
Grin And Bear It
NILS LOFGREN INTERVIEW

George Kay

In Rock Albums of the 70s,
Robert Christgau described
Nils Lofgren as "always the
best man, never the pop star”.
For a performer who’s spent
plenty of energy helping out
the likes of Neil Young, Crazy
Horse and now Bruce
Springsteen on his Bom In The
USA world tour, the quote had
a certain ring of truth.
Especially if you consider that
Lofgren has put his name to a
dozen or so albums.

So what about Christgau’s
description, Nils?

"I don't know what to say
about that, except to me the
only thing I feel competent at
is writing songs and singing

and performing them,
especially on stage. How
people view me is up to you or
him and you can call it how it
looks."

This phone conversation was
squeezed in while Lofgren was in
London to do a video forhis new sin-
gle 'Secrets In the Street'. He had to
get a taxi across town, but still
managed to stretch what was
meant to be only a 10 minute chat
to 25 minutes. He has the reputa-
tion of being a nice guy and I was
beginning to believe it. So nice, in
fact, that he's helping Springsteen
out after the defection of guitarist
Steve van Zandt rather than con-
centrating on his new album, Flip.
Why put Bruce first?

“To me it’snot a matter of first or

second. My career is music and
playing with somebody like Bruce
is important, it’s given me a lot of
confidence, so it's better formysolo
career. There'll be plenty of time for
my albums.”

Why does someone 15 years in
the business need more
confidence?

“No matter what you do or how
long you do it, the more confident
you are the better you’ll be at it. It's
not something I lack, but I’ve never
been over-confident and playing
with people like Neil and now Bruce
helps a lot. If I had to describe the
most important thing I’ve gained
from playing with Bruce outside the
friendship with the band, it would
be the confidence it’s given me.”

Do you feel you have much in
common with Bruce?

“Very much so. We’re about the
same age and we grew up in the
same era with the same music. The
60s were a kind of renaissance in
music so wewere lucky to grow up
at that time and Bruce and I have a
lot ofsimilarities in the way we ap-
proach music."

Grinning But Not Winning
A major difference is that Bruce’s

career has taken off and Nils’ hasn’t
even made the launching pad. It
mustbe a bitter disappointment to
have made some good and even
great albums (Grin’s 1+ 1 and his
first solo, Nils Lofgren, still live in the
great category and Grin, AllOut and
Cry Tough have some heart-
warming moments) without receiv-
ing the due recognition?

“I don’t feel bitter about it, but it's

frustrating. I make albums for peo-
ple, and for myself too of course,
but the whole point is to reach as
many people as you can and if you
don’t then it's not something you
should dwell on all your life. You
must keep trying to improve until
that one day comes when hopeful-
ly you get a hit single or whatever
it takes to get that massive airplay
that all of uswriters are looking for."

Lofgren entered rock n’ roll in the
early 70s with his band Grin. They
released three quick albums, Grin,
1+ 1 and All Out, but they barely

raised a whimper, despite strong
critical support. Lofgren then
toured as part of Neil Young's Cra-
zy Horse before reforming Grin to
release the turkey Gone Crazy.
From there he began his solo career
in style with Nils Lofgren and Cry
Tough but the live double, Back It
Up, and the limp / Came To Dance
didn’t do him any favours. Four al-
bums later and he's signed to Bob
England’s Towerbell Records to do
Flip, but before he can get through
the studio door, Springsteen needs
him for the tour."

Have you given your own ambi-
tions a good enough chance?

"Certainly, I don't think that play-
ing with Neil or Bruce in any way
hurt mycareerat all and I don’t think
that's discouraged radio people
from playing my records. To me
their job is to play good music,
whether it’s played by the Rolling
Stones or some band they’ve never
heard of. I'd like to think that mynew
album, which is the best one I've
done, would get the airplay a record
needs."

