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To anyone who didn’t experience the early ’90s alternative rock boom, it might seem hard to believe there was a time when major labels gluttonously signed as many new bands as possible. Well, actually, it wasn’t possible, and in their short-sighted rush to capitalize on the success of Nirvana, they created an unsustainable system, signing more artists than they could ever hope to support, let alone develop. Few bands swallowed up in this binge, and the inevitable implosion, distinguished themselves by making anything that could last. Oxford’s Swervedriver were both the exception and the rule, creating brilliance in the face of near-mythical misfortune before eventually succumbing to it. Working with preeminent ’90s producer Alan Moulder (My Bloody Valentine, Jesus and Mary Chain, NIN), they created a unique sound over a four-record run which was both visceral and cerebral – a propulsive storm of sprawling, raw guitar symphonies and widescreen studio vistas that was The Stooges by way of Sonic Youth. Frontman Adam Franklin’s songcraft anchored it all with literate lyrics wed to impeccable pop tunes in the manner of T.Rex and Elvis Costello. When the band slipped into a career coma around ’98, Franklin plowed ahead under the name Toshack Highway. His 21st century output has been both a progression from, and a summary of, his previous band’s work which has included solo acoustic intimacies, forays into electronica and lo-fi bedroom four-track explorations. In 2005 Sanctuary Records released Juggernaut Rides, a Swervedriver retrospective and rarities collection. This year will see the release of Bolts of Melody, Franklin’s first under his own name. 

Let’s talk about Bolts of Melody. You’ve been sitting on this one a while, right? 

Yeah. Around ’98 Swervedriver toured with the band Sianspheric. And then Ley [Taylor] from the band called me up and mentioned doing some sort of release, which ended up being the split release [Magnetic Morning], which came out on Sonic Unyon a couple years ago. And then Ley and I hit it off really. He turned out to be a good guy to bounce ideas off of. And we did a bit of playing together. And then at some point he said, “Why don’t you come up here to Toronto to record?” And his friend Dean Williams, who he records with as well, had a little cottage by a lake in a place called Hawkstone, Ontario. And we decided to go up there and record it. We did the drums in, like, three days with Matt Durrant, the drummer from Sianspheric, in a little studio in Toronto [Broadcast Lane]. And that was done to tape. And then we transferred it and went out into the wild by this lake and recorded on Cubase. And spent about two weeks laying stuff down. In the end I don’t think we put down any bass parts. I think that two weeks was almost exclusively putting down my guitars and vocals. And drinking loads, and jumping in the middle of the lake at night. You know, things like that. It was just three of us out in the wild. And it was a good way to record. Great way to record. 

Charlie Francis is credited as a producer. So does his production come in at the mixing stage? 

Yeah, we recorded all that by the lake. And then Ley put down various bass parts and various piano and odds and ends. And some of that is done through Renoise, which is his recording thing that he uses. And when that was all compiled, I was actually back in England. And Charlie, who used to live in London, and has moved out to Wales, has a little space with a Pro Tools rig in the attic of his house. And I just went there for a couple of weeks and we mixed it there. 

Is recording for you always such a global affair? 

[laughs] There’s also the first track, “Seize The Day,” which is from an earlier session in Brooklyn with a different engineer and a different drummer. And that track seemed to fit in nicely with everything else. And so, yeah, it was a three-country affair. It’s amazing these days how you can actually do that. I’ve got a friend out in California who was putting some bass parts on it, and Ley would send me stuff back from Toronto. 

So when you were at the cottage, was Ley engineering? 

Yeah, Ley and Dean are both pushing the buttons. Like I said, we went up there with guitars, bass guitars, bass amps, keyboards and bits and pieces – also a drum kit in case we wanted to do extra percussion stuff – but in the end, because of the time, it ended up being spent all on guitars and vocals. But yeah, both of those guys were just cracking open the beers and then going into the other little bedroom on the side which is where everything was set up. There was a Focusrite Platinum Opti-preamp thing, and a Mark Of The Unicorn 2408 MK II… I actually have it written down here because Ley said, “In case you want to know, these are the things we used up there.” [laughs] But I had never really used Cubase. For me [recording software is] just a means to get stuff down. What I’ve got at home is just a Pro Tools MBox thing. And Reason. I guess it just ends up being whatever one you feel like using. 

It seems like there’s more emotion in your guitar playing, almost as if you’re in love with the instrument again, after the experimentation with electronics. 

Yeah, I think there is more guitar stuff. I went through the keyboardy thing, and then the solo acoustic fingerpicking thing. But I guess there were just more songs on here that seemed to be crying out for a screaming guitar solo. So yeah, it’s definitely more back into the guitar thing for sure. 


Yeah, it was surprising to hear all the solos. Because looking back I realized, as versatile of a guitarist as you are, you don’t do a lot of solos. I can think of maybe three off the top of my head. So even though you’ve never totally abandoned guitars, there just seems to be more affection for it. 

For electric guitars? 

Yeah, maybe that’s what I’m trying to say. 

Yeah, I remember doing the Orange Album [Toshack Highway ST], and there was a song on there that, of all the songs on the album, we were saying, “What does this song need? I guess it just needs more guitars…” And I remember being really reluctant because the rest of the album had been playing around with electronics. And still using guitar pedals, but putting keyboards through them instead. And that song, I just couldn’t get into it at the time. After a while, you can get into an endless… with a whole chain of pedals, with this sound and that sound, you can almost live in them. You step into them and there are three lines of pedals… And I can see how you can move along that path, “I can get a little tremolo here, then have a delay thing coming back…” and it’s great, but in the end it just seems to hold you down too much, and you end up longing to just plug the guitar straight into the amp and play that way. 

Yeah, there are a lot less bubbly sounds and effects, and it’s more about the playing on this record. Didn’t I see that you sold some of your guitars a few years ago. 


I sold a Jazzmaster, yeah. Because I had two Jazzmasters that were almost identical. Back in the day we had different tunings, and for live stuff you could jump from one song to the next… 

Oh, so you kept one. 

Oh, yeah. Yeah! 

Is that what you’re using on Bolts? 


Yeah, there was a Rickenbacker and a Tele, but a lot of it ended up being the Jazzmaster, which is really the guitar for me. A Jazzmaster through a VOX AC-30. 

Bolts has such a warm coloration, and isn’t fatiguing, which are the things that I usually associate with tape, but was recorded entirely on hard disk. Was that coloration achieved in the mixing stage at all, or was it more the mics and pres you were using? 

Yeah, it’s both. Charlie is very much into the classic records. He grew up in the ’80s, well aware of how hideous everything sounded. So he’s definitely a man who’s going to skirt that kind of sound. And I think you can get that sound… it’s like a lot of mediums, such as graphic design, where people are actually working to make things look hand-made, with bits of pieces of tape over the top, or whatever. The advantages with digital are plain to see, but you’ve got to work against the robots and bring it back to the humans. The humans must win in the end. 

I have this little theory about Toshack Highway. It seemed like there was a point where Swervedriver just stopped, where you might have been game to keep going, and so it’s almost like a way of continuing the spirit of what you were doing, but it’s the Adam Franklin version, what you were contributing to that spirit. And there’s a lot of self-referencing going on. For somebody like me who’s been following your music for years, it’s disorienting. For example the Everyday Rock’n’Roll releases, where there are demos or versions of old Swervedriver songs on there. And I’ve noticed this musical theme. It’s like your theme, this spaghetti-western type thing. It’s in the guitar line on “Sundown,” [from Bolts of Melody] and also in “Sci-Flyer,” “Last Train To Satansville,” “Deep Seat”… [hums the line] 

Well, I’m quite interested in that because I think you are actually the first person to ever pick up on the connection between the guitar parts in “Deep Seat” and “Sci-Flyer,” which we always thought people would pick up on straight away. 

So is that intentional? 


Yeah, I love the fact that there are 100 different ways of doing something, and I think it’s good to go back and pick out the same parts and replay something. You could say it’s lazy as well. But I love the idea of different approaches, and of melodies that you’ve heard before reappearing here and there. 

And I love the fact that you have this affection for your work and aren’t turning your back on it. Like an author who has a novel that they update for the rest of their life. I just saw this documentary on da Vinci and he never finished the Mona Lisa. He just died. 

Right. [laughs] 

It’s this constant work in progress. And your stuff has started to feel that way, where you have all these new songs and new sounds, but you’re coming back to the old stuff and recontextualizing it, which makes it all feel like part of a whole. 

Yeah, it’s like Kurt Vonnegut. A lot of his books seem to reference the same kinds of things, and you step in and know it’s a continuation. Or like the comic Love and Rockets, which I’m a big fan of. (Some of the songs, “Kill the Superheroes” referenced that, as did “Behind The Scenes Of The Sounds And Times.”) It’s been going on for such a long time. I think I first picked up a copy of that in 1987. And it’s still going today and it’s the same characters and just what’s going on in their lives. It’s nice that those characters are still there. Did you hear “Birdsong” [off Bolts]? 

Yeah. 

Yeah, there’s the acoustic version of “Birdsong” [download-only single] which seemed to work as well, and I thought, “It’s a good sequence but I don’t know quite how that would work…” 

I love the acoustic version. I kind of like it more. 

