. In the Sparks Brothers film, Ron and Russell show a copy of the album, still with inserts intact, to Todd Rundgren.

      The album was a long-held ‘Holy Grail’ for Sparks fans once its existence had been established. A copy appeared in fan circles, recorded from one of the vinyl albums, and is easy to find online. Anyone who rejoices in the first Bearsville album, in particular, will find a lot to enjoy here. The chief sonic issue is the thin sound due to the lack of bottom end on most tracks. In spite of that, the character and quirkiness of the songs shine through.

      The unique plus they had going for them at this early stage predominately comes down to Ron Mael. Russell’s voice catches the ear and Earle Mankey’s prodigious abilities at recording techniques keep things interesting, but it’s Ron’s already unusual songwriting (most of them are his lyrics) and his keyboard playing that stand out.

      It’s an enjoyable record, a heady brew that defies all logic. Instruments fly in and out and the rhythm is often held down by Ron. The soundscape constantly surprises you with Earle’s inventive touches. Two songs not recorded but known to exist are ‘We Will Make Great Pets’ and an instrumental called ‘Spider Run’.

      If Halfnelson was to develop, they were going to need a semblance of more normality in the songs and clearly, they were a musician or two short. While recording the album, the trio saw an advert at Ace Music in Santa Monica, placed there by Harley Feinstein (born on 10 April 1951 in Los Angeles). Ron, Russell, Earle and his wife Elisa met their would-be drummer at his parents’ house. Harley was thrilled to join: ‘It was the first real band I had ever been in!’. While he didn’t add to the album, he was there at the end of the recordings, hanging out with his new bandmates.

      

      ‘Chile Farm Farney’

      A trivia note to start, but shouldn’t it be chilli? It’s a bright and bouncy opening song, brief but likeable. Oswald and Mendelsohn handle the rhythm track well, though Mendelsohn is mixed way too low. Ron, by contrast, is mixed well up and his piano is a delight. Russell sings effectively, and it is one of his very best vocals on the album. Earle plays a few guitar parts – a fuzz rhythm part is his standby, but it also sounds like he has overdubbed a couple of lead parts. I particularly love the rock ‘n’ roll guitar ending and Russell’s exultant ‘wooh’ to finish.

      

      ‘Johnny’s Adventure’

      It starts off with Ron’s organ, then Russell joins in for this charming, childlike nursery-style song. There’s a Pink Floyd (Barrett era) feel at times, with all sorts going on in the background. Earle adds effective guitar work, flitting between heavier licks and melodic parts. Mendelsohn’s drums are barely discernible in the background, mostly popping up with a cymbal crash.

      Russell’s bass is good, but the standout section is the outro, with several overdubbed Russells as a heavenly fading choir.

      

      ‘Roger’ (Russell Mael)

      When it came to choosing material for the Halfnelson album, this was one that Todd Rundgren especially liked. The original, here, is taken at a higher pitch and is slightly faster. It’s an utterly mad track with a hugely percussive backing of what sounds like them hitting anything within reach, with bottles filled or partially filled with water making up most of it!

      Bass doesn’t appear to be present, leaving Ron to hold the rhythm down while Earle’s guitar crazily flits in and out. It’s all topped off with a controlled, almost menacing, vocal from Russell. You have to smile at the all-too-brief ending featuring Ron’s lounge-style piano.

      

      ‘Arts And Crafts Spectacular’

      A simply fabulous song that always delights. It’s all about the competitive ladies at a home/soft furnishings competition and sales show. The triumphant opening amusingly ‘bigs up’ the event that Russell takes us through, always coming back to the ‘lovely Claudine Jones’. Sadly, Claudine is destined to go home with her quilt, probably not for the first time, which nobody wants.

      The drums are prominent on this one and Mendelsohn plays them like a fanfare at a circus. There are nice switches of tempo as it ebbs and flows between Russell’s announcements and the extended outro of the ‘Claudine Jones’ refrain, with Russell adding spoken embellishments.

      

      ‘Landlady’

      Some lyric transcriptions have Ralph Oswald’s Christian name in the song, but they are mishearing ‘Ralph’ for ‘round’. Mendelsohn definitely isn’t a fan of this one: ‘My own band recorded some appalling demos, but I submit that nothing we ever did was as bad as ‘Landlady Turn Up The Heat’ or whatever that song is called.’

      It sounds like something from a strange musical with massed vocals on what would pass for a chorus. Earle adds some fine guitar work, albeit too low in the mix, whilst the bass is right in your face. Ron has a field day on keyboards as the song shifts through different phases. At times, it’s almost musical, as at 1:03 with the instrumental break, but it soon reverts to the creepy spectral sound that dominates the track. An oddity for sure, but also strangely compelling.

      

      ‘The Animals At Jason’s Bar And Grill’

      It has an endearing, whimsical warmth and simplicity. Jason’s patrons are startled ‘when what to their wandering eyes should appear, but a moose, a dog, a mouse, an ant, dear.’ Mendelsohn contributes but is mostly nearly inaudible, so it’s left to Russell to hold the rhythm on his bass. He is also clearly enjoying singing too, his glee audible in every word. The two guitar parts (acoustic and electric) are either both by Earle or by him and Ron. You can also hear Ron on keyboards so this may have been a huge effort of overdubbing in primitive circumstances! It’s an enjoyable romp that always provokes a smile.

      

      ‘Big Rock Candy Mountain’ (Earle Mankey)

      Earle sings lead on his own song. It’s one of the best on the album too, with Earle showing his West Coast roots on what is a well-crafted piece of work. There’s full instrumentation on it, but oddly, it’s his guitar that is buried in the mix. Ron’s keyboards are well-judged and suit the mood of the song. Praise also for Russell’s prominent and decent bass playing The bridge at 0:35 sounds like Russell and not Earle, in which case this is the earliest example of his falsetto. It makes for a pleasing contrast with Earle’s verses. When they come out of the bridge, you can clearly hear this was an edit piece that was dropped in. It just doesn’t sound ‘natural’ as Earle comes back in at 0:49. But that doesn’t detract from the quality of the song.

