1. [bookmark: _Hlk44248793]Could you tell us a bit about your musical histories? Did the musical tastes gel immediately in your earlier bands together or did it develop over time? What were the bands like that predated the Garbage and the Flowers? Does anything you recorded around the time of ‘The Sweet Nuthin’s still exist? If it does, do you think it would ever see the light of day?
When I met Helen we were both in our last year of high school. She taught me how to skip school. I’d catch a bus out to Khandallah where she lived - high up in the mountain suburbs that surround Wellington – feeling sheepish in my school uniform. Helen would put her school uniform on and go out in the morning with her school bag and then wait in a side alley beside her house for her parents to go out to work. Then we’d meet up at her place and listen to records. We both liked The Velvet Underground though I was more pro-active in searching out for their records in the “import bins” of the local record stores or UK mail order catalogues. I especially remember her playing me the early REM records which I tolerated. And bits of classical music by composers like Bach that she liked. I probably played her a lot of New Order’s Power Corruption & Lies and other Joy Division stuff which I had been a big fan of going back a few years by then. Our musical taste was pretty similar, all the touchstones of indie music that we picked up listening to the local student radio station Radio Active and what we gleaned from copies of NME and Melody Maker which we’d scour in newsagents or libraries for the latest info. The Birthday Party, Roland S. Howard and Lydia Lunch’s Some Velvet Morning EP, The Gobetweens’ Cattle and Cane Helen loved especially, The Saints, British punk rock like Wire and a bit of Pistols, of course, Blondie, The Ramones and New York Dolls, The Stooges were huge, all the stuff that would soon be coined “alternative music” by the press. In the weekends when her parents were home, Helen would lock her bedroom door and we’d kiss while Sweet Jane blared on her stereo until her mother would come knocking on the door. For us like a lot of other New Zealand teenagers at the time Dunedin – a small town in the South Island – was as important a cultural centre as New York or anywhere. We were both serious acolytes of Flying Nun: The Chills’ Pink Frost 7”(which was like a holy relic, you’d meet other kids from school on their way to and from buying it from the record store on the day it came out ), The Verlaines’ Death and The Maiden, The Stones EP,  anything and everything by The Clean or The Great Unwashed, Chris Knox and The Tall Dwarfs, The Bats’ first EP By Night, the incredible Other’s Way/Anyone Else Would double A-side by The Douplehappies, the heavenly, guitar chiming first album Send You by Sneaky Feelings and The Rip’s first EP In A Holy Place which was where Helen and I first encountered Alastair Galbraith. Alastair was the only Flying Nun rock star that we eventually got to know a little bit and he twisted the arm of Twisted Village to release our first 7” record in the USA.
I’d started trying to put original songs together before I met Helen, thinking that I was following the one rule set by punk rock: enthusiasm is everything and method nothing. I’ve never had much patience with practicing music so for me the only chance I had to play was to make up my own songs which I couldn’t, by definition, stuff up. I remember my father getting really infuriated with me, coming down to my bedroom where I was bashing away on an acoustic guitar, grabbing it out of my hands so he could tune the strings. My father was no musician – though he had been forced by his mother as a young boy back in the USSR to learn to play the violin – but he taught me the important, singular lesson that you have to tune an instrument before you can actually play any chords on it properly. Or do you?
Helen had come from a different place having had a lot of classical music training on the viola. When we met she was even in the National Youth Orchestra. But she was a bit lazy like me too, I think, so sometimes she had to improvise her part in the orchestra. That she even managed to half get away with that only demonstrates what an amazing musician she’s always been. She can improvise with real soul and melodic richness which is a rare quality, I think, in the improv fields which has a tendency to pomposity and suffers a bit from the “Emperor’s New Clothes” type syndrome. But, anyway, what she hadn’t dared to try until she met me was to write a song so when I played her some of my paltry attempts I was instantly showered with lavish praise which went a long way in giving me the confidence to carry on with it. And then she was so good at finding the right harmonies to back up my simple musical ideas and as she is quite the wordsmith herself we have ended up collaborating on a few pretty good tunes over the years. Cinnamon Sea, which is going to be our new mini-album, I think contains some of our best work in terms of song writing so I really hope that it can be released soon.
We went through a few band names when it was just me and Helen: The Falling Spikes (which was what The Velvet Underground were first called), The McDaniel Sisters (a cross between The Brothers Gorgonzola and Bo Diddley’s real name, Ellas McDaniel), The Orange Orbs (with our friend Paul Williamson) and The Sweet Nuthins, among others. We put together a few tape albums for our own amusement including one called Ivory Girl by The Sweet Nuthins. I doubt any of it will ever see the light of day though there is one song that comes to mind – Don’t Get Taken For A Ride which was written and played entirely by Helen – which would definitely be worth digging up one day. 
Helen: There was also a joke bluesman (Blind Boy Furry Johnson) and the Yahoody Manoohan Orchestra. Those guys never got round to recording anything, but had cassette art created for them.