Yeah, I do as well. It’s called the Moonshiner version because I had been listening to the song “Moonshiner” by Bob Dylan, and it’s in that kind of style. And I wanted to do a song in that style and I thought, “‘Birdsong’ could work like that.” 

Did you change the chords, because it seems so different? 

I think it’s in a different key and I guess… [explains how this affects the chord progression.] 

It’s amazing how changing the key can have such an affect. The acoustic version is… not sad, but more melancholy, and the electric version is triumphant. 

That was really good the way that worked out. There are a few songs on this album that have already been done a few times. “Canvey Island Baby,” there’s a version of that on Everyday Vol. 2. 

It’s great how it’s so distorted. 

Right, that’s completely ludicrous. But everybody who heard it said, “I like that!” It didn’t matter how distorted it was. 

To prepare for this interview I was studying the credits of the Swervedriver and Toshack Highway albums and noticed that they’re all done in multiple studios. It doesn’t seem like any of them were a straight-ahead, one-studio thing. So that seems like your method of choice. 

Well, I think Mezcal Head was recorded in one go. But then again, it was recorded in one place and then mixed elsewhere. Actually, I can't remember where it was mixed... 

[reading from the credits] Let’s see. It says it was recorded at Trident 2, Famous Castle, First Protocol, Splatterhouse and Broadwater Farm. [laughs] And then mixed at Swanyard and Battery... so mixed at two different studios! [both laugh] 

There you go. So I was completely wrong about that album. Yeah. That was also a mess. A lot of it tends to be what time you can get and everything. Sometimes the desired studio isn’t available. 

So, back to Bolts of Melody. You mentioned that you tracked the drums at Broadcast Lane in Toronto. 

Yeah. There’s a good guy there called Lurch there. He’s a good guy. I think he records that guy Ron Sexmith – I think he’s done stuff there. And it’s down a little alleyway. I think Avril Lavigne lived there after she got famous. And a few times they’d walk in and there’d just be tons of kids waiting in the alley waiting for Avril to appear on the balcony. But it’s a cool little studio space. So, we basically just went in and recorded the drums with the needle in the red. And not so much fuss with it, just getting a good sound set up and the two of us playing guitar and bass along with Matt. And Matt had, maybe, ten songs in, like, three days. So hats off to Matt. He did a great fucking job. He’s a really great drummer. 

And then after that, it was the lake house. How did you feel about recording in that environment? 

I think when you record out in the middle of nowhere it can go either of two ways. You can either just relax and get into this sort of headspace where, it’s nice, you wake up in the morning and the only thing you’ve got to think about is maybe driving to the store to pick up some more beer and food and then just get straight back to it. Or it can go the other way. I remember with Swervedriver’s very first EP, the Son of Mustang Ford EP, that was where we first went out to a residential studio in Suffix, I think, south of London. And it really mellowed us out way too much. We had the demo that got us signed to Creation, which was recorded in a day, day and a half, at a little studio in Oxford, and had the energy and the hunger, you know. And then we went out to this studio for a couple of weeks, did this thing, took it back to London, and everyone at Creation and McGee heard it and said, “What happened? It’s really mellow.” And we said, “Yeah. I guess it is.” I remember going on vacation to the south of Spain, to Seville, for a week and listening to this stuff and thinking it was really nice, when I was down there, ’cause it was sunny and it was Spain. But when I got back to London it just didn’t seem right. It didn’t seem to have the rawness really. 

So that first demo that McGee heard, that got you signed, you recorded yourself? On a four-track, right? 

Yeah. It wasn’t actually on a four-track, it was in this little studio, Union Street, in Oxford – I’m not actually sure if it’s still there. I think that’s where Ride recorded their first EP as well. At the time it was just the local studio. It was just a simple little two-up, two-down house on a terrace street in Oxford. And the studio space was in the basement. And we just went in there. We were actually still Shake Appeal at the time. We hadn’t become Swervedriver yet. 

This is you, Adi...? 

Adi, yeah Adi [Vines] was the bass player. Jimmy Hartridge, Paddy [Pulzer], who was the original drummer, and my brother [Graham Franklin], who was the original singer when we were Shake Appeal. Then we split up Shake Appeal and kind of reformed because I had written [songs] that seemed more... previously we were into this Stooges, MC5 thing, and then everyone got to hear Hüsker Dü, and Dinosaur Jr and Sonic Youth and, in England, Spacemen 3 and Loop, and all those kinds of bands. And it seemed like what we had been doing was just, kind of, older sounding. And I had written these songs that I had sung on my four-track demos, and it was obvious that I was going to sing in the studio. And my brother was kind of losing interest anyway. He was getting more into electronic music. So he ended up doing second vocals on that original Son of Mustang Ford demo. But by the time we got to actually record that for the Creation single, he’d left. It was funny because, when we were doing the Shake Appeal thing, my brother used to look a bit like Jimi Hendrix, but danced around stage like Iggy Pop. And when I first started singing ​– I had sung once before in a band – but this was really my first time singing, and I wasn’t really sure what direction my vocals should go in. So it’s interesting when I heard some of those earlier things how I’m really kicking out the vocals. 

Were you trying to sing like your brother? 

Yeah. Initially, to a degree, because it was difficult not to have that kind of harder vocal. But I think on the actual very first four-track recording that I did of Swervedriver songs was “Volcano Trash” and “Afterglow,” and I borrowed a friend’s drum kit and just recorded drums on one track, bass on one track, guitar on one track and the vocal on one track. And because I was recording the vocals in my room, I was really not wanting everybody else in the house to hear me. So my vocal was much more laid back, and was much more like a J Mascis kind of vocal. And so when we actually got in the studio that first time, the girl that was engineering was saying, “I think you have to sing out more.” So, I said, “Ah, okay.” And I think I got lead into doing something that I wouldn’t normally have done. Which I think is something that usually happens with bands that first get into the studio. Because you don’t actually know how it all works. The first time we ever got in a studio was doing a Shake Appeal session when I was the bass player, and we get in there and, of course, live, I had the bass up to, like, eight or nine or probably ten, to get a nice distortion. And that engineer said, “Well, you know, you can’t really have it that loud.” And I said, “What do you mean?” And he said, “This is studio recording. It’s different.” And you end up going, “Oh, really?” So we ended up turning it down and never really being that happy with how the bass sounded. And then, years later, of course somebody comes along and says, “Well, of course you can do that. You can do whatever the fuck you want to do. That’s the whole point.” And if any engineer tells you you can’t do something... I think that’s something an engineer should never really say. 

Can we talk some more about your relationship to singing. I’ve always felt that Swervedriver was romantic music. Not romance music, but romantic. And yet there’s a certain coolness in your singing. Kind of like how Miles Davis is passionate yet reserved. And your singing has changed over time, and gotten more confident. You started using falsetto... 

I think that, with falsetto, that was a blind alley in fact. Like on 99th Dream, there’s a song on there, “Up From The Sea,” that I just cannot listen to. I guess I was going for a sort of, not really the Marc Bolan falsetto, but maybe... I’m trying to think where I got it from. Somehow… on the demos I liked it then, in the studio it seemed forced. It’s a tricky thing with vocals. I’ve actually found that, in the end, I’d be with Alan, like with 99th dream, seated next to him at the desk. Because I didn’t like going into the other room and standing up in front of a mic. And it’s weird how your mind plays tricks. I remember there’s a line in “Harry and Maggie,” from Mezcal Head, about the Houses of Parliament. And I kept getting stuck on that line, and kept saying “Par-lee-a-ment.” And I said, “There’s something wrong with this.” And Alan said, “Well, you’re pronouncing it wrong.” And I said, “How am I pronouncing it?” And he says, “Par-lee-a-ment?” So I just ended up at the end of the desk, next to Alan. I mean the speakers were playing but I’ve got a close mic so you can’t hear too much bleed through. 

Were you singing without headphones? 

Well, this was just for a few songs. Near the end of 99th Dream. Sometimes the best vocal tends to be the one you did when you were more relaxed. Sometimes we’d end up flying in the four-track vocal and having to stretch it over what we played in the studio because it was a better sound. And that’s what we did recently, which everybody was laughing about. Have you heard that track “Syd’s Eyes?” [just-released seven-inch.] 

Yeah, it sounds great. 

Well the vocal on that, and some of the stuff I’ve done recently, has been singing into a laptop. And recording the vocals on Garage Band. ’Cause when I first got the laptop – and Garage Band comes with it – I was like, well, there’s got to be some good things in there. And it wasn’t until I tried to sing, that I thought, well, can I just sing into it? And I figured out that you actually can. And it’s kind of brought it back to [sounding] almost like four-track recordings because you can hear a little bit of the whir of the machine. So I’ve actually been recording stuff literally just singing into the laptop. And I’ll go into the bathroom, ’cause there’s better acoustics. There’s a big fat cat who lives in this apartment, called Bijoux, that sits in the sink, ’cause it’s cooler in there. And he’s looking at me like, “What are you doing?” Because I’m holding this laptop to my face and singing into it. [laughs] And then putting it through the SSL compression preamp, a free download plug-in, supposedly mimicking the sound of the SSL foldback. I guess they discovered, maybe recording a Genesis record – and Phil Collins is on the drums, and somebody says, “Do it once more Phil.” And Peter Gabriel’s in the room and he’s hearing the sound of the drummer’s voice. And he thinks, hey, that’s the sound that I want to get. It’s just a really simple compression thing, and it sounds great. And [so he] has the engineer rig something up. And I just like the idea that you’re just singing into a laptop and not using a microphone. 

