OMAHA, Nebraska—David
December wind as he steps off the
Bowl. His thoughts remain fixed, ho
years ago. Not surprisingly, the presen
reggac bands in Omaha is greeted wit
indifference usually reserved for the city’s
Tonight’s concert may be a word-of-m
is not to be wasted by old-school Steel Pul
backstage for the chance to pry some know
frontman. “What’s up between Malcolm and
much cool as he can keep. “I dig Malcolm o
pontificates. “One hundred percent, you b

the band
and thu
classic albug
failed attemp
advice from fan$
to their roots.

Keyboard player Selwyn Brown says the band has simply given up
trying to make a larger commercial impact. “We reached astage with the
albums where we tried and tried and tried this crossover thing and
basically got tired of it. When it didn’t work, when it didn’t cross over in
a big way, we thought, “This don’t make no sense. So let’s just go back
to what we’re more accustomed to doing,” which is stuff like we’re doing
now on the Vex album. That’s why you find tracks like ‘Dirty Water,’
trackslike ‘Back to My Roots,” *New World Order,” “Islands Unite,’ and
all those kind of tracks [which] to me, represent Steel Pulse more.”

orth Rew'volutwn and
rue Democracy. Varying

ally caused Steel Pulse to getback

ne called “Dirty H20,”
n Britain. All of the families
es for England in the 1950s due
inds’ family and most others, the
nal atbest. Nonetheless, the Jamaican
communit pth*Section of Birmingham, home of Steel
Pulse, be s for Caribbean culture in England. “Our parents
came to a country that needed repairing, needed to be built up, needed to
be back to the empire it was supposed to have been in the [early] 1900s.
[The government] went to Jamaica, the Caribbean islands for support. In
domg SO, our parents capgz over with thelatest form of music that was
happening in Jamaica at the time. Which, by the time my parents got to

the British Isles, was calypso and mento.”
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Handsworth Revolution were spent learning to
play and looking for gigs. The young Steel Pulse
learned the one drop from covering tracks by

Continued from page 43
impressions on Hinds, he beganto comprehend
the larger magnitude of his struggle by reading
a newspaper called the West Indian World. The
publication reported black news from the Carib-
bean, Africa and America, and paid particular
attention to the trials and tribulations of Soledad
Brother George Jackson in California. Jackson,
who by 1969 had served nine years at Soledad
Prison for robbing a gas station of $70;
accused that year of a prison murderaad:
ferred to San Quentin the followi
There, he was murdered on Al
along with five other prisoners u
and controversial set of circumst
to keep up on George Jackson and
photographs of him walking in chain
really got to me. So that started me t
a political level.”

The formation of Steel Pulse took pla

January 1975 when the enterprising bass player-

Ronald “Stepper” McQueen, guitarist Basil
Gabbidon and David Hinds sought to channel
their own energy and frustrations through a
musical medium. Selwyn Brown, a school chum
of David’s from Handsworth Wood Boys’ School
remembers being recruited: “One New Year's,
Ronnie said to me, ‘David and Basil are forming
aband.’|said, ‘Aband? Butnone of us canplay.’
Ronnle says want to form a

E)avi‘ct’s dad let us use his basement, and we got

ors serious aboutitand juststarted practicing,

practming, practicing, practicing. We basically
taugit each other how to play, so there was no
ego things. We just wanted to play and enjoy

gnasie and inspire people and write something
cious.” After drummer Steve *Grizzly”

Niskett, percussionist Phonso Martinand singer
Michael Riley were recruited, the ongmat lineup
wag complete.

on it to David and them. Wa used ic

> in Ronnie's bedroom forawhile. Then : resenmg d‘ffefen{ alks Qfﬁfe

-~ we came to preacb And then ydu d Phonsq

e fiest three years before the debatlil

{778 in England, wh
the Buzzcocks, the

ments but also againstthe rock 'n’ roll est
ment of groups like Led Zeppelin, the Whi
" the Rolling Stones, who had grown |mmensely
popular, wealthy and decadent during the pre-
ceding 10 years.

In the process of gigging with eventual leg-
ends such as the Clash, XTC, the Police, Gen-
eration X and the Stranglers, Steel Pulse deliv-
ered its own hard-core anti-establishment mes-

{“Stepper MeQueen] came out

{Ma:ﬂn} who dressed up fike an 18th centur
foo{maw«-one of those cals whof e .arouncl
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 think that kind of chemistry could ever

was mayhem. It was immediate mayhem.
“When we got signed to Island Records is
when we were touring with Burning Spear. They
were sort of gobsmacked whenthey saw us, you
see. Burning Spear was cultural, and we just
come in and against all odds, and we just went
against the grain of how they envisioned a
ggae act. We just came on like a bunch of
irdos. It was the punk rockers' duty to have
] Pulse as an opening act.”
also attributes the “articulate” musi-
of the Police, XTC, and particularly the
ts, for inspiring Steel Pulse to be “as
s possible.” The knack for musical
alism learned from those bands would
Steel Pulse from their reggae peers in
ng years.
nds claims the only drawback of playing in
e punk scene was the punkers’ unusual method
of displaying affection, which was hacking gobs
of spit at the artists as they performed. “We had
to stop the music quite a few times and tell them
we weren'tinto thatkind of thing, and whatwe're
about is reggae. It was a different texture of