       
2. In a number of places you’ve mentioned a band you used to know and play with called The Brothers Gorgonzola that you described as’ Wellingtons Rolling Stones. Do any of their recordings exist? they’re virtually non-existent in the online realm today.
I’m really glad that you’ve asked us about this. The Brothers Gorgonzola were a band fed on the fresh entrails of the original Wellington punk rock scene with its gritty skinhead/art rock/ avant garde jazz inflections. We were too young to play with them nor to witness the late 70s/early 80s scene that the Gorgonzolas must have emerged out of as teenage fans of bands like Shoes This High and Fishschool. A guy I knew who led a small mod revival scene in Wellington replete with long green parkas but no mopeds and who knew what a huge, proselytizing Velvet Underground fanatic I was, one day in 1986 told me that if I liked the VU I should definitely check out The Brothers Gorgonzola. After that I started noticing the Gorgonzolas’ little black and white photocopied posters pasted around down proclaiming to be “the best band in world” and when I went with Helen to one of their gigs at a venue called Thistle Hall we soon found ourselves in drunken, blissful, totally jangly heaven. After that Dunedin didn’t matter so much anymore. We’d spot Francis or Paul or John or the other various members of the Gorgonzolas around town – or else their cool, proto-grungy friends that were always at their shows with them and were fantastic musicians in their own right like Merlene Chambers or Jessica Walker (of Shoes This High, Fishschool, Sparky’s Magic Baton and later The Electrick Church, also sister of Jane Walker who had been in Toy Love and could be seen around town sporting a faux leopard skin coat such as the time we saw her at the Nico gig at the St James Theatre) – and we’d literally follow them up and down Cuba Street and then later when we’d  meet up we’d exchange notes about our exciting experiences that day stalking The Brothers Gorgonzola. Gradually they all began noticing us as we were always at their gigs, standing apart from their gang, probably looking a lot more young and innocent than a lot of the rest of their clientele, some of whom were genuinely scary, criminal-looking skinheads that were always a feature of life on the inner city streets of Wellington in the 1980s. Once we heard that Francis Tunnicliffe the singer and Paul the bass player were having a garage sale and we went along, rifled through their stuff in their lounge room and basically refused to leave, hanging around for hours really quite starstruck.  Helen eventually proudly walked away with Francis’ famous semi-acoustic guitar that we’d seen him so often sport on stage, crudely yet wonderfully painted in bright yellow (which Warren Lasky later and much to Helen’s disgust scraped off to reveal the original sunburst design) and I with the cherished memory of Paul telling me how he couldn’t listen to any other record at the time than The Stooges first album. That sort of thing meant an awful lot to me back then: finding connections and resonances between me and people and things that I liked. Like, after I had begun delving into country music stuff like Hank Williams and Johnny Cash for song writing inspiration, I was thrilled to lay my hands on a rarely seen Dutch documentary on The Stooges in which Iggy Pop candidly talked about how he based the chords of No Fun upon Cash’s signature I Walk The Line. Knowing that made me so happy and justified my own take on music. Or – in a different but similar way – like when I was 17 and poring through books on rock music in the bookshops downtown for information about my heroes and I found out that Lou Reed and Jonathan Richman and Iggy Pop were all Jewish like me (although Iggy only via his adopted parents, the Osterburgs.) Or better still when I read in one of those books that Lou Reed actually went to university like I was going to and that Iggy must have been smart as a kid cos he was chosen to do the valedictory speech for his graduating year at high school. I must have sensed then that rock’n’roll music was essentially working class and not an art form that necessarily belonged to middle class, educated types so that made me – whom my parents were gearing up for a brilliant university career – a bit of an outsider.
The Brothers Gorgonzola were the first band that I heard someone criticise for not being tight enough. Which turned out to be wrong, actually, as when we got to know them a little it turned out that they practised a lot, even all the time really as for a while they were one of those bands that basically lived in the same house together like The Beatles did in the Hard Day’s Night movie. In fact, they were so tight that they could afford to be loose on stage and that was what was so good about them. You would go to their gigs and of course you’d recognise each song but it wasn’t like they went through exactly the same paces exactly the same way each time they performed them. But that’s not how a lot of people like their music – they want to hear the song they heard and liked on the radio reproduced exactly the same way live. And that’s fair enough. Sometimes it’s just one particular hook, one particular sound that catches people’s attention and emotional engagement with a piece of music and that’s what they’re waiting to hear … on repeat. Nevertheless, The Brothers Gorgonzola weren’t like that, their songs were concepts not particular arrangements. In that way their approach was close to jazz which is a ream that seems to run through a lot of Wellington music and this allowed their songs to reach for a certain emotional and musical peak each time they were performed. Marshall Speakers was one of our favourites in their set, a sort of a paean to rock’n’roll, building slowly but inevitably up against a backdrop of heavy, descending chords – a semitone down, a tone down, another tone down to reach the bottom and then the distorted guitar chords hauled you breathlessly right back up to the top again only to start the descent down time after time just like your uncle Sisyphus – while Francis seemed to improvise a lament to love gained then lost: I’ve got a stack of Marshall speakers…I was amused and gratified to realise that this was basically the same chord progression that Mick Jagger and Keith Richards had used when they penned the lovely and sad As Tears Go By which Marianne Faithful around the same time in the mid 80s reprised in a similarly Gothic way to the Gorgonzolas take on those same melancholily descending guitar chord intervals.
I wish that The Garbage and The Flowers had practiced as much as the Gorgonzolas did. That would be my ideal and I think we really could have reached for the stars if we had. It was just that we always had trouble getting together for rehearsals and so we ended up de facto practising on stage which is an entirely different and much scarier proposition, the primal fear and necessity of which has, unfortunately, never left me.
There are a couple of tracks by The Brothers Gorgonzola floating around the net, one from a compilation LP and another from a double A side single they once made with a much less exciting band. They were poorly documented like a lot of Wellington underground music. I wish I had taken better care of their live cassettes which they sold locally and which were testament to their true, raw power. I hope Torben Tilly still has them.
I used to catch Kevin Hawkins, the guitarist from Shoes This High, playing around town, usually under the moniker of Screamin ‘ K. Hawkins. He made a young, Velvet Underground maniac like me salivate, watching him perform to perfection a beautiful, acoustic version of Ocean in a small vegan café in lower Cuba Street. Or in full electric mode in a hole in the wall, short-lived construction site venue called Kill City on Perret’s Corner, riffing on a section from Sister Ray, singing “Whip it on me Jim, whip it on me Jim, whip it on me Jim” and bringing out all of the psychosexual energy implicit in Lou Reed’s lines so brilliantly and so violently. He was an amazing guitarist and one of New Zealand’s greatest punk rockers. I used to see him walking up and down Cuba St all the time and he seemed like a gentle soul, stopping to talk to my friend Daniel about how he had just realised he was gay.  Looking wan and pallid in his light brown suede jacket. Sadly, not long after this time, he passed away from liver disease in his hometown of Masterton, I think. That was an occupational hazard for musicians in Wellington back then, liver disease. All the best ones were slowly going yellow. You have to check out a Kevin Hawkins track on a very early Flying Nun live compilation LP called The Last Rumba which chronicled the last night of the famous venue in Auckland. Kevin plays another George Henderson penned number called Song with No Future, this time referencing the closing refrain of God Save The Queen and ending up beating The Sex Pistols at their own, nihilistic, anthemic game.