[for some reason not getting it until now] Wait, you’re not using a microphone? 

No. I’m just singing straight into the laptop. 

There’s a mic in it? 

Yeah, there’s a condenser mic in it. 

There is? A condenser mic? 

Yeah. 

With a diaphragm? 

Yeah, I guess it’s just a tiny little thing, like a pin prick. 

Weird. 

Yeah that track, “Syd’s Eyes,” I remember taking it into Stratosphere Sound, the studio here in New York, and Arjun [Agerwala] the tape op saying, “That sounds really good, man.” And then my friend TJ Doherty, who came into mix it, he asked me about it. He said, “You’re just singing into it, you’re not using any mic at all?” And I said, “No.” And he said, “Well, hang on a minute. You’re using a mic.” And I said, “No. I'm just singing into the laptop!” And it just gets this great sound. You just put a bit of reverb on it. It’s sometimes got more vitality to it than if you’d... sometimes you’re just singing into an SM57 or 58, and it just sounds kind of flat. But with this, sometimes it doesn’t even matter if you’re singing flat, because there’s just a sort of spirit to the sound. 

How do you feel your singing has developed? I remember seeing you for the first time on the 99th Dream tour and having the impression that singing was something you had to do, whereas playing guitar was something you wanted to do. Almost like singing was a means to an end. 

Yeah, well it got to be a bit of a drag, actually. Because Swervedriver’s playing at this ridiculous volume. And a lot of the songs have those laid-back vocals. And to project that over the top was tricky. Especially when you’ve got the drums right behind you, and the cymbals are crashing right into the microphone, so you can’t really crank the vocals up too much because you get feedback. I remember Swervedriver’s old soundman used to say – ’cause I’d be struggling in sound check with feedback – and he said “I think it’s your dreads, man.” And I was like, “It can’t be my dreads.” And he said, “Well, try tying them back.” And I’d tie them back and you wouldn’t hear the same thing. So maybe the dreads were causing the feedback. [laughs] But, it was kind of tricky with Swervedriver because some of the guitar parts were sort of complex, and it was like patting your head and rubbing your belly at the same time. Which actually was doable with Swervedriver because Jimmy could always play my guitar parts. And we could swap around parts. 

So do you enjoy singing? 

Yeah. Definitely. I mean, doing the solo tour, and doing the Toshack stuff, which is a lesser volume, was a joy because there were times with Swervedriver where you’d play smaller venues and you’d get there and there wasn’t even a PA. And I just felt like I couldn’t do half of what I was supposed to be doing. So, yeah, it’s great doing the solo stuff because you can actually control the volume of the music. Because if it's you on your own, there’s only the guitar. And yeah, I think the singing actually has developed quite a lot from the earlier stuff. 

Let’s go back to the beginning. You mentioned the drummer Paddy. Is that the same guy who left you guys on the border of Canada? [legendary Swervedriver story, where drummer disappears on first U.S. tour] 

No, no. That was Graham Bonnar. Paddy was the very first drummer. We were in a band called The Splatter Babies. And then Shake Appeal came out of that and my brother and Jimmy Hartridge were in a band called The Roadrunners which was doing this Pretty Things/Rolling Stones-type thing, just R&B really. My brother was playing harmonica solos and Jimmy would be doing his Keith kind of chords. And me and Paddy meantime were doing this more Bunnymen-type, early-Cure kind of thing. So it was interesting because we all then suddenly got into the Stooges at the same time. And they were coming at it from this different angle. And when we played, Jimmy would break into a solo and it’d be different every time. Prior to that, his solo would be worked out, in the way that Hugh Cornwell from the Stranglers used to have his solos worked out. Or maybe Robby Krieger [The Doors], some of his solos are more and less the same. But Jimmy would just go off. I guess he learned it from Keith or Chuck Berry, or whatever. And so that opened my eyes up to something else and I think it was a healthy cross-breading kind of thing. So Paddy was the drummer in Shake Appeal and also on the very first Swervedriver demo. 

So then we’re hearing Graham Bonnar on Raise. 

Right.

Raise established right off the bat some things that would define Swervedriver. The lyrical themes. Textures that dart in and out of the mix. Plenty of overdubs. 

Yeah. At the time we were kind of dissatisfied with bits of it. It was a bit murky. I have, actually, some tapes somewhere back at my mum’s place, and I’m not sure where they come from, which are slightly different mixes and certain things are clearer, which is weird. I mean, there is something to the Raise sound. 

Totally. It’s part of its time. Are those triggered drums on that? 

I think that there were definitely samples being triggered by the time Moulder got involved [Mezcal Head], but I don’t think on Raise. 

So you start touring Raise and your drummer has a nervous breakdown? 

Yeah, we hadn’t done many dates, maybe five or six, and were going from Boston up to Toronto, and get to the border near Niagara Falls and he just disappeared. So we got to Toronto and didn’t know what to do. We didn’t want to miss any of the gigs we were playing. The Poster Children were opening for us and their drummer, Johnny Machine, who’s now in Tortoise under his real name John Herndon, was going to double up. And the band was up for it. But then we felt, that’s too much pressure to do two sets every night for the rest of the tour. So we ended up getting this guy Danny Ingram [Strange Boutique]. We were in Vancouver, Montreal maybe, and we booked time in the rehearsal rooms and he flew out to do it with us. Somehow the word went out to the local radio station that Swervedriver were rehearsing drummers down at the studio so get on down there. There were guys showing up with a pair of sticks saying, “Hi, I’m here to try out for Swervedriver.” Thinking they were just going to walk in, get the gig, and then go straight out on tour for four weeks. It was quite crazy. Our roadies were turning them away at the door saying, “I think they’ve got someone.” 

So then you come back to make the Never Lose That Feeling EP with Alan Moulder. And it goes good. And after that Adi leaves? 

Yeah, there was that whole touring thing with Graham leaving, that happened in between. And by the time we came back to mix this thing we meet up with Alan again, and he’s heard that the drummer left, and he says, “Er... What happened guys?” So we end up mixing it without Graham, leaving him to his fate in San Francisco [where Bonnar relocated]. 

So when does Jez [Hindmarsh] come in? 

Well, after the end of a whole bunch of touring, Adi has also been playing with a second band called Skyscraper, and we were quite cool with him being in two bands but we were aware that something was happening, because they were getting signed to EMI publishing, they were signed to Blur’s label, you know, something’s going on. And eventually Adi – at the end of a bunch of touring, Adi called us up and said, “Look, I’m going to go with this other band. I feel like this is more my kind of thing.” So that was the point where Jimmy and I were thinking, we’ve got to build this thing back up again. So this would be around the end of ’92, maybe the start of ’93, and we actually tried out two drummers. This guy Nick, who had a Ford Mustang, and then Jez. And Jez got the nod. So we started demoing for the second album. 

So Jez was in on the demoing process. 

Yeah, and Jez had a bit of studio knowledge, and he had a 16-track Revox reel-to-reel thing – I think it was a 16-track, it might have been an eight-track, actually – but we ended up setting up in our rehearsal room and demoing the thing as a three-piece. And we thought, do we need a bass player, really? Because we figured that me and Jimmy could handle the bass parts. So, in the end, we ended up playing most of the bass parts. And the album was recorded as a three-piece. 

[missing part of interview here] 

So it had been just you and Jimmy? And you’ve got a four-track demo of “Duress?” 

Yeah. We found ourselves down to two people. Basically, I mean, Danny Ingram was up for being in the band as well, and we were quite keen to keep him on, but when Adi left, it seemed ludicrous because Danny was living in D.C. So it was like, well, we can’t really carry on with a drummer who’s on another continent. And our manager was freaking out a little bit going, “Well, what should we do?” And I remember saying, “Well, I think the first thing we should do is just get down to our demoing studio.” Because we used to have access to EMI’s studio on Tottenham Court Road. And we used to demo stuff down there with Marc Waterman. And we decided to just go in and demo this new idea, “Duress,” with a drum machine. So me and Jimmy just went in with Marc and programmed the drums, and got this whole thing going. And then we thought, well, there’s definitely gas in the tank here, so... 

So the genesis of Mezcal Head is just you starting over and realizing, we have enough passion and we have a sound here that we want to try to make happen, and it’s on our four-track demos. You mentioned earlier that you both had gotten [TASCAM] Porta 02s at the same time. 

Yeah. With Shake Appeal the way we did it was someone coming in going, “Here’s a song idea. Here’s how the verse goes, and the chorus would be something like this...” And then building it up, the four of us in a room. But around that time I was getting more into demoing the songs more completely on the four-track. And also, we didn’t have a drummer. So we thought, we’ve got to have stuff to present; with new ideas. And it seemed that it’d be easier to just play them demos. So, yeah, I think there are demo cassette tapes knocking around somewhere back in Oxford of probably all the songs off Mezcal Head. And I think that’s when we first started really flying in sounds from the four-track. 