Flip was recorded during a six
week break in the Springsteen tour.
Not the ideal time to record the al-
bum that’s meant to lift Lofgren’s
failing career:

“You would think so, but I went
straight into the studio and worked
until it was time to get on the plane
for Australia. But I did have the
songs written and as it turned out
the time limit was a great advan-
tage, because when you have too
much time in the studio you over-
think things and try things 50 differ-
ent ways and you keep putting off
decisions. So having limited time
was good forme as it forced meto
approachthings as a live singer and
musician, and in the studio we went
for live vocals. So if I wasn’t into the
song vocally I’d just moveonto the
next one. All of the vocals and per-
formances were very emotional, as
opposed to going in and overdub-
bing the voice.”

Flip won’t resolve Lofgren's lack of
commercial success. I get the feel-
ing that hisship has sailed; he's too
old and too muchpart of the estab-
lishment to be the cult he was in the
70s, but he’s still too much of the
quaint outlaw to crack the charts.
Still, 'Secrets In the Street’ and one
or two other songs from Flip have

the hooks to prove me wrong.
Improving?

In 1971 Lofgren had guested on
Crazy Horse’s classic first album, on
Neil Young’s classic After The Gold-
rush and he found the time and ta-
lent to release Grin’s first album that
same year. The good old days. Is the
best behind him?

“Not atall, my best stuff by far is
in the future. I’m getting better all
the time and I think Flip isan exam-
ple of that. There’s so much I wan-
na learn and there's so muchroom
for me to grow as a musician."

How do you define improvement?
What makes one song better than
another?

"Just the emotional content. I'm
certainly proudand happy about my
best songs, but there’s a lot more in
me that's yet to come out, but get-
ting it out is another story. That in-
volves gettingbetter technically as
a musician. I wanna learn how to
play drums, more about singing and
how toread music a lot of things
different from rock ‘n’ roll. Emotion-
ally, I think I’m gettingbetter at get-
ting more of myself into a song.”

Grin began in the days when
songs took the back seat to in-
strumental prowess. Lofgren’s belief
in song has never faltered:

"My songs are more important
than my guitar playing. I'd rather
have two five-minute songs on an
album than a ten-minute solo in one
song. When you're making a record
and you have a bad song and you
wann bail it out then maybe it's time
to play a lot of guitar. But I try to
leave all my bad songs at home and
not bring them into the studio."

Drifting through a lot of Lofgren’s
songs over the years are the impres-
sions that he’s a victim of of love and
an outsider:

“I don’t see myself that way. When
I firststarted I was so young (17) that
most of the things I wrote were love
stories, boy-girl relationships. Quite
a long time ago I got into different
subjects. On the new album there’s
only one love song but generally the
songs deal with hope and turning
thingsaround for the better. That's
what the title Flip is about, more so
than the gymnasticstunt that I do."

Touches of sentimentality and
melodrama have never been
strangers to Lofgren’s music. ‘No
Mercy’ is the prime example:

"I tend to be overly sentimental in
relationship to a lot of things. As far
as ‘No Mercy’ is concerned, I was
trying to make the point that it’s a
very competitive world and so
you’ve gotta fight forwhat's yours,
but that doesn’t mean you can’t
have compassion for the people
you’re fighting against. It’s one of
the best songs I’ve written, but as
I said, my best stuff has yet to
come. I still feel like a beginner, that
I’m just starting."

Nils Lofgren
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Agfa Audio Cassettes feature the latest
developments in European tape technology.
Agfa Audio tapes produce the
highest sound recording fidelity at theo

Agfa Audio Cassettes feature the latest
developments in European tape technology.
Agfa Audio tapes produce the
highest sound recording fidelity at the
lowest level of tape noise.
Select from the range of Agfa Audio Cassettes
to complement the sophistication of your
stereo ; equipment.

S4%SA#rHfc&wts
P 12968 A A<G«. iirtr
P 12968 A

uimM&S5.

AUJTtifci:


