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CAPTAIN BEEFHEART
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He came from Antelope Valley and travelled to the far reaches
of the musical cosmos... 55 vears on from their debut single,
Tom Pinnock talks to the surviving members of the
Magic Band about Don Van \liet’s remarkable
transformation into CAPTAIN BEEFHEART..

RN

N autumn 1966, Captain Vic Mortensen was
travelling down Vietnam's Highway 1ln an
army Jeep. Stopping at a shack by the side of the
roacd, he was surprised 1o discover that hisold

ad Ninadly make a recond
namese woedd flatien old cansand
make tin sheds out of them where they sold
beer,"” says Mortensen today, "My driver sald,
*Sir, can we saop heve so | can get & beer?'
I stayed with the Jeep, and then halfan hour
later he came running
Captain BeeMeart record on the jukebo:
The single, a cover of Bo Diddiey’s “Didkdy Wah Diddy™
barcked with a Beefheart original, “Who Do You Think You're
Fooling?”, was hardly carth-shattering, but it was astep
farward for the Magic Band, Here they were, a desert
blues band, recording la Hollywood's Sunset
Sound for ASM, a kibel keen to push them
forward as a commercial act, being heard
halfway across the workl
Underminin
was
the gic Band had formed in the
high-desert town
California. This wasa dan;
sound as we

L8 There'sa

g this §

ogress, though,

aseam of chaos, a constant since

ancaster,
1S

group, its

working onment; unprecictable
rimbers( g and going

nd intimication.

100, wit

amid fighe

“He liked to create tension right befowe
going Into record,” says Gary Lucas, kater
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Beelheart s manager and guiarist, “He liked o keepus off
s feel comfortal
e enormous changes at the Last minus

Yet their leader, Don Vian Viset - child sculptorand psychic
(maybe), blues and free

balance. He never wante rcording, so

he'd m

{azz obsessive (centalinly) - hadnt
always bl @ vice like grip on the group The plain old Magic
Band had beon formed by guiarist Alex Snouffer but, following
the eerler, darker path Van Viet favoured, they turned the
town's youth on 10 R&B and then set thelr sights on Los Angeles,

“They were the band that introduced the whole Antelope
ues,” says drummer and mubth instrumentalist John
e known as Drumbo. “Us young guys that wene
pliaying In garage band s all of a sudden went, ‘Hey, we gottado
some blues, because everybody was golng to thelr dances bat
not to purs.™

“After | saw Beefheart, | stopped listening 1o The
Beatdes because ¥ was cutesy,” says Bl 'Zoot
Horn Rollo” Harklervad, “The Rolling Stanes
were trying to be tough, but Jagger didn't
have 2 wugh vaice, They were coming

from a simillor place as Beefhoart,
though [nage-wise| - piratesin the
parking lo.”
Here, 55 vears after “Dickd
Diddy™ and the Magic Bar
ndary run at San Francisco's
Avalon Ballroom, members of
the group tell the full story of thedr
beginnings: how Van Viiet jourmneyed
from the dust of the Antelope Valley
o the heart of the lase ‘608 psyc hedelk »
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CAPTAIN BEEFHEART

underground. how his friendship and rivalry with Fran

Zappa inspired him, and how they almost became a
artoon hand for Hanna-Barbera

“Don wins different then,

remembering high-sch ays. “You just knew

rpomething great w
say 10 brilliant things aday, but there was no way he
i be trusted 1o guide hisown destiny.”

Frank Zappa was a renal

nceman
Vic Mortensen, “but Don was a genius. No question.”

HERE wasn’t much to do in Lancaster in the

1 eary 608, Inatown dom

nated by

aft Industry, surrounded by Litthe

but dust, Joshua trees and turkey farms, the only

malt shaps, burger joings and the

e cars could be raced.
lubs

hete was

Jesert roads whe

i, The Searchers,..c
ny Walley

nothing else 1o do; you'd get out there and gowild,

ere a big

dealinthec says De

There was so much mare freedom to experience al

kinds of crazy stuff and not be arvested for it, There

3 were bikers 100 - the real badass group aside from the
¥ ‘

wels were Satan's Slaves, Instes

wearkng

bandin 1966 - Alsx St
Cloir (secondleft) had
been the scrly loder

N

tarsst Denny Walley,

appen, somehove, He would

DENNY WALLEY

thelr back

his early teens. By this time, his
already an accomyp
loubtful, considering Don's pench
VAT

collection of blues and R&B records i

. L

the colours they would lave the entlre thing tattooed on

family moved to Lancaster when Don was in

pend attests, hw

Iptor. BUll Harklero

ant for tall tale

icas Is convinced ot herwise

*Iwas sceptical for a whike, but 1 think thatsall
true,” says Gary Lucas. “Thereare photographs

fhimand

Agostinho R

drgues, where
Don has sculpted a little elephant. He sald be got his
own TV show, and Iwould say it's pretty probable

hewas $Lnvitec fUESTOn A sculpture

show a couple of tmes.”