It’s amazing how much you hear about bands doing that that you wouldn’t think would be doing that. Even a band like U2. I was watching that DVD about the making of The Joshua Tree and they were just like everybody else, making their little demos at home on four-tracks and then flying the stuff in. I read the same thing about those later Talk Talk records. I guess you just get addicted to those cool, accidental sounds. 

Yeah, that’s definitely true. For Ejector Seat, for that track “I Am Superman,” that whole guitar line, [mimics the line] we tried to rerecord it and it just wasn’t sounding the same. Because we’d forget the configuration of the pedals. I guess you should write it all down when you’re [demoing]. But of course you don’t. You just go, “That sounds cool.” And then you record it. And then you break down at the end of the night. And then when you try to recreate it a month later... 

And even if you get something similar, it’s just never the same. 

Yeah. It doesn’t have the same kind of vibe. So that was quite cool because then Alan said, “Yeah. It doesn’t sound the same. We can’t fly in the demos ’cause it’s at a different tempo, slightly.” And then he said, “I’ve got an idea.” And he basically assigned every single little guitar line to a control on the keyboard. And then, as I recall, I think it took up every single key on the keyboard. 

If you were doing that today, you’d probably be triggering the samples live. 

Yeah, well... [hesitatingly] 

Or not? 

Well, you can get too much into it. I remember we opened for Curve around ’92. They were having hits in England and we did a tour opening for them. And there was one gig in Manchester where they had to leave the stage. And it was because the computer had broken down. I mean, you can’t leave yourself to the mercy of the robots. 

How did you get involved with Alan Moulder? 

We met him at a place called the ULU, which was a North London University place where they’d have shows. (Ricky Gervais, from the office, used to book the bands there funny enough, back in the day.) So I was, one night, at some show and was at the bar trying to get a drink and somebody appeared next to me and said, “Aren’t you the guy from Swervedriver?” And it was Alan Moulder. He said, “I’d love to mix you guys.” 

So this was around ’92? 

Actually probably the tail end of ’91. Because I think we actually started recording the Never Lose That Feeling EP with him right at the end of ’91, and then we finished it off in the new year. 

Didn’t he make his name doing more electronic or shoegaze stuff like Curve and My Bloody Valentine? 

Yeah, I guess Curve came a little bit later. He was working in studios with Flood, and Flood was doing production. And he was the tape op. And I guess that’s probably how he started working with the Mary Chain. I think Flood was producing the Mary Chain and then eventually he was going off doing other stuff and they said, “Well, we’ll use Alan.” So I guess Alan did Automatic. I’m not sure when he first did My Blood Valentine. I guess it might have been around ’99. The Glider and Tremelo EPs, and the of course the whole Loveless album. And then I guess Curve would have been a little later, maybe around ’92. 

So you were one of his first big rock acts for Alan? 

I think Alan said that when he first worked with us it felt like a bit of a relief because we were “prepared to rock.” In recent years Alan has really gone for heavy sort of rock stuff, but I think back then he was feeling like he was doing a lot of textural stuff. He was doing Lush and Ride of course, as well. I remember at the end of the Mezcal Head session we bought a bottle of Mezcal, because it seemed appropriate. And we all shared the worm, like we were all going to get a hit off that one tiny worm. Then I put on Black Sabbath’s first album really loud, and Alan said, “It’s such a relief to have somebody in my session putting on Sabbath.” I think he said it kind of freed him up a bit, that previous to that he shouldn’t let on about loving Sabbath. 

That brings up something I wanted to talk about. Swervedriver always gets talked about in the shoegaze thing. But to me the aesthetic is so different. Shoegaze is a very specific thing, kind of low energy, almost goth. And what you guys were doing was so muscular and high-energy. I just think the scope of what you were doing was so much bigger with the only similarity being the claustrophobic mix style. 

The thing that I’d say is that there were maybe four or five songs that might actually be called shoegazer actually, and three of them happen to be on Raise. 


“Girl On a Motorbike” is one, right? 

Possibly. Yeah, it’s kind of droney. Shoegaze is such a ludicrous term. And it was really a derogatory term as well. I think that we were clearly just more of a rock band. I mean Adi, his bass hero was Lemmy [of metal group Motörhead] for Crissakes. He’s playing a Rickenbacker and he’d have his microphone turned down, ala Lemmy. But because a lot of those bands are from the area we came from, Oxford… And, you know, there are certainly elements of that sound that I really liked. There was never the gothy edge [with Swervedriver]. House of Love, for example, who had some amazing tunes, they could be seen as a precursor to Shoegazing, and they’d get a slightly chorusy guitar sound (we always hated chorus pedals, you’d never catch me playing a chorus pedal). 

Yeah, I was kind of born hating that sound. 

Absolutely. 

How was Alan involved as a producer? Did he come in after you had already done pre-production? 

Well, he’s hearing the demos that we’ve made. And then he’s there at the start, really, figuring out how to record things. The recording thing is his forte, to a degree, but then the other aspect of him is just the mixing, really. He’s the king of the frequencies. I mean, he’s certainly great at getting good sounds, and on drums and guitars. But the moment I really first thought, “Wow, this is amazing” was – I guess it must have been the Never Loose That Feeling EP – was when everything is finally done, all the tracks are down, and he goes, “Okay, guys. Take an hour break. Go to the pub, play a little pool, then come back and I’ll have a mix and you can see if I’m going in the right direction.” So we go away for about an hour and then come back and he says, “Okay,” presses play, and we’re all just like, “What the fuck? How the hell did he get it to sound like that?” Because, with a band like Swervedriver, where… there are probably at least two guitar lines each going on – there are at least four guitar lines there straight off the bat. But he’s finding the right places to place them. I think that’s why Raise sounds kind of lumpy. And Mezcal Head is totally in your face. I think now, to my taste, it’s probably too in your face, in a way. At least with some tracks. But I’ll say that something like “Dual” is the most effective distillation of Swervedriver. If somebody said to me, “What’s Swervedriver like?” that’d be the first song I would play them. 

So Alan’s there supervising the recording process, and you guys are just putting down tons of stuff, and then he’s coming in and shaping it; and that’s where he really shines, is with the organization of all those sounds. 

Definitely. Because, while there are a ton of guitars, we kind of knew where they were supposed to go. There could be one little guitar line, and I’d say, “I just want to do one little thing.” And I’d go in and play [sings a two-note plucky sound], and I’d know where those two notes are going to go later on. 

So a lot of those short, darting guitar ideas are planned out in advance? 

Yeah. I mean, there’s stuff that probably was spontaneous on the original four-track demos. I think if you listened to the original four-tracks, you might be surprised at how many of those little parts are in there. Of course they were spontaneous at the time. And Jimmy was always the headphone guy. We’d be in there listening to mixes and Jimmy was always in charge of the headphones. And Alan would say, “How does it sound guys?” And we’d say, “Sounds great! Let’s print it.” And Jimmy would say, “Well, hold on. There’s just one thing… I think this guitar should pan over here.” Jimmy was the man for the pans. 

That’s really interesting. Because it all sounds deliberate, but I always pictured it more as a process of elimination, where you’d tried a lot of things and then whittled it down to the essentials. But you’re saying that a lot of those choices were made as early as the demo stage. 

Yeah. But quite often, also, there’d be a lot of abstract things, and we’d say to Alan, “We need something here that sounds like…” For example, with “Son Of Mustang Ford,” we wanted car sounds in there. Like if you were listening to Kraftwerk’s Autobahn, they’d be doing the beeping horns and stuff. And a lot of that stuff was knowing kind of what we’re going for, but not knowing how to get the sound. And then it’d be a process of elimination, playing around with different sounds, trying to get what you were going for. 

How long did the basic tracking take for Mezcal Head? 

Man, I don’t really know. Maybe a month, three weeks. Six? 

Were you doing a song at a time, and getting a mix going, or just waiting and mixing all at once? 

Yeah, I remember at the time the Boo Radleys were recording Giant Steps, and I met Martin [Carr] for a drink, and he asked about how we did the tracks. Do we start with drum tracks for the whole album? And I told them that, yeah, that’s the way we do it. It kind of makes sense, because you’ve got the mics set up, and you can do that, and then tear down and use those mics for something else. But I thought it was quite interesting that Martin said that they would actually start a track, do the drums, bass, put all the overdubs on, vocals, and get it almost to the point of mixing, and then start on song number two. And that’s kind of a cool thing because then you’re going to get more of a variety of sounds overall. 

So it sounds like you had a good thing going there with Alan. 


Yeah. It was the era of there being three different music papers every week, in England, all based in London, all based in the same building. Completely ridiculous. Every week each paper had to find something to talk about. So there’d be the gossip pages about who was sporting out and about, and sometimes we’d be in there. Like, “Last week, Adam of Swervedriver and Russell [Barrett] of Chapterhouse were spotted at blah, blah, blah.” So it’d just be hilarious on a Thursday, because you’d walk in the studio and Alan would be sitting up at the desk going, “Hey! Apparently Miki Berenvi out of Lush was spotted leaving the bar with so and so out of such and such.” And the first hour in the studio would be just laughing about what’s in the music papers. But yeah, definitely a relaxed vibe with Mr. Moulder. 