3. You described ‘The Spirit Dog Hotel’ as the physical and spiritual base for the Garbage and the Flowers. What significance did the spirit dog hotel have on the formation of the band?
The Spirit Dog Hotel was an old fibro shack hidden in the bush on the hill in Roseneath high above the cold waters of Wellington Harbour. A little cable car took you up the steep slope from the sea and onto the craggy little path that led to the Hotel, under windswept native coastal foliage from whose dark corners little goblins would leer as Helen and I returned from days out taking acid, careering through the streets and botanical gardens of the city. I lived there with my best friend, Daniel McLaren, in the days when Helen, Paul Yates and I formed The Garbage and The Flowers.
I jammed there for the first time with Paul and Bryn Tilly when we put a song together called “Sweet Nicki” and Paul and I sussed each other’s guitar styles out and realised we could really play well together. I wrote “Carousel” there on Daniel’s tanpura which his girlfriend’s dad had brought back from India and whose four droning strings Daniel had tuned to the basic octave, fourth and fifth intervals which I used on that song. I was proud that I did little to determine the musical structure of that song other than take that giant gourd of an instrument down from the wall where it was hanging and pluck the strings in order. I thought that it was a bit like Found Art. Later with Helen we recorded the version that we would release on our first single, on Daniel’s Fostex 4-Track cassette recorder. We knew we’d made something special and that night the ghosts of the house seemed to demand payback for the favour they allowed, making Helen moan and toss about so much in her sleep that I ended up cursing and shouting at them to leave her alone. (Daniel later told me how he would make a point of always welcoming the spirits of the house in whenever he’d come home and, at night, bright rays of light would flash from corner to corner in the room where he slept.) We heard stories that someone had murdered their lover in that house. That might explain why it had been left so dilapidated and undeveloped over the years. We wrote many of our first batch of TGATF songs there, like “Nothing Going Down At All” with Paul. Songs seemed to come naturally to us there. 
The Spirit Dog Hotel was home to another band called Anri Tist Ke. When we were at high school Daniel had a synth band with Bryn Tilly called The God, heavily influenced by The Human League and early Heaven 17. Andrew Foster (who would later as a Radio New Zealand award-winning producer discover Flight of the Concords!) and I decided to form a rival band, Antichrist, which Daniel promptly joined and later Bryn too after we had rearranged the letters of the band name and added others to rebadge ourselves as Anri Tist Ke. A lot of the stuff on The Deep Niche comes from when Helen came on the scene and both Anri Tist Ke and early The Garbage and The Flowers were playing and recording a lot at the Spirit Dog Hotel. “Crocodile Tears” appeared on mix tapes produced by both bands and remains a bone of contention between them.

