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“Iconic progressive rock band Gentle Giant will mark
the 35th anniversary of their formation with the release
of seven of their albums, all re-mastered and re-

packaged in a special 35th anniversary edition and con- Byl’mm
taining previously unreleased material. The first two re-

leases scheduled are ‘Free Hand' and ‘In A Glass House’, both due in-
stores May 10, 2005."

Thus reads the press release on the official Gentle Giant website www,
blazemonger.com/GG/

The spocial jubilee issue of * Acid Dragon' released in February, 1998 had a spe-
cial feature on what Christian Stacbler described as the ‘forgotten’ giant. ‘How
can it be?" asked Christian ‘that such a major group in terms of innovation never
reached big success like other ‘classic rock” groups?

1 still refer you to Christian’s article for a history of the band but, as a quick re-
minder and update, will briefly have a chat with John Weathers drummer with
the band from ‘Octopus’ onwards.

Amazingly, I have only two remaining copies of the sadly long since defunct
‘Zigzng' magazine, one of them from April, 1975 and, by an amazing coinci-
dence it contained an excellent series of interviews with Gentle Giant including
one with John Weathers by Paul Weir, to whom I am indebted to providing me
with some background and a damed good read!

You joined Gentle Giant replacing Malcolm Mortimer for the 'Octopus’
album I believe, Many people cite 'Octopus' as the best Gentle Giant al-
bum. How do you assess it now?
Jw ‘Octopus’ was the first album that I recorded with the band and so has a
very special place in my heart. It was recorded at Advision studios in July/
August 1972.
I had joined the band in mid March on a temporary basis as Malcolm Mortimore
had been involved in a motorcycle accident and was unable play on a British
tour that the band had lined up, in that hectic four months we had rehearsed the
existing set, toured Britain, toured Germany and then rehearsed the songs for the
new album, a very busy time indeed.
By this time I had been offered the job on a permanent basis, which made me
not only very happy but also very relaxed in that I had become part of the band
rather than a salaried sideman.
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The new material also gave me the opportunity to put my own stamp on things, I
feel that I was more of a ‘Rock” drummer than my predecessors and during re-
hearsals for the album we had discussed at length the advantages of keeping a
straight four rhythm undemneath the complicated phrases that had been written,
we all agreed that it worked.

Also the engincer, Martin Rushent, was a real little gem. He put his heart and
soul into the job and came up with as many ideas as the rest of us, the album was
a lot of fun to make.

The recording technique used by the band was also new to me. It was achieved
by a layering process. On the basic track we recorded as a four piece with the
drums facing the other players. Ray was directing operations mostly with a nod
of his head but sometimes with crazed expressions that I later came to know and
understand. Once the drum track was given the seal of approval [ was given a
rest while the master bass track was put down, guitar and keyboard overdubs
were done as the opportunity arose,

Normal procedure at that time was 1o try and get two basic tracks (drums and
bass) done each day for the first few days until we had at least six ‘in the can’,
then the pressure was off and we were able to spend time getting the appropriate
guitar or keyboard sound for each particular track. It was always a democratic
process with everyono in the band given the opportunity to voice their opinion
on what sound would suit, but as a rule Ray had such good cars that when he
tumned round from the console and asked “what do you think?” the answer
would inevitably be “great,” and that would be that.

On the whole I think that the album has a lot going for it, a great mixture of
songs, from the musical madness of *The Boys In The Band' to the poignancy of
“Think Of Me With Kindness’, from the mathematical “Knots,” to the mediaeval
“Raconteur Troubadour.” The overall sound is very rich mainly due to the time
and cffort put in by Martin; he was tireless in the quest for sound quality and
balance.I believe that this album still has something for everyone, a great melt-
ing pot of styles and one I will always enjoy listening to.

