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Fans, above, look like the group, below, all in long hair and denims. No New Wave band, Status Quo have been around for 17 years




[image: image2.jpg]RICHARD NORTH reports from Status Quo’'s current British

| tour on how the dazzling light and sound show takes to the road
60

The business of delivering very loud
and bright rock and roll to thousands
of fans around the country is very
muscular and mucky. It has a lot in
common with 19th-century entertain-
ment: the travelling circus, or the
barnstorming horse-taming shows

which brought thrills to sleepy
towns. Its spirit is nowhere more in
evidence than when Status Quo
They are currently on

a nationwide tour, which in the last
six weeks has played 34 gigs in 14
s ranging from three nights at the
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Above, one of the two articulated trucks needed for the lighting which the fans, below, expect - along with 14,400 watts of sound
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see if it'll hold another year.

A Status Quo concert is tight and
fast, but it’s about as subtle as a car
|_crash. For 17 years Quo have been
bing to the top, and they're
firmly there now, as confirmed by the
Porsches, Bentleys and Mercedes
which litter their arrival at a theatre
The drummer John Coghlan, as
though to emphasise the sort of band
this is, can comfortably indulge his
passion for buying World War II ex-
army vehicles.

In exchange for the good life, Quo
deliver 14,400 watts of sound from a
row of amplifiers — a wall of boxes at
the back of the stage — which are
further amplified through speakers
which blast out noise at rib-rattling
force fit to drown a Tube train on the
Northern Line. They're not the loud-
est band in the world (Ted Nugent
claims that he is), but they have that
consistent, high-level of blast which
makes their stuff, which they call
‘rocking boogie®, distinct, and — in
small doses - rather larky. One of the
crew said, ‘We think the Quo
sound’s got more subtle over the
years. But perhaps our ears have
gone.’

e whole scene is periodically
wned in white smoke from
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machine and blown hither and thither
by two big fans which give the
Norsemen locks of the players a
nicely storm-tossed effect
The whole is bathed in a light show
of dazzling regimentation and power.
The sound gear takes up one of the
three 50 ft articulated trucks the tour
needs; the others are used on light-
ing, most of which is hung from a
collapsible 44 ft by 28 ft truss sus-
pended 20 ft above the band. In each
of its four corners, a man — usually a
driver picking up an extra £10 or £15
a night - directs a Xenon follow-spot
of the kind of intensity intended to
throw a bright beam across 100
yards, not a measly 20 ft. There are
216 1,000 watt lamps, each with a
coloured filter, fixed in an unmoving
stare, just a few feet from their
the blokes in the band. And
ji e anyone misses the point
of it all, there are nearly a hundred
aircraft lantern lights — of the kind
you see twinkling from the heavens
as a plane passes overhead. Close
up, they rain white light down as
though they might ignite paper
“They have a very tight beam d
they travel well," says George Ha
vey, the lighting man. ‘Other lights
of this intensity are too fragile.” The

lighting and sound rig together cost
the band around £250,000 a few
, and have been added to
constantly since. “The kids always
want a little more, don’t they?’, says
Colin Johnson, the band’s manager,
with shoulder-shrugging cheerful-
ness.

The little bit more involves some
hard and dangerous work. At Wemb-
ley Arena, for instance, there is a
high roof of concrete girders, with a
gantry of walkways just below it.
You ascend to this dusty dizziness
by a tortuous metal staircase. The
flooring of the catwalks jogs up and
down under foot. For the first major
gig of the tour, Ian Hill, a lithe small
man with his hair in a pony tail, had
to rig four wire loops round the apex
of the roof-girders, and having hung
them at a height of about 70 ft above
the scaffolding stage, climb out over
the rail and slide down the wire for
30 ft. It’s called monkeying, and 1
wouldn't do it for a stately home,
money in the bank, and an interview
with the Queen. Suspended at the
bottom of his wire ‘V’, lan then
drops down a rope, and hauls back
up a chain which will hold one corner
of the lighting truss. This is then
repeated at the other corners. When
continued
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all was done, a committee of GLC
safety experts made him go back up
and rig a whole lot more wires just in
case his system, and the back-up
he'd already organised, needed
another back-up.

On the road, organisation is looked
after by Bob Young, their road man-
ager and harmonica player: he's
known as ‘the fifth Quo’. Their 35
nights away involve a string of hotel
reservations, around 1,200 bed-
nights, even though many of them
will hardly get used. Not every hotel
takes kindly to a denim army turning
up at four in the morning from their
last gig, weary but not necessarily
polite after a 150-mile drive through
the night, and hardly thrilled to be
woken at 8 am to get up and rig the
next place.

Roadies are a singular breed. The
Quo’s sound man, Malcolm Kings-
north, and George Harvey, and one
or two other key people are on the
payroll; they may be away on the
road for months at a time, in Europe.,
the Far East or Australia. The others
are mercenaries, who like the short
sharp spurts of work and good pay.
Many have failed bands of their own
to remember, and don’t want to go
out of the music busis altogether.
lan Hill is an expert in his own right,
with his own firm; he built the stage
at the 1976 Knebworth Rolling
Stones gig. After a tour, he returns to
his chickens and goats in Wales, his
real love.

At Newcastle, where they were
playing the City Hall, a small, rather
classical looking theatre seating a
little over 2,000 people, T heard the
sad news that lan - for all his skill
and safety harness — had fallen from
the rigging on the last night at Wemb-
ley, and was lying with a broken pel-
vis in a hospital bed. His mate
Johnny Richard had the daunting
task of carrying on alone. ‘Of course
it's scaring. But it always is. At least
this work has a good mixture of
manual work and brain work. There
are very difficult problems to solve
all the time,” he says. The band have
played their hour-and-a-half set. A
cool blast of air is blowing a gale up
through the window at our feet,
through which we can see tiny bright
figures below, and just hear a tape of
“‘Derek and Clive’, which the crew
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GLC safety experts are on‘h-nd to check all the gear

listen to as they work.

Out in the drizzle, the big boxes
for the lighting stretch 46 ft down the
road, like coffins for giants. Tana
Douglas, the handsome, shy lighting
roadie, perhaps the only woman in
the business, and certainly rated as a
hard worker with a lot of skill, flirts
gently with a crew-member. But it
doesn’t interrupt her work for a
moment. The crew load the sound
stuff first: ‘It’s a big advantage,’ says
the driver of the sound truck, Rod
Halling: ‘Last in, first out.”

Rod’s the proud owner of a sailing
boat, on which his wife and baby live
while he’s away. His wages are going
towards a round-the-world adven-
ture. In the meantime, he drives the
biggest lorry allowed on English
roads, and takes it all over Europe
with rock 'n’ roll gear. It's owned by
The Who, as part of their tour equip-
ment business. His mate and another
lorry trucked the Elton Johp iron-
curtain raiser to Russia.

In the cab, there’s stereo and
bunks. The twin horns above Rod’s
head are like things to be found on
ships, as we discover when, leaving
Newcastle for Bridlington at about
one o’clock that night, a bold
Transit, looking absurdly small,
dares to cut us up. The blast he
received must have made him think
he'd strayed too near a ship in the
Tyne. There’s a politer horn for less
startling warnings.

We drive with the cab kept very
cold: Rod doesn’t fancy nodding off.
so he works in voluntary discomfort.
We're pulling a mere 26 tons, though
the trailer’s jam-packed, and the
great lorry simply cruises along at 60.
Breakfast is taken at three, in the
kind of place which is generous
its serving to the point where a
seems more appropriate than a plate.
Fortified, we cruise through the
damp chill of dawn, well away from
the motorway, through dim coun-
tryside, to the sea. There, as a fishing
boat noses out of harbour, we blun-
der about the town, and along the
front, looking for the hotel. The road
crew’s mini-coach is the first sign
we're at the right place. By four in
the morning, everyone’s in bed, if
only for a few hours, before the
whole numbing jamboree starts
again.