      

      ‘Millie’

      Earle’s jangly guitar opens the song, but this is a hard listen. It’s harsh and brittle, with Russell’s overplayed bass doing little to alleviate that. Even his voice is too strident. There is a rhythm track indistinctly played on something, perhaps the cardboard boxes they legendarily used on occasion. Somebody adds castanets from 1:06 onwards, but this doesn’t help much. This is a quaint curiosity of a song and just about worth it for that.

      

      ‘Saccharin And The War’ (Russell Mael)

      A shorter, echo-drenched and more laid-back version than the re-recording to come on their first ‘proper album’ with Rundgren. The melody is carried well on acoustic guitar. The flaws come with Russell’s bass which is comically busy, as it often is on these tracks. Then there’s Ron, who seems to be missing on keyboards, which might mean it is him on the acoustic and not Earle. The electric guitar riffs do sound like Earle, though.

      While Russell will later praise this version over the one with Rundgren, it really isn’t as good at all. Rundgren created a ‘proper’ song from it, but this version does have a naïve charm to it.

      ‘Join The Firm’ A foggy, psychedelic sound sets the atmosphere. Russell’s seductive come-on opens it: ‘Hello, won’t you join our big show’, accompanied by fairground- style keyboards from Ron. However, it transpires that Russell is welcoming us not to a fair or circus but to our new job! His voice hits similar vocal territory to what he will develop on the next two albums; he sounds very at home with this song indeed and delivers it well.

      At 1:10, we get a chorus, which comes as a surprise because, so far, the song has sounded more like a monologue set to music! It’s not a great chorus, but there is a good fuzz guitar solo from Earle at 1:27, which builds and builds with sound effects spiralling and an overdubbed second guitar.

      Now, it gets truly bizarre. It fades out to nearly nothing at 2:01, but the song returns to the beginning for what is a rerun with additional vocals and effects. Not content with that, at about 3:00, it all goes really off the wall with sounds of hammering and banging as Russell extols the virtues of the firm. And so it goes off into the outro. A peculiar song that holds your attention.

      

      ‘Jane Church’

      Lots to enjoy on this one. Earle’s lyrical guitar is prominent in the bright mix. Everyone gives it their best shot and even the drums are mixed up to an acceptable level. The attention-grabbing keyboard riff that Ron first plays at 0:39 is terrific. Equally, Russell’s vocals are perfect for the song. The music is amazing, all twists and turns spinning off Earle’s guitar. As Russell hammers home the lyrics, there’s one final blast of the keyboard riff at 2:13 to finish it all off. Given the effective synergy of the rhythm section here, I feel this is surely the other Oswald/Mendelsohn pairing.

      This exciting song shows what they could achieve when things fell into place at this early stage of their career.

      

      ‘The Factory’

      The intro, with strongly echoed percussion, says this is going to be a very different song. Then there’s Russell’s whispered vocals adding to the bizarre nature of it all. The rest of the backing instrumentation features two keyboard tracks from Ron weaving in and out of each other, plus Earle’s guitar and a curious bass part that never quite fits in. This could almost be early Pink Floyd at times. It’s hard to say whether it is good or bad – it just kind of comes on and happens!
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            Halfnelson/Sparks (1971/1972)

          

        

      

    

    
      Personnel:

      Russell Mael: vocals

      Ron Mael: organ, piano

      Earle Mankey: guitar, vocals, bass on ‘No More Mr Nice Guys’

      James Mankey: bass, guitar, vocals, lead guitar on ‘No More

      Mr Nice Guys’

      Harley Feinstein: drums (except ‘Roger’)

      With:

      John Mendelsohn: drums on ‘Roger’

      Elisa Mankey: voice on ‘Biology 2’

      Todd Rundgren: backing vocals, vibraslap on ‘Saccharin And The War’

      Produced at I.D. Sounds, Hollywood in Autumn 1970 by Todd Rundgren and Thaddeus James Lowe

      Label: Bearsville
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Right: This 1972 advert for
“Wonder Girl' caused upset.
I'd like (o think she would
have been pleased by it.
(Bearsville)

A promo pic of the band on
lark’s American Bandstand
D ning ‘(No More) Mr. Nice
Guys on 29 July 1972. Left to right
are James Mankey, Harley Feinstein,
Russell, Earle Mankey and Ron.
(Bearsville)

Right: Messers Feinstein,
Mael, Mael, Mankey

and Mankey arrive at
Heathrow Airport in
October 1972. (Author
collection)
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The 1972 re-
se of the debut
album, now Sparks
The band look as
captivating as the
music. (Bearsville)

Righ

Left: Their

1971 self-titled
debut album as
Halfnelson is full of
songs as voyeuristic
and intriguing as
the front cover
(Bearsville)
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Right: Ron Macl
laying down
keyboards for the
demo album at
Earle Mankey's
apartment in 1969
(Author collection)

Left: Russell Mael

recording vocals
for the demo album
in 1969. (Author

collection)

Right: Todd
Rundgren adding
his vocals with
Russell to a song
on Halfnelson in
1971. Earle and
James Mankey are
out of shot. (¢/o
James Lowe)
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Above: It was probably the Netherlands’ Top Pop TV show on which they played
‘Wonder Girl'. Notice Earle’s equal role as frontman. It was recorded on 10 November
1972. (Author collection)

Below: A hot and sweaty gig at The Marquee in London on 7 December 1972. Sadly, it
was their only show of the four planned there. (Author collection)
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