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them own the "80s

BY GEOFF EDGERS

etting back together may

sound easy enough, but

for decades, the Stray Cats
usually sniffed at reunion

talk. Or attheidea of talking at all.
In the aftermath of the band’s
initial split, in 1984, Brian Setzer
hungup his Gretsch fora 12-string
acoustic and tried to recast him-
self as a Johnny Cougar-meets-
Bruce roots rocker. Drummer
Slim Jim Phantom married Swed-
ish actress and former Bond girl
Britt Ekland, posed for People
magazine and, eventually, deliv-
ered a chatty memoir that laid
bare the friction between the Cats.

© Bassist Lee Rocker started a fam-

ily and released more than a doz-
en albums of his own.

But now, with each of them
pushing 60, the conflicts seemed
ancient and downright silly. Their
own projects could wait. The Stray

s Cats, who sold millions of records

during Ronald Reagan'’s first term
by playing greased-up rockabilly,
were ready for a comeback.

Itactually began last year when
Phantom, in a phone call with
Setzer, mentioned that the trio
played their first gig in 1979.

“That's 40 years,” Setzer says
now. “That got me. I said, ‘Shoot,
it’s time.'”

But he didn’t want to just play
old songs. Phantom agreed.

The drummer asked for one of

1 Cochran? No 'problem. Setzer
' banged out “Rock it Off”

E5

face of silly clothes and one-finger
synthesizer, they came and just
upset the apple cart.”

They came from Massapequa, a
small town on Long Island. Lee
Rocker was born Leon Drucker,
the son of Stanley, the longtime

of the New

“Growing up, there was really
one rule and very little discipline,
but the rule was that you took
music lessons,” Rocker says.
“Whatever you wanted, but you
had to take them.”

James McDonnell (a.k.a. Phan-
tom) lived just down the block, the
son of afirefighter. He met Druck-

; and the friends started
jamming. The Druckers pulled
their cars out of the garage and

The Cats picked Edmunds, a rock-
abilly lover best known for his
top-10 cover of “I Hear You Knock-
in}” to produce them.

On_their US. debut, 1982's

board Top 10. “Stray Cat Strut,
also on the record, was an irresist-
ible, slinky jazz ballad that would
rise to No. 3 early in 1983 and
include a Setzer solo ranked by
Guitar Player magazine as one of
the top-100 ever. The Stray Cats

would open for the Rolling

of MTV.
~ “There was nothing like them,”
says bassist Johnny Bradley, who

RRUSS HARRINGTON

 Stray Cats on his TV as a kid in

| Texas. “And Brian Setzer, he was

kind of like a rockabilly prince. No

gmelseplayedorlookedﬁkethm
ude.”

“We love this music’

As long as it's been since the
Stray Cats were genuine rock
mrs, they still act like them, oper-
lﬁngwith akind of friendly cagi-

| ness reserved for celebrities who
have learned, too many times,
how a dramatic quote can be tak-
en or repurposed out of context.

In person, Setzer is respectful,
shy and sometimes evasive. He
lives in Minneapolis with his third
wife, Julie, and will talk endlessly
about the music he loves, take out
his Gretsch and even let you hold
_ it But he’s not about to invite you
over to meet the dogs. In an inter-

| view in a Minneapolis hotel, Set-

detail about the dynamic de-
scribed in Phantom’s book, in
which the drummer flat out states
that Setzer and Rocker didn’t get
along and described himself as
the peacemaker. In the decade
after the original break, the Stray
Cats would ocecasionally regroup
to make a record, but the tensions
remained.

“Put it in this order” Setzer
says. “Youth, success, separation,
alcohol. All of that. I don’t really
need to get into it”

Set:nersays hehasn’tread Phan-
tom’s memoir, and these days, the
drummer downplays the tension.
It's as if his pals were listening
when he also wrote, “Now, more
than ever, the need to be friends
with someone in your band is
unnecessary. There has never
been a problem on the stage and,
at this point, everybody loves it,
and we have nothingleft to prove.”

“I think the bigger picture real-
ly has come into focus,” says Phan-
tom, who lives about two hours
from Rocker in Los Angeles. “If we
scrutinize it, the why will become
we love this music. We're still the
torchbearers for Eddie Cochran.”

That comes through on “40,”
which includes plenty of rockabil-
ly but also a driving handclapper
(“Cry Danger”), written with long-
time Tom Petty guitarist Mike
Campbell, and a Setzer instru-
mental (“Desperado”) that could
have been plucked from one of
Clint Eastwood’s spaghetti west-
erns.

Rocker says the reunion got
rolling last year when they decid-
ed to play four gigs. They had no
way of knowing whether the fans
would return. Their last hit was
six years before Taylor Swift was
born. Theyalsodidn’t know how it
would feel to play together again.

In April 2018, the Stray Cats
performed at the Viva Las Vegas
Rockabilly Weekend festival.
Rocker, who may be the most
emotionally restrained of the
three, admits that he felt some-
thing as he stood in the wings.

“It was just me, Brian and Jim,”
he says. “C'mon Everybody’ on
the sound system and 20,000 peo-
ple and the sound of that crowd.
That was really something that I
won't forget. And I don’t even
knowwhat it was. But it definitely,
it hit me. It was one of those
moments that you know you just
swallow and you go, ‘Wow."



start rolling,” Setzer says.

Which is how the Stray Cats got
to Nashville late last year and,
over 11 days, recorded a new al-
bum titled “40,” their first since
1992. Next month, Setzer, Phan-
tom and Rocker will embark on
their most ambitious tour in
years, starting with dates in Eu-
rope before returning to the
States in August. (They play Wolf
Trap in Vienna on Aug. 13.)

Green Day bassist Mike Dirnt, a
longtime fan, saw the band play a
. show late last year meant to test

the waters. He talked to Rocker
afterward and couldn’t believe
the Cats had practiced so little
before the gig.

“They really knocked it out,”
Dirnt says. “I would love to see
how great they’ll be after they get
a couple of shows under their
belt”

Unlikely rock stars

One way to start explaining the
Stray Cats is with a photo. It was
snapped as they played their hit
“(She’s) Sexy & 17” at the huge
Rockpalast Festival in Germany
in 1983. The image, black-and-
white and blurry in spots, features
Setzer, the singer and leader,
swinging his Gretsch, eyes closed,
;air between his white shoes and

the ground below. Rocker isn’t
wearing ashirt and has his back to
camera, suspended in the airas he
balances one boot on a stand-up
bass adorned with the word “Dan-
gerous.” Phantom is out of the
frame but we know what he’s up
to. He’s standing — the drummer
always stood — pounding his
snare like Joe Frazier on the heavy
bag.

The look, the chops, the total
1 package. It's why Rocker, now 58,
can reasonably declare, without
pause, “We are the best band that
has ever played this music.”

Ifyou weren’t around, it may be
i hard to understand the rise of the
Stray Cats. It’s as if they appeared
from outer space, or at least a
Pomade-speared time machine
packed with hot rods, tattoos and
Eddie Cochran licks. That a rocka-
i billy trio could top the MTV stable
in 1982, the same 1982 stuffed
with leg warmers, Members Only
jackets and synthesizers, would
seem not merely unlikely, but im-
possible.

f “I wasn’t prepared,” says Jeff
. Beck, the British guitar hero who
¢ first saw the Stray Cats as an
unsigned band at a London club
in late 1980. “Slim Jim had one
» snare drum, Lee Rocker on bass
» and then Brian. I'm not putting
- down other rockabilly bands, but
so many of them sounded great,
but the lead guitarist isn’t really
special. Brian was. Right in the
2

piano and drum set.

McDonnell loved music,
whether the Beatles or the Stones.
But as he got older, he started
noticing the song credits. That
Aerosmith adapted ’50s rocker
Johnny Burnette’s “Train Kept a-
Rollin’” and that the Beatles
played a killer version of Carl Per-
kins’s “Honey, Don’t.” Humble Pie
did Cochran’s “C’'mon Everybody.”

“Lee and I had always played,”
Phantom says. “We had some old-
er guys that we played with, and
we knew all the blues and Jimmy
Reed and those kinds of songs.
But at the same time, we were
trying to find something that was
alittle bit different.”

Enter Brian Setzer. He was two
years older and had been taking
guitar lessons since he was 8. By
his 16th birthday, Setzer already
had the look. He could play the
guitar better than anybody they
knew. He could also write music.
And if he wasn’t quite the loner
reported in some of the early Stray
Cats stories, Setzer did want out of
Massapequa.

“lI knew what I liked and it
wasn’t anything around me,” he
says.

Sometime in the mid-"70s, Set-
zer heard Gene Vincent’s “Be-Bop-
a-Lula” playing on a jukebox at
CBGB, a punk rock club in New
York. That got him hooked on the
music that had emerged in the
1950s by loosely combining R&B
and the raw energy of hillbilly
music. He would play local bar
gigs with his younger brother,
Gary, on drums. One night, they
had a fight and Gary stomped out.
Setzer noticed Phantom standing
there.

“He’s leaning on a post with his
sticks and a cowboy hat,” Setzer
says. “Nobody looks like that. He

" looked like Johnny Cash. I go, ‘You

play drums?’ He had his kit in the
trunk of his car.”

They were the Tom Cats and
then the Stray Cats, and then, in
1980, they decided to go overseas
after seeing how the British music
magazines pushed rockabilly
when American club managers
seemed confused by it. They slept
on benches in Hyde Park and
squatted in crowded flats, but
soon created a buzz. Beck, Mick
Jagger, Keith Richards, the Clash’s
Joe Strummer and the Pretenders’
Chrissie Hynde saw them. So did
Dave Edmunds, the Welsh guitar-
ist and singer and Rockpile mem-
ber.

“They were so young, looked so
good, and it wasn’t just a revival
band,” Edmunds recalls. “It was
new. They made it new again. I
couldn’t believe what I was see-

Record labels began to hover.
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