Hisancestors, he claimed, included writer and

adventurer R d Halliburton and duchess Wallis

SImpso andma, then lving aster

and known as ‘Gra
in the Southand «

', grew upan a plantation
seen an early

o' Woll there.

performance

“rucial to Don in this period was his friendship

Frank Zappa. The palr

budddy Frank
Zappa ondrums
with The Blackeuts
InLoncaster
Caltfornio, 1957

extra inspiration later provided by Wolfman Jack, the

anarchic D) ivoadcasting from a super high-powered

ot blaster” in Mexico,

“They were best friends,” remembers Denny Walkey

ly g0t Interested going to Frank's house because

loowap, R&B and weird

yas whese | got hook n collecting blues.”

made their Nirst recording at school in the kale

n A Whirlpoal”, a seemingly improvised blues

with spidery Zapps ar, features Don f

falsetto and thenu hing his now-class!

Wolf roar complete with a “motherfic

ve been one of the mare

ording mus:

roductive daysat school for Don
“Hed!
Walley. *

51 0bdsmobile, a real bad-boy

't go to school that much,™ notes

e used %0 just cruise by in his

machine. He was funay as shit, though.

People would go to parties and they'd

bring their stack of 45510 pl

brought some records and slipped ina

kowt training recosd. That went in
stack, people were dancing and then the
parakest came on - “Pretty b ellot™
WhileT rvoured music, having litthe

mustcai skill aside from his Impressive

joe meant he didn't play much - opart

from a short-lived 1963 collaboration as

The Soots with Z

ppa. Incontrast, his

nstyumentall

performing and recording
3

play basketball with friends and finding

remembe

3 into a gymna:

The Blackouts, featuring Zappa on drums,
ehearsing there
ALt nd of 156

Sonouffer

al gultarist Alex

metimes known as Butch,

asked Don tosing in his new group, The
gultarist adopted the surname St Clalr,

and Viiet added ‘Van' to his

nname

Friends Doug Moon, Jerry Handley and
Vic Mortensen

frums, respectively, and the grou

sined on gultar, bassand

named after a quip by the latter
The first time | met Don,” Mortensen
sarys, “he walked ingo this roadhouse, »

kind ofbiker bar, on Highw with

Frank, who | knew, Don was w
full-length Je

hirnself and said bewas ‘workingon a

g a

oat. Heintroduced

movle in Hollywood'
“F
own film project, Captain Beef!

The Grunt Pe

rk and Don were wotking on their

nd because Don was

addicted to Pepsi Cola, | sald to Frank,
Don should take a sip from his Pepsi Cola,
and pool, the Magic Band woukd appeéar
behind him." We had a good kaugh about it
But then when Don called me at my home

CAPTAIN’S
MARVELS
—

Beefheart

GAFTVIIN BEEFHEART

EAT THEAVALON
BXGROOM 1966

Primitively recordied, this set
shows off the early bluesy Magic
Bondot thek peck. Tupeio®
Bamasterful tout siow blues
while B’ s sultably savoge.
Throughout Beetheart onharp
and sting vocols, s very much
the star.

SAFEASMILK

Psychedalic garage-blues

with extra Cooder| Alongside
fuzzy. eccentric delghts such as
“Dropout Boogie', 'AbbaZaba®
and Electricity” there'salsoa
seamof souhdbeautyin Im
Giod" ond "Call OnMe”.8/10

THE MIRROR MAN
SESSIONS

TwolPs of lengthy materiol
recordedin lote 1967 for the
Safe As Mik follow-up, As John
Frenchrecals, there's notmuch
Captain here because he hodn't
rehearsedwiththe bondond
wass unsure how to fithis lyrics
inotheirepic psych-blues
poces. 7/10

CAPTAIN BEEFHEART

in Montcialr and sakd he was starting a band, | sald,
Beefheant

d it from Frank

What are you gonna call it?' He says ‘Capta

& His Magic Band.' He must !