Golng back a bit in time. You played with people like Graham Bond and

HP&MWMMG&LBW“!MMM
coming into such a band and how did you cope with the rather eclectic na-
ture of the music?
w I had first met the Shulman brothers back in the sixties when The Eyes
of Blue supported Simon Dupree and The Big Sound in a local dance hall and
had got on well with them Ray in particular, who came to an Eyes of Blue gig in
Portsmouth and hung out with us. Then some years later I was playing at a Lon-
don college with Graham Bond and ran into Ray and Gary who were playing
with Giant in another room. They watched our set, and then | went to watch
theirs, 50 the rapport between us had been re-established.

i months later, right out of the blue I got a phone call from Ray. He
wanted to know if | was prepared to come down to Portsmouth to do an audition
for Gentle Giant, the band’s drummer had broken an arm and a leg in a motorcy-
cle accident and was unable to play on the tour the band were about to embark
on, he didn't say whether the gig was permanent or not, but I decided to give it a
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g0, after all they were old mates of mine, and a damn good band.

By the time I had joined Giant I had already been ‘through the mill® as it were
musically. The Eyes of Bluc were early exponents of what is now called
‘progressive’ music, 80 much so that Yes, in their early days, were frequently to
be seen at our gigs taking notes. Eyes of Blue had moved from Soul music into
‘West Coast’, playing covers from Spirit, Moby Grape and The Doors etc, and
then on to writing a lot of our own material which incorporated all the styles we
could muster. You must not forget that at this time (67 / 68), experimentation in
music was the watchword and that era was the spawning ground of all the great
bands that emerged in the seventics. I remember well being on the same bill as
Pink Floyd in 1968, they were awful, awful, awful, awful, but they had a great
liquid light show, and with everybody in the audience stoned on pot and pills,
went down a storm.

Pete Brown's band Piblokto were also fairly experimental, but more in a Jazz /
Rock kind of way whereas the magnificent Graham Bond was the cpitome of
Blues, Funk and Bebop with Classical overtones, playing in Bond's band was a
real learning curve for me, he just cozed tempo and feel, a real musical genius.
Immediately prior to Giant I had been with Grease band where I was required to
play quite minimally, ‘laying it down’, I belicve it’s called, and being a great fan
of Al Jackson, Booker T's drummer, I was only too happy to comply.

So there you have it. Gentle Giant came up with lots of complex arrangements,
but I was not fazed as such by any of them, I regarded it as a challenge, another
part of the leaming curve I mentioned carlier. It meant I had to sit down and
really work at it, something I really enjoyed doing, especially in the company of
such good players who covered a whole gamut of styles in their writing. was a
very happy man.

My memory may be playing tricks on me but I seem to remember in the
@mmm&m«nm&cmnmmmwmg
turns to play various Instruments? You were all pretty versatile musicians
a8 I remember?

W No, your memory serves you well, we played Dundee on November
19" 1972 supporting The Groundhogs as part of a nationwide tour, I seem to
remember that Stray were also on the bill. Strange tour that one.

As far as the multi-instrumentation is concemed, yes, it was one of the main fea-
tures of the bands performance. Ray played bass, violin and trumpet, Phil played
tenor sax and trumpet, Derek played bass and alto sax, and Kerry played key-
boards, cello and vibraphone and all were pretty adept at percussion. So we were
able to have within the band both a brass and string section, which made live
performance far more interesting for the audience with all the changing of in-
struments taking place,

As time went on we developed this concept even further, incorporating things
like a four-piece recorder section and a five-picce xylophone and glockenspiel
section. I was only too happy to join in and ended up playing vibes, glocken-
spiel, guitar and even keyboards at one point, it was a lot of fun.

Talking about instruments, one of my best memories is of the time that we
opened for Focus in a refurbished old vaudeville theatre. It still had the original
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Waurlitzer organ in working condition. There was a huge organ loft that con-
tained real instruments all driven via an air pump, there were even a bass drum,
snare and cymbals all air driven and operated by the four keyboards of this
mighty beast.

1 insisted that we use it in the show, and after much cajoling Kerry agreed. I can
mhww,hlfmywthelbowdmingthebh&o\ndtheendoﬂhepn-
vious song, Kerry scuttled into the pit and was next seen in a spotlight rising out
of the floor playing the intro to ‘As Old As You're Young'. It sounded wonder-
ful, and when the spot went out to enable him to get back onstage the roar from
the audience was deafening, I was almost in tears, a truly wonderful moment.