4. Other than Leonard Cohen and the Velvet Underground. What else did you draw inspiration from in your songwriting process?

Dunedin, The Dunedin Sound, was really a dream to me. I don’t have an insight into what it was like in reality. Radio with Pictures used to be the only good thing about Sunday nights back then in NZ. It was like a much cooler, alternative Countdown and was hosted by a sardonic chick called Karyn Hay. In 1981 I became aware of rap music thanks to that show, sitting on the couch watching “The Message” by Grandmaster Flash and The Furious Five with my father too, standing with his hands in his pockets in front of the TV the way he used to, as equally engrossed as I was seeing something so completely new for the first time. Later in 1983 when I was 15 they played an old segment from the punk rock era where I first laid eyes and ears upon Chris Knox. It was just a few seconds of The Enemy playing in a small venue in Dunedin but to me it was like seeing The Beatles in The Cavern. Chris Knox was snarling and growling and pushing his mohawk-crowned, beak-nosed face right up against the TV camera, singing the most mesmerising, slowly drawn out and impassioned melody that I’d ever heard while the shadowy, thin duke figures of Alec Bathgate, Mick Dooley and Mick Dawson played through the glorious three chord structure of “Pull Down The Shades” in that inimitable slow punk groove of theirs, as heavy and deliberate as a tractor, the sound that must have 5 or 6 years earlier also entranced Peter Gutteridge, the Kilgour brothers and Martin Phillips as well as all those other teenagers that would go on to become the main bulwark of Flying Nun. It’s interesting to listen to old live recordings of The Enemy from 1977 and 1978 – and there’s a bunch of them that you can dig up on the internet now – and hear what is basically that same poppy Dunedin guitar sound already there, pretty much fully grown, beneath the punky distortion. 

Back home we lie in our beds. Is the day really day? Is the night really night? Won't it please go away?
There is nothing to see so we pull down the shades.

Pretty soon after meeting Helen I started exploring the kind of music that would have inspired my musical heroes like Leonard Cohen and The Velvet Underground, going back into the past rather than hanging out for the Next Big Thing in the present. Just about the last thing me and Helen tried to get into on the basis of a recommendation in the NME was The Jesus And Mary Chain who – like us – used “Uptight: The Velvet Underground Story” by Gerard Malanga and Victor Bockris and all of its beautiful black and white photography by Billy Name – as a kind of bible, certainly a fashion bible and would refuse to go out dressed in anything but black. Though I think they were pretty cool now and have stood the test of time but their debut album I went out and bought the day it was released in 1986 and sold to a second hand record shop the day after. We were looking for something more original by that stage and we found it in the past. Bo Diddley was very important to us and our ideas about getting the right guitar sound. Johnny Cash. Bob Dylan I resisted for a long time because I considered him too commercial but the floodgates opened and I’d listen to all 17 minutes of Sad Eyed Lady of the Lowlands on repeat all night. I learnt the basic eight bar blues chord progression and then later what I find is its more interesting variation in country music. We were enthralled by the sad legend of Hank Williams and were especially taken by the songs written by his manager, Fred Rose, Waltz of the Wind and No One Will Ever Know. It was amazing to learn how to put together a few simple chords and produce an effect that sounded universal and timeless.

Later, when I was living in Sydney with Sara, we got big time into the music of Gram Parsons and his work with The Byrds and Flying Burrito Brothers, his heart-wrenching, honest covers of the old time hits of George Jones, Merle Haggard and The Louvin’ Brothers. Gram kinda taught me that songwriting isn’t the end all and be all, that interpretation matters and most of all that in the end it’s a matter of soul, not anything flashy but honest. Take his version of Streets of Baltimore which is a million times better than the original. It’s no surprise that he was studying to be a priest before he became a full time rock’n’roller. From there we discovered Dillard & Clark and what a great, soulful songwriter Gene Clark was too.

Finally, I have to mention that there’s always been a rich ream of Big Star running through The Garbage & The Flowers. Our friend Lasky brought Helen and me copies of their first two albums from one of his record buying trips to Auckland back when we were 19 years of age and I was living on The Terrace above the city in Wellington. I think Alex Chilton’s guitar playing has been a big influence on me.