HEN the Magic Band began, they were

rymuch St Cla
wd than Van Viet, !

o s group. He was

exper ng worked

for periods perfon bar bands in Nevida and in The

18 i

hmens in Lanca Fram the start, though, the newly

says BUl Hark
a big deal to kids lile us bec

hey had long bair,

allowed to

€ WO W

grow our hair. They stood out becatse of the way they
looked, all dressed (n black and wearing sunglasses
indoors at night.™

ohn French heard the group for the f
Battleof the

1965,

irst timeat &

1s contest at Lancaster’s Exg son

anised by a local car club
“The lineup was Merlin & The Sorcerers, The Jungle

i The lers, and

,Iwasina

art,” he reme e all thought we did

pretty goodd, but then they came out and started with

this fanfire with Don play ing these fast harmonica
notes. They played these slow chords and then counted

arxd went into

first piece. I was blown away by

ad such showmanship, Of course we got

our asses kicked, because they were the popular bas
“We thought the Beetheart band were the best thing

on earth, we were pummebled by them,” adds BHl

i who first saw the Magic Band early on in

doing this

Iwis ke, 'Oh God, those guys are

nwas

scary, don't meet them (o the alley.'™

Harkleroad didsn't see the Magsc Banc

jotned them in 1969 - in the meantime, he Jeft Lancaster

o become an "LSD Buddk mothy Leary’s Lake

Tahoe cult - but they stayed on his mind, “It

very
powerful thing. Because of the desert, it was really easy
0 bet Jox

i on the and that was making notse,”

By the mid ‘608, Zappa was heavily involved ata
studio in nearby Cucamonga, firstnamed Pal and then
Studio Z 4 e {

Some out-thy

i purchased It It was the scer

enings, as Vic Mortensen

*Frank and | woulkd be doing all kinds of experim

crap. We had a baby grand ¢ k sat on the

pRano st rawl fermeath

the piano with timpan allets and play the strings as
th

he would depress metimes we'd be in the

e Kevs,

place so long that when w
surprised thatitwasd

Mortensen taught a keen Van Viet to play harmonica,

out we were

h added 8 new don to their performa

es,

then mostly at | xposition Hall, but also

branching out to the local bealth spa and an excurshor

tVan Viiet a

to mimic the
s start of “St

pairof finger cymbals, which were use

wheels of New Orlea

James 1 nary Blues”

mywitness, there were

sears rodling down hischeeks, We had nack with

audiences... mostly, w w thedr minds.”

By mid- 1965, the Magic Band had a manager

someone, says Moctensen, who worked foran

rigued by the
t backafter

hampion secured

insurance company and had |
bubble-written form Van Viiet had

he'd crashed his Corvette, Thelr new ¢

them an unusual, if pote ly lucrative, o

Hanna Barbera Productions,
Yog! F
Wewent t:

nd Scoody-Doo,

Tanna-Barbera, set up our inst
says Mortensen. “Then we went toa »

and plar
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CAPTAIN BEEFHEART

guy'soffice, he put on a recood and asked [fwe could
play it “‘We're gonna do an animated show abouta
fictitiows group called The Bats, and we want you to
become The Bats.” Wesakd, ‘We're Captain
Beefheart & His Magic Band, thank you.' An
animated show and a series of records, and we
passed itup. | thought our manager was going 1o
dieonus.”

Instead, ata Hollywood Battle of the Bands in
April 1965, the group were spotted by agent Leonard
Geant, who arranged for them to embark on a tour of
Whisky-A-Go-Go venues out of state. Alas, it was not
the greatest suocess, Denver was “a nightmane”™, says
Mortensen, They were replaced halfway theough thels
run by a country band, When they returned from

In the Antelope Valley loved him. But when he jeft and
Adex went back 10 gultar, the band wasn't as strong.”

Vet He wanted to venture into weirder
territory, incorporating new psychedelic
sounds. He was also keen to capture the spirit of
the free jarz he and Zappa loved - the palr had
seen Ommette Coleman and John Coltrane, with Van
Viietsecuring the latter’s ausograph on a doliar bill
*Thedr sound was already stretching from the
blues,™ says Bill Harkleroad. "Those psychedelic things
ke the gong In *Zig Zag Wanderer', 1966 was the
beginning of my psychedellc life - just at that time
everyone was getting into those things”

I LUES and R&B werent enough for Van

RECORDS

Hawaii a few weeks later, Mortensen discovered that .. l )( ) \ Van Viet's tastes were surprisingly varied

he had been called up for active duty in the army. The Lucas recalls him raving about Jacke Gleeson,
band's lineup shifted accordingly. At the end of %5, ‘\ \ \ l ' l ) Dave Van Ronk and Ewan MacColl and AL Lioyd's
Beefheart and the Magic Band were signed to A&M - Blow Boys Blow, whose “The Handsome Cabin Boy"
In Mortensen's absence, Alex St Clair took over the I ( , ‘ I was later adapted Into Trout Mask Replica’s "Orange
drumkit for the recording of their debut single, "Dididy Claw Hammes™.