. music and a different subject matter to what the
- punks was dealing with. After a while they got

the strength of their live act and the
success of three independently released
u, Mansetta and Abuku,” “Nyah”
an,” Steel Pulse was signed to
in early 1978. At the time, any-
@ name in reggae was on Island and
“Pulse released three albums for Chris
ickwell before being dumped in 1980. Most
significantly, the Island years matched the band
with Jamaican producer Karl Pitterson.

By 1978, Karl Pitterson had already earned
himself a name by producing and engineering
for Bob Marley (Exodus and Kaya), Peter Tosh
(Legalize Ify and Bunny Waliler (Blackheart Man).
Through his work withthe three Walilers, Pitterson
had traveled to England and become the first

says é reverér;t David Hmds 4t was i

Itwasjustoneofthosethings,
lutlap taak off, Tribute to the j
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Fever) didn't happen because we changed pro-
ducers again. So every time we used Karl, itwas
dynamite, because the chemistry was right.

“We had somebody that believed in the band.
That's the most important thing when you're
working with a producer. You gotta have some-
one who says ‘screw the money’ or ‘I'm getting
X amount, but that doesn’t really mean anything
to me. I'm really into the sound of these guys. |
want to show the rest of the world as well that
given the right band, | can make things happen
as a producer.’ He had all that going for him as
well, because when he first met us, we gave him
a hard time, because we thought we knew it all.
We were young, and we didn’t want nobody
altering the sound what we had which we knew
in our hearts was unique. And we were knocking
about in the studio for about 10 days, and hejust
switched everything off and says, ‘All right, look
guys, you've screwed me around enough, now
let me tell you what I'm all about, and let me tell
you what you're about and what | see.’ And then
he went on to telling us where he’s coming from
as a person, and he’s worked with Bob Marley
and the Wailers—Peter Tosh, Bunny Wailer and
all of them. And he says this is the band he's
beenwaiting for—justplease lethimtryit,and so
we did.”

Karl Pitterson sheepishly confirms the scene
with a young Steel Pulse. “They were afraid |
was going to give them a watered-down version.
It wasn't really like a knock down and drag out
thing, [but] for the first three or four hours, all you
needed was a knife to cut it. | think they were
saying, ‘we wanna see this person flop.” Then
they started listening, and from then on every-
thing went fine.”

“The most painful thing about it on reflection,”
says Hinds, “if we'd have let him have his way
from day one, the album Handsworth Revolu-
tion, there wouldn’t have been anything stand-
ing near it even till today.”

The eventual arrival of punk rock on American
shores brought news ofthe latest Englishreggae

yroup in 1982: trom feft, Selwyn Brown, Steve Nesbitt, David Hlnds,
; _ Phonso Martin, Ronnie McQueen. : ;
ulse, and we were prepared |
rsishow herewasinaplace .
d Club in Manhattan. We thought,  ratist statement to Melady Maker
te gonna be p!aying at the Mud feels his roofs are in Afnt:a, Efeef my
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Continued from page 45
when | say Western world, | mean whites as well
as blacks.”

The beginning of the 1980s would signal
massive changes for reggae music. In May
1981, Bob Marley died from melanoma cancer.
Marley’s direction and attitude at the time of his
death left a lasting impact on reggae music.
“When Bob Marley passed on, the last record he
was noted for while passing was ‘Could You Be
Loved.” And that was probably the most pop
piece of all the songs he did. It was ‘Could You
Be Loved.’ He used the word love, which was
more in the genre of music that was hitting the
airwaves, and then there was us, who was
coming with a lot of militant stances. Your ‘Rally
Round The Flag,’ your ‘Blues Dance Raid,’ and
thatkind ofthing. And all ofasuddenthe industry
wasn't catering to that.”

In August '81, things would begin to turn
around for the struggling band. Steel Pulse
headlined Reggae Sunsplash in Montego Bay,

Jamaica, excerpts of which can be found on the

Sunsplash ’81 album on Elektra Records. The
performance and subsequent live album opened
the door for the first rebirth of Steel Pulse. “That
did us a lot of good. That boosted our confi-
dence. Rejected by England to realize that we
had been accepted by the rest of the world. We
had that ‘screw England’ concept in our minds,

that could try it out. So they invited us down, and
we got a chance to have access to the studio,
and we all got the album out there. It was the
ingenuity of Karl Pitterson. That's what got the
album together—and the determination of the
band. We were desperate, we were angry, and
it came off right on time, so give thanks.”