5. How do you think your individual musical journeys would have unfolded if you hadn’t met?

I don’t think mine would have unfolded at all. I think I’m pretty much a wet rag, musically speaking, without Helen. Even though most of our songs have been kind of engendered by me, I don’t have the killer instinct, the confidence nor the musical chops to finish that much by myself, unfortunately. She’s a great writer, a great inspirer, editor and producer. I’ve always relied upon her right from the very start to let me know if a chord progression, or a particular rhythm or anything really is worthwhile.
On the other hand, I doubt that she would have had much of a musical journey without me, either. But in her case it would have been more a matter of not having enough interest in it. I think she’s always been more of a writer, despite having all that prodigious musical ability. I don’t think I’ve ever been that great a musician per se. But then very early on I decided that music was much too important to be left to musicians anyway.
I used to think that Helen and me had stolen Paul away from whatever it was that he was otherwise going to do musically, probably something that was very punk rock. He did later play in a band called Pit Viper when he moved to Auckland, with Rob Lundon and Rosy Parlane, which was very punk and extremely noisy. Paul played with his back to the audience and his guitar right up against the speaker cabinet while Rob was out the front fulfilling his dramatic Pete Townshend moves. They were like what Helen and me first read about The Jesus and Mary Chain and what made them seem so intriguing, that they’d go out on stage and play  a wall of distorted guitar sound and then leave after 20 minutes. Except that in Pit Vipers case their wall of noise was a few layers thicker and they were done after about 2 and a half minutes.


6. Could you tell us a bit about the music culture you grew up around in Wellington? Was it similar to the South Island’s Flying Nun scene? Did you feel like you were a part of that sound in the south-island?
I was part of the fandom of the South Island sound. We used to learn about music going through the stacks of records that you could borrow from the Wellington Public Library downtown. I heard a lot of stuff like that back then. You could listen to the records on headphones in there or you could actually take the records home with you which is pretty amazing when you think about it now. I borrowed Boodle Boodle Boodle by The Clean one day, I must have heard about them at school as their first single actually went to Number 1 in the national singles chart in New Zealand. Anyway, first time listening through I didn’t think much of it, wondered what all the fuss was about. Not sure why I bothered to give it a second go but I did and I don’t know what it was but all of a sudden I was hooked and I was part of that cult from then on.
Later when The Garbage and The Flowers started doing gigs around Wellington in 1991, people used to say that we were like a throwback to that South Island sound, like we had arrived a bit too late and were in the wrong place anyway.
Wellington had a connection to Dunedin early on via George Henderson and the scene around The Amps  and the And Band  and The Spies who in their turn had their connections to the Wellington Free Jazz scene which was centred around The Primitive Art Group &  Braille Records. Helen and me as youngsters used to spot those Primitive Art Group guys playing their weird acoustic music, dressed like real bohemians with their moustaches and goatee beards and second hand clothes in various arty cafés around town. Much later on we met the main brains behind that scene, Stuart Porter, when The Garbage and The Flowers went to record at Angry Dog Studios in Manners Street downtown, a studio which Stuart ran with Brendon Ryniker – who had been in The Wart, one of the few Wellington bands with a Flying Nun presence – and where Richard Sedger, formerly of The Amps, also lived. That was a real experience meeting those guys, they were like from another world, much cooler than ours. At the time Stuart had turned his back on that sort of jazz music and he and Brendon and Brian Hudson had formed a band called Tongue, heavy industrial gothic punk though again with a free jazz edge. Tongue was uber cool and uber heavy. They spent much of their time perfecting a set of studio recordings of their songs and, as the studio belonged to them so there was no need to pay by the hour and finish up as your money ran out, they never stopped working on them, perfecting Brian’s songs continuously and meticulously, rerecording parts until they were unrecognisable from the original, putting Brian’s vocals through effects until it no longer sounded like him. Brendon spent a lot of time mucking around on his guitar with a little yellow digital delay pedal which was the first time I saw one of those things which today, of course, have become so ubiquitous. Tongue blew a lot of people’s minds as they were one of the first bands in New Zealand to use samples live in their gigs. The Dunedin cognoscenti were, apparently,  mightily impressed by Tongue when they went down to play in Alastair Galbraith’s much celebrated Super 8 Club, the second time with Helen on vocals and viola. They were treated like gods by those Flying Nun and Xpressway stars but would have been way too Wellington cool to repay them with any show of respect in return. There was a story that somebody ended up pissing over somebody else’s floor during their stay in Dunedin. It was all meant to have been the result of some kind of sleepwalking disorder but back in Wellington the tale was nevertheless related with glee and a certain amount of pride. 
Helen played in Tongue and Stuart played in The Garbage And The Flowers. I felt very special when Stuart agreed to fill in on bass after our original bass player, the inimitable Heath Cozens, decided there was more fortune to be found picking bananas in Bundaberg and flew off across the Tasman. Stuart stuck around in the band until we eventually imploded a few months later. I think he liked how we didn’t seem to give a fuck what we played when we were on stage and he could phase out on whatever chemicals he was on and enjoy improvising without too much pressure to perform in any particular kind of way but just enjoy playing the music. I thought it worked well with him on bass, our sound became tougher and darker. Especially because Tongue actually trained Helen up in that direction, teaching her to really scream out loud and bring out a bit of a violent edge in both her viola and her vocal delivery. 