They followed “Diddy Wah Diddy™ with a second
ARM single, “Moonchild®, written by producer David
Gates, Shortly after, the band were dropped for belng
too “uncommercial”, All the while, though, they
were buliding up an underground following. In June
1566, they played their mast prestigious gigs to date
at San Francisco's Avalon Ballroom, The sethis
still stuffed with blues covers, from Howlin® Wolf's
ever-present "Evil” and Willie Dixon's “Down In The
Bottom" to John Lee Hooker's “Tupelo™ and the Stones'
“Heart Of Stone”,

“Tupelo' really stood out for me,” says John French
“1got so enthralled by the way Don handled the story
of this Mississippt Dood and fire. The way be
commanded the sudience was amazing.”

Among their other notable gigs during this period,
they opened for Them at LA’s Whisky - with john
Peel and, spparently, a tripping Andy Willlams in
attendance. With john French newly installed on
drums, the group moved 10 & house in Laurel Canyon,
funded by St Cladrand Van Viiet hers. There,
their own songs began to flow with a psychedelic
vigour - “Electnicity”, “Abba Zaba™ and "Sure "Nuff,..*
were early results, warped and welrd blues mostly
with lyrics by Lancaster beatnik Herb Bermann,

Moartensen wrote *Call On Me™ as a Byrds-y hallad in
liste 1965, after a rebearsal was halted by his mother
ringing to inform him of his father's death, Van Viiet
rearmanged it s a harder, soulful stomp the following
year, requisitioning the writing creditin the process.

“Don was very good at taking the credit for
everything even though he delegated a lot o other
people," says French, “You know how they say
creativity is one per cent inspiration and 9o per cent
perspiration? Well, Don was the one per cent
Insplration and we were the 9o per cent pessplration.
Another problem was he hardly ever finished
anything, so there were all these great song ideas
[hat we dickn't know how to play.”

With younger members like French joining the fold,
Van Viiet increasingly threw his weight around, He
had always been unpredictable - for instance,
refusing torehearse with the group - but his
behaviour became increasingly erratic.

Doug Moon departed in early 0967 after recording
demnos for their debut album, provisionally titled
“Abba Zaba™, Richard Perry and Bob Krasnow, the
record’s prospective producers, were unable 1o find
Vaan Viiet, They eventually tracked the singer downin
LA's Canter’s Dell, where he informed them, “I've been

Wah Diddy”, early the lollowing year. Meanwhile, \\ I
Richard Hepoer, 2 gultarist they'd met in Denver,
vt I'RANI
|

“Adex already sounded dated on guits / \ I’I ? \-..
JOHN FRENCH

" says John

French. “When he did a solo it sounded like ‘sos.
rock n'roll, pentatonic scake all the way. But Hepoer
was BB King-inspired, a really great player. Hewas
more in the contemporary vein, and all the gultarists

Dendidn t

waiting for you..." “1twas like he'd mentally
commandied them to find him there,” laughs
Gary Lucas,

To replace Moon, Van Vit recrulted Ry Cooder

formerly a member of Rising Sons alongside
Taj Mahal, A hotshot slide guitarist long admired
by Van Viiet, he was able to whip the Magic Band
Into shape In time for the Safe As Mk sessions s
RCA Studios. “Ry put the album together,” says
John French. “He wrote parts where they were
missing. On *Zig Zag Wanderer’, Ry came up with
the riffin the middle - he said, ‘We gotta break
this up, 0 it lsn't just the same thing over and
ower.” Don was anxiety-ridden during the
sessions. We had totale him to the hospital a few
times; they gave him Librium, told him that he
was just having psychosomatic attacks.”

“Safe As Milk surprised me," says Harkleroad
1 expected more of 8 blues album, | didn'trealise
It was golng to be sodi erent,”

“Blues was a good place to start,” explains
French. “But Don wanted todosomething new. |
could see be was way more ambitioas than Alex.”