And also an inspired session? 

Yeah. And I guess also at that point we thought that this band might sell lots of records. The first album, Raise, came out a week after Nevermind. And I think that Nevermind entered the UK charts at, say, 35 and a week later it dropped down to 39. And that second week was when Raise entered at, say, 38. And our second week we went down to, like, 45. And both albums kept on plummeting. But then, of course, Nevermind sort of kicked in again and before you knew it, a few weeks later it was at number one. At that point, nobody knew which direction it was going to go. And, with Swervedriver on the one hand being perceived to be in the shoegazing camp in the UK, in the U.S. we were opening for Soundgarden and playing with Smashing Pumpkins, and being pushed more in that grungy direction. At that point, people weren’t putting up the stops, they were thinking this could be a huge album. It was fun to be in the studio and just order in an amp, or whatever. And there was also the fact that we had lost two band members, and then got Jez. And Alan was like the fourth member of the band to the degree that when we had to make a video for “Duel,” and we still didn’t have a bass player, we asked Alan to be in the video. And he was kind of, “Well, I don’t know. I’m not sure.” We said, “Alan, you’d look great rocking out in the video.” And he said, “Well, I’ll only do it if you can get me a Gibson Firebird.” So we got him the Gibson but then he bowed out anyway. He was too embarrassed to do that. He would have been cool in the video. 

So then you had it mixed by a really great mastering engineer, Howie Weinberg at Masterdisk. 

Yup. I should say also, there were some really great engineers on that. Nick Addison was the tape op on Mezcal Head. And we kept him all the way to the last album. Him and Alan worked well together on the Mary Chain stuff. He was great. That’s a whole lost art of doing the edit, and he’s there with the razor blade and we’re going, “Man, what if you get it wrong?” And he’d say, “It’s okay. If I get it wrong, I just put a bit of tape on it and put it back in.” And one time he did, it was too long, and he put a bit of tape on it and put it back in and it was seamless. 

What was the console? Do you remember? 

Um. I think it was an SSL desk. 

Well there were a lot of different studios. 

Yeah, but a lot of them seemed to have the SSL desk. 

How much did drugs have a part in all this? I mean, “Duress” could be a campaign song for Say No To Drugs. 

[laughs] Yeah. I wouldn’t say it had that much of a part really on that album, but on the next one it actually did more so. It seemed like cocaine was suddenly all over the place in London, which, for a little while, was kind of a laugh. Britpop had kicked in and suddenly it just seemed like there was a lot of coke around. But you learn very quickly it’s best not to have that shit… not go too much for it really. I remember playing the Metro in Chicago one time, and we were playing “Duress,” and one guy going, “You guys are tripping right? You’ve got to be! You guys are on acid, right?” And I said, “Um, no actually. But I think you are.” But it’s like Spacemen 3. Their motto was kind of taking drugs to make music to take drugs to. And if you listen to Spacemen 3 stuff it is completely trippy. Or Spiritualized. 

I think of you as being on a very short list of the best guitarists of the last decade, along with, maybe, Nick McCabe, Bernard Butler, or Jonny Greenwood. But that doesn’t give Jimmy his due. You guys were just one of the great guitar duos. The way you could do so much but not step on each other’s feet. How did you establish that sound? 

Cheers. Well I guess it’s from years of playing together. I mean, we’d been playing together since ’84 or ’85. When I first started playing with Jimmy, he was doing much more of a Keith Richards, Chuck Berry, kind of thing with guitar riffs and such, and playing solos that were different every time, which totally blew me away. And I learned a lot from his style of guitar playing. And I guess I was more into a lazy, more sort of modern guitar sound. And after a while, everyone would refer to us as The Man With Two Brains. Sometimes the hardest thing with Jimmy was if I’d come up with a song idea, and there’s two guitar parts already right there. And he’d take one and I’d do the other. But sometimes we’d swap it over because I couldn’t sing and play one guitar line. So the versatility was definitely there. 

Mezcal Head was also a step up lyrically. I think that your unique style was in place from the beginning, but on Mezcal, even more in a way than later albums, these lyrics seemed designed to stand alone, to be read, whereas later the lyrics were more rock lyrics, that worked best sung. 

It’s weird with lyrics, because sometimes if the words come second and the music is already there, you’re just humming along and you just need something that just scans. But on the other hand, generally it’s best to have the words there first. The words are always best if they existed before the music. And there are some lazy lyrics. Like the song on Raise, “Feel So Real,” which is a good piece of music, but the lyrics are just, like, “It feels so real, blah, blah, blah.” I guess there have been inconsistencies with the lyrics. 

When does Steve George join? 

Just after recording Mezcal Head, before the touring started. And again I met him in a pub. He actually came up to me and said, “You’re the guy from Swervedriver. You need a bass player. I’m your man.” 

So many of your important decisions were made this way. 

Yeah. [laughs] 

How did everybody recognize you. Was it the dreads? 

Yeah, I guess so. They’re kind of recognizable. Not any more though. [he’s since cut them off] People pass me now who have known me for years. I’m like, “Hey, it’s me!” But yeah, he just came up and said “I’m your man,” and later I finally called him up. 

Good thing you did. 

Yeah, I guess that, like with Moulder, he just seemed like a good guy. I think it was probably a bit weird for Steve when he joined because I think to some people – Adi was the face of the band – and they were thinking that it’s just not going to be the same without Adi. He’s the one giving them the real oomph. I think for a while it was a bit tricky, but not really. I mean, Steve totally rocks in a whole different way. Adi was playing the Rickenbacker 4001 and he’s playing a Fender Precision. And he’s got really good feel. He plays with his fingers. Adi was always more of a plectrum man but Steve can go from one to the other, depending on what the song requires. So that’s the thing. With all due respect to Adi, who’s great – I mean, the bass line on “Deep Seat” is amazing, and Graham’s drumming is totally amazing as well – but somehow it seemed like Steve and Jez could actually do that stuff, and then some. 

I think that the bottom end on your albums got sweeter after Steve joined. Ejector Seat Reservation still sounds deep, even compared to modern records which have a lot more low end. 

Right. 

There seems to be a consensus that the next record, Ejector Seat, is the Swervedriver masterpiece. How do you feel about Ejector Seat now, looking? 

Yeah, I think it’s great. We knew more what we wanted to do, what kind of sound we wanted to get. We definitely wanted to move away from the previous sound really. Like I say, before Adi had left, and before Mezcal Head, me and Adi had been talking about reinventing ourselves. And in the end, we thought we should consolidate the sound. But by the time we’d done Mezcal Head it was time for a different approach. One thing we were against was the drum samples, snare samples, that Alan had been putting on all of Jez’s snare hits on Mezcal Head. We wanted more of a sort of clattery thing, rawer, less polished. And around that time we had moved our stuff, like Jez’s desk and the 16-track, to the new rehearsal space where Jez was living. And we’d go in there most hours of the day. The desk was actually upstairs and the playing room was downstairs. And I had just got my first acoustic guitar – me and Jimmy had always played acoustic guitars but I’d never really had a good one ​– and was more into it. We soon tracked all the tracks with acoustic guitars across and it’d be me upstairs and Jez downstairs, and I’d talk down to him and say “Ready, okay, I’m pressing record.” And that was the way we got half of the drum tracks on the album, from the original demos. 

You’re kidding me. That’s crazy. Those drum sounds are amazing. 

Yeah, yeah. I don’t remember which ones. Certainly “How Does It Feel To Look Like Candy” and “Bubbling Up.” They’re from the demos we were recording. We just got to the studio proper and thought, do we really want to redo this? Because it had a great feel. Somehow, with Jez on these songs, it was already clearly to tape – a great bit here, great snare bit there – and we knew there would be no way of actually getting that again. And so we just thought, let’s keep the original thing. 

So, I have to ask. Is “I Am Superman” one of them?

I think it isn’t one of them actually. I’m pretty sure that was probably at Trident, in the studio. 

What about “Last Day on Earth?” 

Um, no, that also wasn’t the demo version. [laughs] 

That’s still really interesting that you were doing half of your rhythm tracks at your demo studio for that album. So Jez was doing the engineering? 

Yeah, he’d be setting up the mics, running up and down stairs. And then when he was happy with a drum sound he’d say, “Okay,” and I’d hit record. 

Today, for a musician, using the home studio is such a common part of the process, whether for just overdubs and mixing, or for entire projects. You certainly seem to be taking advantage of the home recording boom. Is this when that began for you? It sounds like at this point Swervedriver is evolving from a more traditional ’90s major-label band, utilizing proper studios only, to a group of home recordists that would eventually own their own studio. 