7. Do you think the creative community surrounding you helped refine the improvised, noisy sound that would be synonymous with TGATF, as you enjoyed bringing people on stage to improvise instruments, wail and dance?
Tongue had one quite triumphal concert in Wellington in late 1991 in a warehouse behind Webb Street at the south end of the Te Aro flats. There was a real buzz about them by that stage and everyone from every faction of the underground music scene in Wellington seemed to have turned up to watched them perform with obvious awe and the respect reserved for such elder statesmen of the scene. Maybe we all knew how much musical history was wrapped up in Stuart Porter’s and Brendon Ryniker’s latest band but it was also about Tongue’s cutting edge use of technology and their dark, industrial sound. It was very much a progression of The Gordons and The Skeptics’ sound which was widely loved by everyone at the time and, in fact, Nick Roughan from The Skeptics was the engineer that night. 

It couldn’t have been a more different atmosphere from the audience fare that I had got used to at your average gig by The Garbage & The Flowers where the same kind of people – if they were around at all - would turn their noses up at us. In fact, Nick Roughan was also the sound guy at our first ever gig and when at sound check Paul started up our song Catnip with his signature guitar feedback squeal, Nick jumped up on stage to ask where that terrible sound was coming from. That was when we supported This Will Kill That at The New Carpark which became our regular venue over the following year. Jeremy Armitage’s This Will Kill That and David Coventry’s Amazing Broccoli were like the leading edge and doyens of Wellington grunge music at the time which was just before Nirvana exploded and made this particular post-Pixies sound mainstream. These bands emerged out of the Hutt Valley hardcore skinhead punk scene I think but by the early nineties their hair had grown long and Jeremy in particular was swaggering around like a sexy, bottle blonde, leather clad hard rocker making a noise that owed as much to Sabbath as the Pistols and certainly a lot to Sonic Youth who I, incidentally, detested. Amazing Broccoli was the first band I heard after The Pixies to use the soft-loud-soft dynamic. The Garbage & The Flowers I guess fitted in like their slightly annoying, psychedelic cousins. We started bringing people like Amanda Raisin and Sam Penny up on stage to wail and dance partly because it was seen as the wrong thing to do at the time but mainly because it was part of a free kind of aesthetic that we found ourselves growing into.

I remember in the late 1980s thinking about the direction that popular music seemed to be  taking, very much under the influence of the kind of experiments with sound and sampling technology that the Shocklee brothers and Carl Ridenhour (aka Chuck D) of The Bomb Squad were doing especially with Public Enemy, something that reached its peak of creativity with the Public Enemy album It Takes A Nation of Millions to Hold Us Back. They were getting everyone used to the juxtaposition of quite a lot of seemingly random and abstract sounds , stuff that you’d usually only hear on avant-garde records by somebody like John Cage was suddenly on the radio and TV and the dance floor. They kind of ended up going too far with it and then James Brown’s lawsuit against their sampling of his music kind of put an end to that era of experimentation. But I reckon they changed the way everyone heard music and after that noise became part of the pallette of popular music without anybody really noticing it. My friends in Anri Tist Ke were at the time working in a similar vein, under the influence of George Clinton and Parliament as well as a lot of hash, they were throwing everything into the musical pot and stirring it right up.

Perhaps this was why people’s ears were already primed for grunge which kind of finally broke punk rock into the mainstream. This was around the same time as The Garbage and The Flowers originally formed. I was careful to follow the lead of The Velvet Underground, of course. On the one hand there was La Monte Young , the Theatre of Eternal Music and the original Dream Syndicate, just intonation and the idea that John Cale and his friends would drone on the same note for hours and hours. We never heard any of this stuff but it was more the evocation of the music in print that inspired us. And then there was the big influence on Lou Reed’s side which was Ornette Coleman. The night before we were going to go into Angry Dog Studios in September 1991, Helen and I listened to Ornette Coleman’s Double Quartet’s album Free Jazz, the one with the Jackson Pollock painting on the cover and which we had borrowed from good old Wellington Public Library. I don’t think I really understood what was going on in that music particularly well at the time but we decided, nevertheless, that it was going to be our template for when we would recorded our song Catnip in the studio the next day. So that was a time when we did consciously decide to go down that road of free improvisation. And it turned out great. That was probably one of my favourite memories of playing music: Paul and I, just the two of us in the studio, adding our free handed guitar solos to the backing tracks of Catnip. I remember seeing Brendon’s girlfriend’s face in the little window that looked into the studio, an expression of surprise on her face like we were doing something unexpected and then afterwards Brendon saying that it sounded like free jazz in a rock format which was, after all, the idea.