I must add that we weren't trying to upstage Focus and did ask them if they
nindedusulinuheawhowlhow.thaywereumdousuevamduid
we could do whatever we wanted to.

Moving onto 'In A Glass House', one of my personal favourites. What
emmmdwbomuamwthnﬂcm

w We were under a great deal of pressure at that particular time. Phil
hadq:itﬂ:ebmdinmlyhnﬁdhnnuyluviugnhmgupnolonlyinﬁvep«-
formance but more importantly the writing side. After he left we had very littlo
ﬁmetogetorpnhodforthe»oondAmuimtominMuchofledmf-
fered a knock-on effect in that there had been very little writing and rehearsal
time for the next album.
There was however a different feeling within the band, Phil had been very much
the patriarch, he was ten years older than the rest of us and tended at times to
treat us like naughty schoolboys, which didn't go down too well I can tell you.
So we were still in a kind of euphoric state when we got into the studio, we had
provoddmmnwulifclﬂerﬂtil.mdthenmoap!mwiﬁnthbmdm
much improved.
I don't quite remember exactly how much
we had ready, but I do know that quite a °

lot had to be done whilst working in the |
studio, poor Derek for instance had to SUGILE) D) U FAONYE

mupwi&lyﬁcsptﬂywnmmmémlmbﬂdww&
but working under pressure didn't seem to

affect the writing too much, it was a prob- | - ¥
lem we had to live with. : ’
A particular high point was recording ‘An
Inmates Lullaby’. Once again Kerry turned ¥
up clutching sheets of manuscript paper
and proceeded to perform the whole thing

or garden rock drummer like me to watch a
real “percussionist” at work, I love that
As far as listening to it now is con-
cerned, well obviously with the new an-
niversary re-masters coming out I've “
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been listening to the results, but usually about once a year I'll have a ‘Giant day’
where I'll sit down on my own with a few beers and have a quiet reminiscing

session, that, | really enjoy.

I think your own Influence on "The Power and the Glory' was massive.
emm»mmummm&yuummm
for which I still have a large soft spot! It's often commented on the mate-
rial was written very much with Watergate in mind- is this so? Any com-
ment on your own contribution to that album?
W The timing of the Watergate scandal was just a happy coincidence,
happy for us anyway. The album’s concept, that ultimate power inevitably cor-
rupts, was planned long before the shady dealings in America came to light. In
fact I think it was Phil who had come up with the original idea, but it had been
shelved because of the amount of work involved in the planning.
Unlike ‘In A Glass House' where cverything scemed to have been done in a
hurry, there was a lot more time spent in preparation, even though the touring
schedule was pretty hectic.
In America we were beginning to get a lot of very positive reaction despite Co-
lumbia records refusal to release ‘Glass House' and the resulting lack of public-
ity. The band was in great shape both musically and mentally and very ecager to
get back into the studio. Another great boost came when we discovered that
‘Glass House’ was doing very good business on import, Columbia had shot
themselves in the foot and would be made to pay for their lack of faith.
We had set aside a couple of months to spend on ‘The Power and the Glory’, so
the atmosphere was very relaxed, plenty of time to get everything the way we
wanted it and even time to rohearse the tunes properly before going into the stu-
dio, that for us was a luxury,
It was also the first album on which had I the opportunity to do some vocals,
which I enjoyed immensely.
I must mention here though the recording of * Aspirations’. We had been trying
for most of the afternoon to get the right feel and were getting nowhere; it kept
sounding too contrived, 3o in true British fashion we all went down to the pub.
After a few beers we went back to the studio, tumed all the lights down and
played it as live. It worked, the only overdub was a little bit of guitar, you can
actually hear the atmosphere in the take, and it's one of my all time favourites,
So with so many positives and no negatives at all we were all happy bunnies and
I think that the album reflects that fecling.
To illustrate the point, just listen to the violin solo on “The Face’. Ray loses his
place (which was totally unlike him), stops playing four bars short, and then
shouts “oh no,” when he realises what he's done, it was so funny that we insisted
on keeping it in.