I guess it was a sort of evolution in the sense of getting over the initial things where you enter a studio and it can feel like the bridge on the Starship Enterprise. Where you’re like, “What the fuck?” Maybe you’ve got engineers saying, “Well, you can do this, but you can’t do that.” Whereas now I know that you can do whatever you want to, ultimately. But when I first started writing songs, I was picking up a guitar and recording them to tape recorders – just basically playing it onto one cassette and then recording it back onto another cassette while playing something else. So I guess I’ve always come from some kind of home recording thing, and it’s been nice to put it back in that home element. Because it matches the thing that you know, the safe thing of recording something in your room, and it sounds nice, to the transition to the big studio thing and realizing that you can mix those things together and it works that way as well. There are loads of my four-track things on Ejector Seat. Like the end of the title track. There’s that guitar sound that’s cracking up. I was playing through one of those Marshall amps that you can strap on your belt, and the battery was running down and it was breaking up. And that’s on the original four-track demo and we said, “Well, that’s got to be on there.” And also on that track, it was approaching Christmas time and there was this movie on the TV called Black and White, and we started recording things off the Tele from this film, and it’s in the mix in real time, the way we recorded it. 

“Don't forget, we all hang up our stockings tonight…” 

Right. And we just had the freedom to fly anything in. I mean, the first track [“Single Finger Salute”] for me was a kind of joy, because basically that track is my four-track TASCAM recording with a string quartet added to it and some horns. 

Beautiful. 

The horns were Steve Kitchen from The Boo Radleys. But there was also a guy from the music shop opposite the Town & Country Club. And somebody had said, “If you need a horn player, there’s a guy in this pub. Go in there and ask for him.” And we said, “Really?” And the guy from the studio said, “Yeah, yeah. But make sure you’ve got a quarter bottle of whiskey for him because he likes a bit of a drink.” So we went in and said, “We're from the studio around the corner. Would you be interested in playing a bit of horn.” He said, “Ah, I’m not sure.” And one of the younger guys [at the bar] said, “You should offer him some whiskey. Then he’ll play!” And I had it in my pocket and I just brought it out. [Laughs] And he came over and played – and we paid him something as well – but he was really pissed off ’cause there was no sheet music, and he was grumbling about it. But the thing was, he was in the room with the mics. And he’s saying “These bloody amateurs, these rock musicians!” While we’re all in the control room listening to him. 

“Single Finger Salute” has the most overt resemblance to Ennio Morricone. He was obviously an influence at this point already, right? 

Yeah. I mean the working title of that was actually “Ennio 1.” And there was an “Ennio 2” and an “Ennio 3.” I think “Ennio 3” was right on the end of “The Birds” and you can just sort of hear it as it fades out. That’s still unreleased. It’s kind of comical, with me and Jez going “Ho!” [mimics the choir grunting sound from the theme to The Good, The Bad, and The Ugly] and banging chairs on the ground... 

That kitchen sink sound in Morricone’s music is a big part of the sound of Ejector Seat. I mean, everything in Mezcal Head was so precise and on the grid, with all the fast car imagery. And Ejector Seat is more like the sound of the hinges coming off the car as it’s driving down the road. I just kind of picture that album shaking loose... 

[missing part of the interview here] 

Yeah, the horns on “How Does It Feel To Look Like Candy” were influenced by the song “Never Another” by the 13th Floor Elevators. And that works nice. And again, I was saying, “Shouldn’t the horns be louder?” And Alan was saying, “No, I think they’re fitting in nicely.” And he measured them just enough to give you that feel. 

Can you talk about the track “I Am Superman?” It’s so wild and uncharacteristic of you guys at the time, yet it kind of sets the tone for the rest of the album. 

Well that was an interesting track because that was one of those things where you’ve got the demo and you think, “I don’t know how this one’s going to go.” And it certainly didn’t sound like it was going to be a Swervedriver song. But then, somehow, after doing it with Jez, and he did that rolling, Keith Moon kind of thing... 

And the odd time signatures. 

Yeah, and the lyrics were fairly inspired as well. We were playing in Australia and we were playing a place called Wollongong, near Sydney. And it’s quite a rough little town. And we had come back from a bite to eat and were entering the venue and a girl comes up to me – she’s quite drunk – and she’s just angry about something and she says, “What the fuck are you playing at?” I said, “What are you talking about?” And she says, “All those ‘La-La-La-La-Las’ on ‘I Am Superman!’” And I was amazed, like, “What are you so irate about?” But the lyric, for me, is “That’s ’cause I am Superman. I can do anything I want. I can La-La-La-La-La if I want to.” But yeah, that’s a great track. The interesting thing about it is that piano’s doing the bass line. And that was recorded in the Kink’s studio, Konk, and I managed to break the string on the piano from hitting it so hard. So I guess Ray Davies had to pay for our piano string. 

You used Konk studios again later, right? 

Yeah, we used it to mix in. It’s a good space, Konk. I think they’re actually selling it. It was also quite close. I mean, that album was all recorded in the same part of town, Crouch End, and we recorded most of the parts in The Church, which was Dave Stewart’s studio. He was cool. He came on and he knew Nick Addison and everything. Obviously, Alan had worked with Shakespeare’s Sister, which was Dave Stewart’s wife. That was a good time, definitely, recording that album. At one time we had three different parts of the studio going at once. You know, Alan’s mixing something in one room, Nick’s recording the strings in another room... it was like a music factory, and I’m doing a vocal up on the landing. And The Church is an old church. There’s a rumor that it’s haunted. They would be doing the alarms at the end of the night, and they’d definitely switch everything off. And then they’d check again and the light is on in the top room. And it’s like, “Well, how the fuck did that come back on?” And there’s also The Crypt, where we did some of the vocals. 

A lot of the stories about you guys focus on the label problems. I wanted to avoid that as much as possible for this interview. But this is kind of the part where it starts to become an issue. 

Yeah. 

So you finish Ejector Seat. You must have been extremely proud and optimistic about it. And then Creation drops you. 

Yeah and it was a big bummer to have it pulled. First A&M [Swervedriver’s American label] pulled out. I think the deal was they had three advances [owed to the band] and they paid two and after the second one decided they didn’t want to do the album. Then there was a domino effect of Creation saying, “Oh, shit. We’re not getting the funding now from A&M.” Because our deal was kind of fucked up, because Creation were basically getting most of the money anyway from A&M. So yeah, I remember everyone from Creation coming down to The Church for a listening party and going, “Yeah, it’s great.” But McGee [Alan] was having a breakdown and he couldn’t hear anything. He had listened to the album and it had given him a bad trip because “Ejector Seat Reservation” was about somebody tripping on an airplane – having a really bad time on an airplane – which is exactly what he had. He came out to LA one time to see us play at The Whiskey. And the next night, kind of overdid it, and was taken back to the airport in a wheel chair and flown back to England. So obviously he wasn’t the right man to hear it. 

Yikes. 

And we were saying, “The single’s got to be ‘The Other Jesus.’ That’s the obvious choice.” And he said, “No, no, no. It’s got to be ‘Last Day on Earth.’ I like the strings.” And that kind of pissed us off. Because “Last Day on Earth” was an attempt to do something like T.Rex on Electric Warrior, with the strings and the acoustic guitars. But at that time in England, of course, there was all this crap coming out like... you know, Oasis was doing... whatever, with strings. But it seemed like every band was doing something with acoustic guitars and strings. And so the album just came out at a bad time because there were all these drossy records coming out. And we didn’t want it to be the single. But that was the single, and it was a bad choice for a single. And then, to compound it, a week after the album was put out they announced that they were going to drop us anyway. So we were in a bit of a no man’s land then, and found ourselves touring mainland Europe and going down to Australia a lot. Which was interesting because it gave us a different angle because the album was still being pushed by Sony in Australia and in certain parts of Europe and Germany and France. But still, for us the USA was the main place where we were selling records. And we really wanted to get out here and, of course, play the album! And of course didn’t, and the album never came out in the U.S. either. 

I have to say it’s one of the saddest stories I’ve ever heard in music. And it’s strange because with most bands the album that gets shelved is kind of after they’ve faded a bit, but you guys were peaking. Why do you think A&M pulled out when they did? 

I think it had a lot to do with the way the deals were set up in the first place really. I mean the thing with those deals, which are probably the same deals that are done today, [is that] the advance to the band increases depending on how many albums down the line they get. And it comes to a point where the label realizes it can’t actually afford to keep you on. Because if they do they’re going to have to pay you... I think that our deal with A&M was that if it would have gotten to five albums, they would have been obliged to pays us, I think, like a million bucks, or something ridiculous. And clearly at that point, they realized they’re not going to make that back. You know, Raise and Mezcal Head didn’t sell that many records – there’s probably about a hundred thousand between the two – so that’s not that many records. Maybe they heard it in advance and thought it wasn’t as commercial-sounding perhaps. 

So it wasn’t because Ejector Seat was so expensive to make. 

No, it wasn’t that expensive. I mean, I know that it was more expensive than it needed to be. [laughs] I mean, even down to, if we were wanting cassettes at the ends of the sessions, rather than bringing in the cassette we had from yesterday, there’d be another cassette... even things like that were mounting up. Just random expenses that really aren’t necessary. 

Right. Catering. Hookers. 

[Missing it.] Yeah, probably a bit of catering. And renting things that we didn’t really need to rent. It all mounts up. But I think that Jez also did a bit of creative accounting. There were actually a lot of drugs sort of etched into the deal as well. [Laughs] 

Ok, so you got a call from Geffen? 