I read in ‘Noise in my Head’ that you never really bothered practicing and just waiting until you played live. Why was being ‘tight’ never a prerogative for the band? Were you more interested in the emotional expression of improvised and ‘loose’ music, or was it in active defiance to a broader understanding of music?
Tongue were tight. The Garbage and The Flowers were loose as. The early nineties were the era of tight music. It seemed to be the only way a band could be complimented in the local music press in those days. We almost started reacting against that, getting looser and looser, inviting more random people on stage to dance and sing or play with us and knowing that it would annoy the hell out of some people. Someone, in a rare mention of us in a local music mag called Rip It Out said we were like a Christian band which was amusing. To tell you the truth, when I saw that there was a review of us I couldn’t bear looking at it. People were quite disparaging of us and still are, I think.
We did want to practice but it just happened to be the case that we ended up being  a bunch of people that for one reason or another just couldn’t get it together to all make it to the practice at once. Plus once we made it onto the stage we were all quite shocked that, invariably being one of the support acts of the night, the sound system hadn’t been geared for us and so we all couldn’t hear what we played. I mean you could hardly hear what was coming out of your own instrument let alone anyone else’s and so what exactly were you supposed to do then? I suppose the answer to that question that the tight bands came up with was to practice so much that everyone in the band became an automaton within a larger automaton and that meant you could just rock up to the gig and go through the clockwork motions that you had learnt at practice together and that was what everyone called music. In the end we became quite relaxed about it. We’d spend ages before the start of a song just tuning up while the audience watched us and, quite naturally without planning it, the tuning up would slowly turn into the song itself as we, one at a time and then more and more in unison, had a tentative go at the chords and motifs of the song. That’s how Carousel developed as we played it live on stage and I remember being aware of how Stuart Porter the first time he played with us seemed to quite calmly join in with what we were doing, I suppose because he had all that background in improvised music anyway. I think our audiences in Wellington must have started to get into what we were doing and the psychedelic edge to our music that had begun to develop. Somebody told me that one time when we were playing at a benefit concert for Greenpeace with a bunch of other bands that it was once we got up on stage that you could see everyone’s spliffs start to light up in the early evening darkness. That was the first time, I think, that we were engineered live by Brent McLachlan - the famous drummer from The Gordons and Bailter Space. I don’t know if he even liked us that much but he was a great sound guy and some of our recordings that have ended up on vinyl owe a lot to the fact that he was behind the mixing desk.


8. How do you find ‘Eyes Rind as if Beggar’s’ differs from ‘Deep Niche?’ As they were albums of demos from the same era of the band, how did you choose the songs that would fit into those separate LPs?
The Deep Niche was originally one of the mix tapes Helen put together very early on when the band was essentially just me and her and Paul so when we worked on a version to release on Grapefruit Record Club we tried to stick to that very early era even though some of the songs from the cassette we couldn’t use as they had already been released elsewhere. Eyes Rind As If Beggars was the end result of a protracted attempt to release an album that began as an idea to follow up our first single on Twisted Village, then through the mid 1990s when a deal was being brokered by Nick Cain to release it on Stefan Jaworzyn’s Shock label in the UK which had already released a couple of our tracks on their Deep Funnels of Entry compilation CD of Twisted Village bands and finally when Jeremy Steckler picked it up for its eventual release as a double album on The Now Sound in 1997. The songs on Eyes Rind As If Beggars reflect how we developed through 1991 and early 1992 into a band much more conscious of improvisation and noise, though to be honest, I didn’t come across anyone label anything we did as noise until a couple of years later when me and Helen were in a band called Dress with Kristen Wineera. 