, "Free Hand' Is reckoned to be the band's last great album and many

Hmmﬂnummmmm«won
this album?

w We were a little disappointed that *The Power and the Glory" hadn't

done quite as well as we thought it would, musically it had been a pretty strong

&

DreamvDealery since 1988

album and 1 suppose that we were being a little naive in expecting to become an
overnight success with it, but at that time a lot of bands were doing just that.
Meanwhile, problems with our management company started to surface, some-
thing that we really didn’t need at that time, we just wanted to play, and not have
to worry about all that business nonsense.

Eventually the company began to disintegrate and we were forced to seck new
management and record company, it cost us a bloody fortune.

But now our hands were free, as the song says, and we went into the studio
knowing that we were at last in control.

The touring was going great guns, headlining in Canada, Europe and quite a few
places in America. The live shows were never, ever a problem.

S0 it was back into Advision studios for album number seven.

Again the mood was buoyant, we had a clutch of strong songs, a recently refur-
bished state of the art studio to work in, and Chrysalis Records and management
100% behind us, we couldn't fail, or so it seemed at the time.

Recording the album was a breeze, we were well rehearsed and there were only
seven songs to do, six for me actually. The other one was ‘Talybont' which had
boen written for possible inclusion in a movie about Robin Hood, it never made
it into the movie, but the demo was so good that we decided to replicate it in the
studio and include it on the album. The title comes from a village in Wales
where our engineer Gary Martin was living at the time; I used to give him a lift
back in my ancient Volkswagen beetle which leaked water like a sieve, if it
rained the poor man would be bailing out all the way down the M4,

The album turned out pretty well and with touring and the fresh impetus from
new management made it to #26 in the Billboard chart and sold very well in the
rest of the world,

As far as it being the last great album is concemned I feel I must disagree with
that premise, there was a lot more
good stuff to come, albeit disjoint-
edly. By that I mean good songs, but
not all on the same album.

I'm a rock drummer, and personally |
really like ‘Civilian".

As the tide turned against prog
rock Gentle Giant were no ex-

ment on this? How do you evaluate
them now? Should Glant have
stopped In 1975 or did any good
come out of it?

w Good question. You're right
about prog becoming a little more
simplified, I think most of the prog
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bands were headed that way, just look at what
Yes and Genesis were doing, the hit single in
America was ‘The Holy Grail’, the golden key
to success, there was a feeling that once that
was achieved, then it would naturally follow
that your audience would buy your back cata-
logue and it would be far easier to get them to
listen to the more adventurous stuff.

The main problem lay with the big record
companies and centred on greed, they weren't
willing to spend money building up & band any
more, they expected ‘product’, something that
would be an instant hit and make them loads of
money, the accountants were in charge even
though they knew nothing at all about music,
the business they were supposed to be in!
Then came the advent of Punk and New Wave. There was total chaos. Every-
body in the record industry was running round like a headless chicken, trying to
predict what was going to be the next ‘big thing’. Executives were being fired
left, right and centre, it was a well-known fact that one company had fired overy
single promotion man they had and replaced them ovemight. They were truly
bad times, especially if you were & middle order band like us.

So, we started to follow suit, we didn’t have much choice. We recorded
‘Interview’, which was purposely a little more ‘accessible’ but still included
‘Design’, a Minnear percussion classic, to show what we were capable of. But
the headless chicken syndrome was rubbing off on us. ‘Interview’ lacked direc-
tion and wasn't very well received at all.

Live concerts though, were going amazingly well, that’s why we decided to put
out the live album, as well as the fact that it gave us the chance to decide where
we were going musically.

The truth of the matter is, we went the wrong way. We chose to make the next
album ‘The Missing Piece’ even more accessible, digging an ever-deepening
hole for ourselves.... it got deeper. ‘Giant for a Day’, still no real direction, a
toulmislnmnh.bmllm ‘Spooky Boogie’.

So, should we have stopped in 197571 think not, there's plenty of really good
stuff recorded long after that.