True Democracy was released by Elektra in
1982 to immediate critical acclaim in the U.S. In
England, where the band released the albumon
its own label, it flopped. It would be two more
years before Steel Pulse would release another
album. The next effort, Earth Crisis, was aneven
more progressive effort musically, but many
fans noticed a distinctly altered sound from
previous works. The main reason, aside from
the once again notable absence of Karl Pitterson,
was the departure from the group of original
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bass, and a series of guitarists, including Carlton
Bryan, would fill the lead role.

In addition, the band's fan base had changed
almost entirely to the U.S. “I guess a bit of
America must have rubbed off somehow. Then
in came Earth Crisis. So we're not talking about
what's happening in our back yard anymore, we
started talking about the Earth crisis—with want
for a better phrase. And then there was also the
change of producer [Jimmy Haynes]. We used
the one who didn't really know in depth of
reggae. We thoughtit was time we sort of moved
with a sort of different sound, so we'd getfamiliar
with different chords. And get familiar with more
technology. So that was the first album we did
that was digital.”

Despite the changes, Earth Crisis went on to
further critical acclaim, and Steel Pulse’s work
seemed to be cut out
when Babylon the Ban-
ditwasrecordedin 1985.
“The producer, Jimmy
Haynes, was so over-
whelmed withthe recep-
tion of Earth Crisis that
he developed a phobia.
He wanted to surpass
what Earth Crisis did,
and he wasn't going to
settle for anything less
now. And all he needed
to do at the time was
followthetrendthat Earth
Crisis did, and that’s
come back with exactly
the same type of album,
'cause that album was
so way ahead of its time
concept-wise and ex-
ecution-wise. And he
didn't know that 'cause
he wasn't based in the
United States and didn’t
come to the United



old fans] was the beginning of, ‘Well, what the
fuck are we hearing here?’ That was the begin-
ning. New listeners heard it and said, ‘Wow.
we like it ;

“At the time we knew that it wa
certain areas, we knew.

wedidn’t know how !
be received. We exper
we did True Democracy,
went down well. We experim
when we did Earth Crisis, an
was like another international sty
cess. So, wethought, with time peop|
would probably adjust with what we
were doing.”

Babylon the Bandit, despite earn-
ing the band a Grammy for best
reggae album of 1986, also earned
the band a terminated contract with

Youcanimagineas
outof a club atthe tim:
how | was thinking
commercial and thinkiri /
more exposed as oppose just 100,000
units for each album. We wanted to set the pace
a bit more.”

After that period, which Steel Pulse fans
generally consider to be the group’s worst sell-
out, the band would not be heard from again until
1991, when it hit the road with Victims, another
crossover attempt that didn't quite catch. The
Victims tour, however, featured material drawn
heavily from the late '70s and early '80s, and a

', gious headlm
- Reggae on 't

hear something with substance again.”

By 1994, things had come full circle for the
band from Birmingham. The core group now
consisted of David Hinds, Selwyn Brown and
Steve Nisbett. In addition to recording Vex,
Steel Pulse spent the summer headlining the
Reggae Sunsplash tour ofthe U S., Europeand
the Orient. The band als

ust. “The

main thing is that we
States with people saying positive things about
the shows and about the album which was the
main intention. That was what we went outtodo.
I've never had such a response with an album
since Earth Crisis/True Democracy. The re-
sponse has been tremendous.

“People generally like the songs. They can
remember them after first listening. They hear a
lat of the other hit albums we've done, [and]

* experience was interesting. It was our 10th -

album. Once again we wanted to experiment. |
thought it was necessary to be vibing with the
Jamaican people. It was also necessary to see »
some of them coming into the studio periodically
and say ‘yes’ to the direction we were taking.”
Twenty years in the driver's seat of roots
reggae’s leading_band puts Hinds in a unigtie
position to analyzethe evolution of the genre in
which he has been a key player. While he has
strong negative feelings about the
slack approach of some dancehall
singers, he feels many artists, such
as dj Tony Rebel (who is featured on
Vex) are strictly in the domain of
roots music. “Roots is like a concept.
I think what people are associating
roots with now is a particular energy.
Knowing now that dancehall as a
music format is really a vehicle for
the roots lyrics, it becomes roots,
because at the end of the day it's
what the lyrics [are saying] that
everybody's- gonna stick to. I'd say
we come from the same tip as well
where you also got to adjust and go
with the flow of what kind of music is
happening outtheretoairyourviews.”
True to his words, Hinds keeps
himself contemporary by incorporat-
ing former Boogie Down Produc-
tions hip-hop head Sidney Mills and hornmen
Jerry Johnson and Kevin Batchelor. “They're
out there, you know. Sidney, when he's not
touring with us, he’s always doing a hip-hop mix.
He’s more in with the hip-hop flavorthanlam. So
I tend to vibe off what he's doing, and through
that, | develop certain things on my own. Then,
I letthem all hear it, and they says, ‘Yeah, | like the
direction. This is what we can do with it.” And they
add their two cents, and that’s how we've been
going, and it's something brand new again. And |
don’t think any other band is doing it on the tip
we're doing |t on. And it's still digested as roots.”
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