9. The Garbage and the Flowers has always seemed to have you two (Helen and Yuri) as the two core members, with revolving members coming in and out. Was this a conscious decision to always make the music new and exciting, or did it just kind of turn out that way? Did other members have much involvement in the songwriting process? Who is in your current line-up for the new album/touring?
The Garbage and the Flowers originally coalesced into a trio of Helen, Paul Yates and me. Later when we were lined up to play live for the very first time and we thought we had better get some bass and drums we enlisted Heath Cozens and Torben Tilly. Stuart Porter took over on bass and then Kristen Wineera when we reformed for gigs in Sydney, Melbourne and Auckland in 1997. We would never have reformed The Garbage and the Flowers if I hadn’t convinced Paul Yates to come and join Helen and me in Sydney in 2004. The name of that band belongs to Paul just as much as it does to me and Helen. Just a little less to Torben also as he became such an important part of our original sound. Through 2004 and 2005 in Sydney we played with Jasmine Guffond from Alternahunk and Alien Christ, (around 1999 to about 2002 Jasmine, Helen, Torben Tilly and I were in a band called Flaberge that performed a few old TGATF numbers before also introducing some new songs like Chinese Bangles and On The Radio into our live set), Simon Lear from Lushburger and Grit Salute and Stuart Olsen who is a legend in his own right, also of Alien Christ, but who earlier had helped create the whole grunge sound back in the late 1980s when he produced his sister Zeb’s band, Matrimony, in Sydney and then when he and Zeb introduced big Matrimony fan Kathleen Hanna to what a riot it was to be a grrrl in a band and they formed Viva Knievel with her in Olympia and played around the US in the very early ‘90s. 
Stu saw The Garbage & The Flowers as neo-primitivist and I was happy to go along with that.
I was extremely excited to be playing music with Jasmine and Stu as I got the impression when we played at and around the What Is Music? Festival in 1997 that these people – along with Lucas Abela - were the coolest musicians in the Australian punk rock scene at the time.
Unfortunately, Paul didn’t stick around long in Sydney with us as old tensions resurfaced and he left to play with his own band while The Garbage and the Flowers turned into a trio again with me and Helen and Stu manning the fort, ably assisted by my girlfriend Sara Shera providing the bucket bongs, controlling our two dogs Lilly and Lucy and acting as stand-in and let’s not forget Helen’s BFF Boris Johnstone, who’s still doing the rounds to this day.
So, no, it hasn’t been a conscious decision, I wish no one ever left the band. 
Song writing is always a common labour when you’re in a band, I find. I always like everyone bringing their own ideas into songs. Everyone is involved to a lesser or a greater degree in the composition, arrangement and orchestration of songs though I guess there’s always one or two people who tend to play the role of impresario which is exactly why tensions may consequently arise.
The latest version of the band AKA Pigeon Ears AKA TGATF Mk III has been handpicked by Helen: Ben Wright Smith who’s a singer-songwriter of great stature in his own right on guitar and harmonica, Paul Williams from Panel of Judges coming out of retirement on the skins, Dan The Man Lewis, the creator of Sleep Music, on guitar and keys, and Stu is back this time on bass guitar.


10. Just as TGATF was seeming to get notoriety, getting attention from Alastair Galbraith and getting onto the legendary underground psych label Twisted Village you broke up. Was there a particular reason for the band breaking up?
Helen and I had a falling out. A year or two later she and Kristen Wineera invited me to join Dress as a replacement on guitar for Brian Hudson who had left three weeks shy of their first gig for the first Wellington Festival Fringe. Paul Yates moved to Auckland to become Paul Ling and bring his noise guitar skills to Pit Viper and RST. Torben moved to Sydney for art school and hooked up with Oren Ambarchi and Robbie Avenaim to help them with a couple of their What Is Music? Festivals.


11. Why did you make the decision to start playing lots of shows again in 2019? Have you been enjoying performing material from the new album?
Yes, definitely. My partner Sara Shera found us an old courthouse in Fryerstown - a gold mining town not far from Castlemaine which now has more giant kangaroos on the streets than people - for a recording session presided over by Ben Wright Smith. And then since we were so close, we did a mini-tour of Melbourne afterwards. 


12. Are there any live recordings, 4 track demo, rehearsals, unreleased tracks etc that aren’t featured in your various compilation records.
Lots. Unfortunately a lot of it resides on unlabelled cassettes which in the early days I used to listen to a lot, so I kind of knew exactly where everything was based on the look of the stickers on the cassette or whatever. Now I don’t think I’ll ever have the time to go through them all. Stu has a good library of live and practice recordings from the Sydney trio days. If we were more famous, there’d be plenty of resources for heaps of bootlegs. There are a few good recordings from our more recent shows floating around too.

13. What can we expect from the new album? What inspired you to get together and make music again and who do you have playing on it, any of the old Garbage and the Flowers members? Are you going to tour off the back of the release?
I really have to credit Helen for getting the new band together. I have been enjoying the freedom to improvise a bit more as now there are always one or two other guitarists who can hold down the chords of the songs. Although the last time we played in Brisbane I think I overdid it a bit.
I’m really looking forward to getting the new recordings out there. They are hi fi, not lo fi this time so I’m interested in people’s reaction to our music when it’s not thickly covered by a layer of dusty noise. We will definitely be going down to play in Melbourne again if we can, hopefully for our record release party.