You went on to join Man in 1983 | believe- what did you do in the inter-
avmgyem?nowquldmmwnhlwm?mmt“mdo

after Man?
Jw Well, the demise of Giant came as a bit of a shock I must admit, I was
keen to carry on with Gary and Ray but they decided to have a go at the ‘Shout’
project with just the two of them.
I became a bit of a recluse, growing vegetables and generally mooching around,
Just playing with local bands,
It was only two years later that I was asked to join Man, who had been per-
suaded to reform by a London agency, that two years had passed very quickly
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but by then I was ready to go back to full scale touring and recording,

1 spent the next thirteen years with the band apart from a six month period in
1990 when Terry Williams their former drummer did a couple of tours, an
*Original Man’ kind of thing. I also started doing session work for the Welsh T.
V station H.T.V, quiz shows, chat shows, and music shows. | parted company
with Man in 1996 and was offered a job with a Welsh language theatre company
and after two years took over as Musical Director until 2002 when I was diag-
nosed with a degenerative neurological condition akin to M.S, which affects the
lower half of my body, making it impossible to play drums any more.

Although I don’t play anymore I'm still involved with Gary and Kerry on vari-
ous projects, musical and otherwise, and I'm enjoying myself.

Gentle Glant have had a big influence on newer prog rock bands like
@BciolyluﬂSpod(’lMMyo-oro&m‘thﬂcGlmmr

with the renaissance In prog rock that has seen so many young bands
cloodngamonchdcnm-mlulnm?

I'm ashamed to say that I’'m not familiar at all with any of the nouveau

progb.nds.Idon’tptylwdnlofmmnontovmnlgmngmlhboudnl
suppose I should. But I find that there's too much dross out there to wade
through, the likes of Cold play and U2 do absolutely nothing for me, but then
again I'm in the minority so I must be wrong. (So am I!- Phil)
The concept though of young players being so uncomfortable following popular
trends in music that they hark back to the innovative writing and playing of 30
years ago gladdens my heart. It means that there is a new generation of people
out there that are interested in really learning to play to the best of their ability,
taking up the challenge of playing something interesting and difficult, pushing
themselves to the limit. People who can play their instruments, not just a three -
chord trick with a massive publicity machine behind it, are coming back to the
fore and I heartily applaud them,

What are your overall thoughts looking back on your musical career and

ewhtmym(nicodlew-)ww-‘l
Well sir, I think one word will suffice, FORTUNATE, I lived

tlroughmpowriahedtimuuakidthenlmwedtoljvupooljudasthe
Beatles were emerging and the city was a hotbed of music, almost everyone 1
knew played, a perfect training ground.
I moved back to Wales and because of the Liverpool connection got a job in the
best local band straight away. From there into one of the best bands in Wales
and on to several other great bands, the whole thing gathering momentum all the
time.
From joining my first band to touring America with Giant took only 8 years,
hardly any time at all, and I loved America. But most of all I feel fortunate that I
got to perform with some of the greatest musicians of the Rock era, lovely peo-
ple who taught me all that [ know and to whom I owe everything.
I’ve been a rocker, a mod, and 2 hippy. Through music I've been able to live a
very fulfilling life, and I don’t regret one minute of it, I've been a very lucky
man.
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As to the future, my days behind a drum kit are over but as I've said there are
ongoing projects with Kerry and Gary, Ray and Derck do keep in touch but I'm
pretty sure that there won’t be a reunion as such; Ray has already said that Gen-
tle Giant is *in his past’ and he's not interested. But I do have great hopes of re-
cording some more with Kerry and Gary because although I can’t physically
play, with modern technology I'm able to sample my own drum kit and play it
with a keyboard which I think is quite ‘Kosher' so we'll have to see.

aThthohbryomvmm.MMngMeonMwm-
swers. | really appreciate the time you've put Into this Interview. (It's sad
to think that music lovers can't hear the dramming of John Weathers now
and I sincerely hope we haven't heard the last of John or the Giant and that
John's aspiration to record again one day is realised).

Guttar Workshop
September 124 1o 1 7th 2005 in Porks
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