We got a call from Geffen. Jody Kurilla is the A&R girl there, and she says, “I love you guys and I want to sign you.” And so we thought, okay. Sounds good. But I think the error that was made was that, had A&M been approached by any old label, say, Shoestring Records, they might have said, “Well, if some little label wants to put out this album, we’ll let them have it.” But, they were approached from Geffen. And A&M had already screwed up over the band Soul Asylum, who was signed to A&M and then dropped. And then they were picked up by Reprise, or somebody, and had the big album. So they’d been once bitten and didn’t want to get bitten again. So then, they’re saying, “Oh, shit. We dropped this band. We didn’t want them. Geffen wants them. So we can’t let them have it for less than…” you know, ridiculous figures. They wanted an astronomical amount of money from Geffen to buy the album. And so it was just stalling and stalling, and went on for a long time, and Geffen was still interested. And eventually they were like, “Look, we’re not going to be able to buy this album for a reasonable amount of money. Do you guys have anything else in the can, any new ideas?” And by this point it had been like a year, year and a half, and we were like, well yeah, we do. We’ve got a whole new album’s worth of stuff. So we decided to just crack on and do a new record. But then of course, the next bit of bad luck was that the girl who signed us, Jody, lost her job at Geffen – and I guess this was half way through doing 99th Dream – and suddenly we’re without our connection to the label. Jodi was our connection, and she was gone. So the album was already recorded, and they were fishing around for a single, and then “These Times” became the song they wanted for a single. I remember the one and only time ever being in a studio where – there’s just three of us in the room – there’s this guy (the name escapes me, American guy) who’s been brought into mix “These Times,” and the A&R guy from Geffen, and I’m sitting in the back of the room – and the guy from Geffen is talking to the mixing guy and he’s saying, “Yeah, I want this to come in with just the guitar. I don’t want the rest of it. Just the acoustic guitar and the vocal really loud, and the rest of it is going to kick in…” And I’m thinking, “That’s not how I hear the track.” It was the one time where there was any kind of interference in the studio. In the end that wasn’t the way the song was going to be put out. But before the album was released, Geffen had pulled out anyway. So Geffen had paid for the album, but they weren’t being like A&M. They didn’t want a lot of money from a third party to put it out. So they were quite happy to let us own the masters. And Zero Hour bought the album from Geffen in the end. 

So how does the purchasing of your studio come about. Advance money? 

Yeah, advance money. 

Was that always part of the plan, with the label. They’ll give you the money to build your own studio and you’ll do your record there? 

Right. I guess so. They said, “Well, what do you guys want?” And we said, “Well, we kind of have the makings of a studio here. And we had just moved to a new space…” 

Jez’s stuff? 

Yeah, we had bits and pieces that Jez had. And we were in a studio space called The Fortress. And The Fortress had just moved to a new premises and we were amongst the first people in there. So we ended up getting a good space in this new studio in which to build a live room, a storage space for all the reels of tape, and a place for our gear, and a listening room, and blah, blah, blah. And we figured at the time, well, if nothing else happens, at least we’ve got our own studio. 

Who helped you build that? How did you know what to do? 

Jez was the main guy. He had an idea about how to design the whole thing, the layout. And various people we knew, people who knew about acoustics and stuff. And there were a bunch of guys at The Fortress from other bands who were willing to help with construction, bring in breeze blocks and all the rest of it. 

What happened to that studio? 

What happened in the end was, we were kind of sick of the place. And it was kind of the hangover from the whole ’95 thing, Ejector Seat, and the drugs that were around then, that seemed kind of cool at the time because it was a different thing. But they were still hanging around two years later, and suddenly it wasn’t a good thing. And there’s all these crappy drugs around. It seemed like, at that studio space, you were more likely to have a conversation with someone about the price of cocaine, rather than what music is good. But the band Ash used the studio and really liked it, and they wanted their own studio space, and we were going to sell the space to Ash. But then the lease on the building just ran out. The guy who owned the building wanted to turn it into a parking lot or build condos, or something. And we were given a month to get out. It was insane. It’s bad enough if you’re living in your apartment and you’re given a month to get out, but when it’s a studio space… and there are a whole bunch of studios in this complex, loads of programming suites, and other people’s studio spaces. It was one of those crazy months with people constantly walking out. Some people were walking out with – you know, some people wanted to keep everything. If it was their breeze block, they were going to keep it. People were walking out with panes of glass that they owned, and fans and stuff. We left a lot actually. We just took out the actual gear. So, the studio is dead really. The Trident desk we had, we had to have somebody having it up and running in order to sell it, and that person selling it went bankrupt, and the desk got repossessed as part of his debt. 

Oh my god. 

He was a total fuckup basically. So, if somebody’s going to build a studio space, if you’re renting a space, I wouldn’t recommend spending too much time building rooms within rooms. Because chances are you might get asked to vacate the premises at any time. But to be honest, at that point we were already fairly through with it really. I guess we had just done the last stretch of touring. We burned ourselves out in Australia. Which was great, I loved being in Australia, but it was kind of bizarre. We were opening for this band Powderfinger who were great guys, and kind of a big band in Australia, that personally wanted us to come out there – I think they might have actually ended up paying for our flights – but it just felt like we were just falling from one thing to the next. Like, here we are out in Australia. We didn’t feel like we were in control of our destiny. And I think 99th Dream was the least satisfactory of our four albums… 

Well let’s talk about that. I think that this album gets a little neglected in comparison to Mezcal Head and Ejector Seat. But I keep coming back to 99th Dream. There are so many great things about it. Ear candy overdubs, great songs, great guitar playing. And it seems to be an evolution of what you were doing with Ejector Seat, with acoustic-based songs under a rocking band, and you guys turning into just a great rhythm band. 

Yeah, I think all the songs, again, are kind of kicked off with an acoustic bed. The thing that’s weird is that, since I have been doing these solo shows, I realize that I have actually played more of, or a fare amount of, the 99th Dream songs. I guess they are actually good songs. “You’ve Sealed My Fate”… 

I think that “You’ve Sealed My Fate” is the closest to the new Bolts of Melody material. 

I think that we just got a little burnt out. We’d finish the mix at Konk, and then go home with this tape, thinking, “Oh, man, it’s just not happening.” At that point, there was a point where we did go in and remix some things. And I have the older version of “These Times,” which we’d grown to hate, partly because of the guy from Geffen. And partly because the original demo was a more laid-back thing, and then the version we did [for Geffen] was kind of full on. I actually really like the final version of that song. It came out really good. But, I don’t know really. It’s weird. There were a couple of things between Ejector Seat and 99th Dream, two little seven-inch singles. One of them was “Why Say Yeah” and the other one was “93 Million Miles From The Sun.” To me those two songs looked like the way forward. I don’t know what exactly it was. At that point I would have had something more electronic going on. But I think that, for me, I hear the struggle more than anything else. It’s taken a long time to hear the songs. “Electric 77” is a good tune, but I don’t like some of the guitar sounds at the end. “Up From The Sea” is our attempt at being “Timeless Melody” by the La’s, but there’s that falsetto voice that I can’t get past. There’s a lot of good stuff on there. “These Times,” “99th Dream.” “Wrong Treats” is a good one. A lot of people love that tune. I don’t really know what the lyrics mean, but people really think it says something. [laughs] I always quite liked the one you mentioned earlier with the snaky guitar… 

“In My Time.” 

Yeah, “In My Time.” And “99th Dream” was an interesting song because when we recorded it, it must have been two verses and a middle section, and a play out at the end. But after I wrote the words, I figured it needed an extra verse. And that’s where Nick Addison really came into his own. Because he came in and we said, “Shit, man. There’s only two verses but we really need a third verse.” And Nick was like, “No, troubles, no troubles. I’ll just splice it in there.” So the third verse is just the first or the second, exactly, spliced back in again. 

So, Zero Hour puts out the record. And then you’re making another album for Zero Hour, which would become the Toshack Highway album, because Zero Hour folded? 

Not exactly. I had all these new ideas, which were keyboard things. I just suddenly became interested in the way that keyboards worked, the way you could make chords differently than on guitar. And, like I always did, I put them onto a little tape and gave copies to the guys to see what songs they liked the sound of. And, of course, none of them was really sounding like it was going to make sense of Swervedriver. But we did have a discussion at one point. I was saying, “Do you think we could bring in a keyboard player? Would that be too extreme?” Jimmy was laughing, and said, “Why not?” But Steve said, “Well, from being on the outside before, I think people perceive Swervedriver as a four-piece guitar band.” So it was decided I should do those songs as a separate thing so I went to Zero Hour and said, “I’m going to do this side project.” And Zero Hour said cool, and that they were going to fund it. It wasn’t as big a budget as it would have been for a Swervedriver thing, obviously, but me and Charlie warmed to working within the budget. But even then, halfway through doing that album, I was on tour in Europe with Sophia and got the word that Zero Hour has gone bust. At which point we thought, “Well maybe we should have signed with Sanctuary after all,” because Beggars Banquet were interested in picking us up after Geffen. So that’s how the Toshack Highway album came about. 

Is it true you had literally never touched a keyboard before you started work on the Toshack album? That seems impossible. 