When Safe As Milk came out in June 1967, Van
Viiet, whether intentionally or accidentally,
Injected an unwelcame dose of drama ko the
proceedings. Performing “Electricity” at the Mt

Tamalpais festi

the frontman

hallucinated that an
audience member
had turned Into a lish
anx] prompily walked
offthe back of the
stage. A frustrated
Coodes Jeft the group
the same day,
repartedly heading to
Oregon o escape the
wrath of the group's
then-manager
Krasnow. Thrown into
chaos, the band pulled
out of Monterey Pop a
few days later.

“Maybe we'd do
“Electricity’ or ‘Abba Zaba' live,” says French, *But most
of the time Don reverted 1o the same stuff we'd done ot
the first gig I'd played with them, | think it was because
he didn’t bother to memorise his lyrics - he didn't know
the words 1o *Abbia Zaba” for years!

“Affter Safe As Miltk came out we went to England, and
we were still doing ‘Down In The Bottom” for 20 minutes.
But then we'd do “Sure Nulf N Yes | Do’, which isalmost
the same song, with different lyrics. Don didn’t know
how to lead a group, he had nota clue,”

EEFHEART and the Magic Band went onto

stranger, bolder things in the decade and & half

following Safe As Milk. But those early vears set
apattern - from infuriation, intimidation and anxiety
came stunning music, Even the rivalry withold friend
Frank Zappa would continue 10 reap rewands.

“Don wanted to get a plano because Frank had started
writing on one,” says John French, recalling the creation
of Trowt Mask Replica. “He wanted to out-weird Frank,
that was his big goal. That was more important o him
than making money or putting together a saleable
procuct. He just wanted to do art, man™

Just s importantly, the high desert remained a
constant source of insplration for Van Vet in his music

"t waschoos
the whobs time'

PSYCHIC
BEAST
Garylucas o

DaonVan Viiet

something
o acarbackfire ondhe says,
Hold on mon did youhear that?
Somethingreally heavy just
went down, and you're gonna
read about itonthe front pages
tormerrow. Inthe midklie of the
next intarview, the phone rang
andit was the first journolist
Gory, Idon'tbeleve i, man, John
Lannon wos just shot. How did
Donknow?' He was definitely
sansitive to stuffin the air. He'd
say the phone wouldringand
thanit wouldrng | think there
aropoople whomight nothave
mysticol power. but they just
have different channek onthe
world and their nervous system
plcksup stuff thatsoutthere.”

and, later, in his art. “There wiss a part of him that was
infused in that landscape,” explains Gary Lucas. “He'd
often stay up night afer night, drinking coffes and
sketching at Denny’s, He always said the desert was too
hot for him, but if e hated it, woukdn't he have moved?
There were parts ol him that embraced the landscape,
embraced being a very big fish in a very small pond.”

*He was an explosive creative person, with real
viskon,” says Bill Harkleroad. “People say, ‘God, some
really great players came out of that desert area.’ But
maybe every litthe town had all these people, but they
didn't get the break? Maybe there were two people that
were explosively talented - Frank and Don - and then
all these other kids got in rooms and started practising
because, “Shit, that's possible!™

Whether Van Viiet planned it or not, the tamult of
those early years enclured as the Beefheart modus
operandi. It created the cult-like atmosphere around the
Trout Mask sessions, the shocking accessibility of Clear
Spot and even arguably informed his sudden retirement
after 1982°s Ice Cream For Crow

It was chaos the whole time,” says French. "l can’t
think of any instance where | went, “There is hope” We
were just terrified of him, because he would fiy off the
handleand scream at you,”

*I never met anybody like him, not remotely,” says
Gary Lucas. “He threw out ideas Hke an oil well, an
endless Mow of creative Ideas.”

Even much later, when he wis o luminary in the art
world, Van Viket couldn’t escape hisearly years in
Lancaster, Like the sandstorms that periodically hit
the Antelope Valley, his past just kept springing up.

*We were out in the middle of nowhere in this diner.”
says Lucas, “1twas a real beat-up place, like you're
travelling into another dimension, And in walks this
trucker guy and he spots Don. “Hey! Don Viet.' Don
books upand says, "You mean, Don Van Viet.' And be
went, “Yeah, Don Viiet. Remember when we didnt et
you join the car club? and bughs. Don says 1o the
guy, [witheringly] “So whaddya wanna tatk about
quantum math?™ ®

Bill Harkierood can be found at zoothornrodio com
The Essential GaryLucasis out Jonuary 29 on
Knitting Factary
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