Yeah, I still can’t really play. That’s the great thing about programming keyboards now, because you can actually come up with something that sounds like an early Pink Floyd keyboard just by being able to program it a little bit. But yeah, that’s partly why I brought in Charlie Francis. Charlie had engineered on Ejector Seat Reservation and, in between, I’d be sitting outside the room and hear him playing, like, “Strawberry Fields Forever” on the piano. And I figured, not only could Charlie do a good engineering job, but he could actually play the keyboard parts. I mean, my original four-track recordings of that Toshack album are – you know, I basically had to play one of the keyboard lines on one track of the Porta 02 and then another part on the next track and bounce them together. 

So this is the second phase of your relationship to a producer. Because up until this point it’s been Alan Moulder and Toshack moves into you working with Charlie Francis, whom you’ve worked with exclusively since. 

Charlie is great. He’s a lot different than Alan. Because he’s a lot more musical really. There are bits on the album, like “I Thought I Saw My Ship A-Coming” – the keyboard part – he was just going in and doing a bunch of takes and then I’m like, “Well that bit’s good and that bit’s good,” and then splicing them together. And I definitely needed somebody who could play the keyboards. I was originally going to use Nick Addison but I figured that wouldn’t be right because Nick couldn’t play the keyboards. And Charlie ended up being the perfect guy for that gig in the end. 

Are you guys going to tour Bolts of Melody soon? 

I hope so. We’ve done a few dates up in Canada. I mean, not all of those guys are really in a position to be doing full-time touring. So I’m still in the process of getting the musicians here. There’s a bunch of good guys, but certain people are doing certain things and wouldn’t be able to commit to the touring thing. But I think it’ll all work its way out. It was cool, we did the last bit of touring as a five-piece with Ley and Mike [Taylor] playing keyboard parts. It was good stuff, we did some good versions of the songs on the album. 

Do you keep in touch with the Swervedriver guys? 

Yeah. Just a little bit. Jimmy was over here in New York recently. He’s set up a distribution company. We met up and went to see Radiohead play. So I’ve seen Jimmy. Steve, we’re still in contact. Adi has gone into guitar teching. I think he’s happier being on that side of the stage, rather than being on the stage. And Graham Bonnar’s still out there making music. I saw Anton from Brian Jonestown Massacre recently at a show and I leaned up to him and said, “Hey, we share an ex-drummer.” And Anton was telling me the story about when they first saw Graham – this is just after he left the tour, so he’s in San Francisco – and they were driving down the street in their van and Anton looks out the window and sees Graham walking down the street and says, “Stop the van!” And he leans out the window and says, “Hey, Graham!” And Graham says, “Yeah?” And he says, “You’re Graham Bonnar. Do you want to play in my band?” And that was it. So Graham ended up being in the band on some of the early stuff. 

That’s an amazing story. I’ve never heard that. So the Swervedriver reunion is probably not on the horizon, huh? 

There was a reunion of sorts, not in particularly happy circumstances. A friend of ours died a couple of years ago so I went back for the funeral. And we suddenly found ourselves around this table [at a pub]. And then, coincidentally Graham, who didn’t know that the guy had died, happened to be walking by the pub and somebody said, “Adam’s in there.” So Graham walked in, and Gaz our roadie was there, and Paddy was there, the original drummer… so it was quite bizarre really. We weren’t banging tambourines or playing guitars, just sort of drinking. 

You’re in New Jersey now, right? 

Yeah. 

And you moved there because of somebody you were seeing? 

Yeah, that’s exactly it. 

Going well? 

Yeah! 

Wow, it’s been a long time. 

Yeah, it has I guess. 

I think I remember meeting her in Detroit when you were doing your solo tour. She was doing your merch. She seemed to be having a good time. 

Yeah. That was quite a funny night. That night we showed up at the Magic Stick and there’s a guy who says, “There’s some drinks back stage.” And they actually had the old Swervedriver rider so instead of, you know, 12 beers there are like 30 beers, a bottle of whiskey, some vodka, etc., etc. And of course I was like, hey, we’ve got to take this on the road. And she was like, “You’re not taking it.” And so then I remember getting poured out of the Magic Stick completely drunk, and then we spent about two hours trying to get out of Detroit. And she said, “I’m never doing this again.” [Laughs] 

Oh, yeah? 

Because we then flew on to California to do a gig in San Francisco, and LA, and I guess it was a bit stressful because you have to get to a radio station, etc., etc. And she was like, “I guess the touring life isn’t for me.” [laughs] 

The Swervedriver retrospective, Juggernaut Rides ’89-’98, that was remastered from the original tapes? 

Yeah. We were quite lucky to find… We actually thought that one of the tracks, “Why Say Yeah,” we couldn’t locate the DAT for that. But then at the last minute Robin [Proper-Sheppard] – I don’t think he recorded it – but he had the DAT for that. So on the last day of the mastering, he turned up at the studio and said, “I’ve got good news. Here’s the missing DAT.” And thank god for that. Because we didn’t want to have to master anything from vinyl. But we would have done it if we had to. That was kind of interesting. The guy who was doing it [Bunt Stafford-Clark], he had done some of the Radiohead records, he was quite interested to hear how things have moved on. He was saying, “Oh this is very much an early ’90s sound.” And we were saying, “What’s the difference?” And he was saying, “Well, now things are mastered hugely loud.” You’re looking at the waveform and it’s just going off the end. It’s this big square block. And perhaps back then in the ’90s it wasn’t quite that loud. But he was a little bit put out by the earlier stuff. All that pre-Moulder stuff. He was saying, “Ooh. Well, this one’s a bit bumpy…” or whatever. But as soon as he got to the Moulder stuff he said, “Ahh. This is good. I can really work with this. Is the rest of it all Moulder?” And we said, well yeah, apart from the odd singles that weren’t like “93 Million Miles” and “Why Say Yeah.” And he was always trying to talk us out of [including those]. ’Cause we were trying to get as much sound on the two CDs as possible. And he’d say, “Well, if I were you I’d drop ‘Why Say Yeah.’” And we weren’t going to drop “Why Say Yeah” ’cause it’s a great rock ’n’ roll sounding track and I don’t really care if it’s as high-fidelity as the other tracks. You know, early Rolling Stones albums still sound great, even if they’re a bit tinny. 

How did you feel about hearing these recordings, which you’d probably gotten used to, remastered? Did you like it more, or less? 

Yeah, it was great. Me and Jimmy sat there and said, “Wow this is pretty great.” You do forget things about the various tracks. What was more interesting was being with Tim Turan, who actually recorded the very first “Mustang Ford” demo and he recorded the first EP, which was scrapped. And I hadn’t actually heard those for a long time and went out to his place. And he cranked it up really loud – and he had a lot of the Shake Appeal stuff as well – and it was just like, “Wow!” 

Toshack Highway has been both a moving forward and a retrospective work – with releases including demos and reworking of Swervedriver material – which kind of ties all of your music together into a whole work. It seemed like, with the first Toshack album, not only were you not turning your back on Swervedriver, you were continuing the work. I love the fact that you still have affection for your older stuff. I mean, what made Swervedriver great was that underneath all the heavy layers and experimentation, there was a really solid songwriting bed, and with Toshack you’re hearing that same level of writing, but only more unencumbered. 

Yeah, there’s actually “Canvey Island Baby,” which is on Bolts Of Melody. There is a version of Swervedriver playing that in an early state for Ejector Seat, and then we recorded it for 99th Dream, and again never really finished it, and finally I’ve gone back to that as well. 

There’s something about you that needs to finish these things. 

Yeah, it’s like we were saying about those two riffs in “Sci-Flyer” and “Deep Seat” where it’s the same thing being recycled. I guess we did “Afterglow,” which is one of the very first Swervedriver songs, and then we reworked that as “Scrawl And Scream” partly because, I don’t know, I guess the recording of “Afterglow” is one of those things where it seemed so fast. I didn’t think it was going to come out that fast. And so “Scrawl And Scream” was kind of an answer to “Afterglow,” reworked. And people liked that just as much, if not more, and that was the same song slowed down with a different angle to it. 

And you’ll reference yourself. Like Sundown [From Bolts of Melody] has got the “Swervedriver theme.” And then “Walking In Heaven’s Foothills,” you’re referencing “Just Landed,” right? “It’s been five years.” 

Yeah. That to me is like “Space Oddity” by David Bowie where it’s like “Ground control to Major Tom,” and then ten years later he comes out with “Ashes to Ashes,” and “Major Tom is still strung out in heavens high.” And so, it’s a similar thing. He’s this spaceman who’s still orbiting out there. His kids are growing up, you hear his kids in the second verse. 

This is a more personal question. How do you keep the inspiration? 

I remember me and Paddy and Jimmy, when we first moved up to London from Oxford, were involved in a squatting scene in London because it was a way to get cheap housing. ’Cause we couldn’t afford to rent places. So you get to know people and they’ll say, “There’s an empty apartment on such and such street. You might want to break into there.” And we were in one of these places and broke in that night and were cooking our beans and toast and talking about hoping that somebody would sign us. And I remember telling those guys, “Any label that picks us up is going to get a good sign, because we’re never going to run out of songs.” And I guess the inspiration is still there somewhere. 

