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Simels Live

Shrapnel: new
commandos of
rock-and-roll?

DODGING THE SHRAPNEL

THOSE of you who find something of a
void in your life now that you don't

have Dick Nixon (a true pop genius, car-
toonist Jules Feiffer called him) to kick
around any more may recall some of the
loose talk that used to emanate from the vi-
cinity of the Watergate White House-spe-
cifically, the stuff about the sinister left-
wing cabal that controlled the country's me-
dia. Myself, I always found this somewhat
mystifying; it was difficult to visualize, say,
the editorial chambers of the New York
Times as a den of aging Trotskyites.

Still, though I doubt Spiro
the rock press in mind when he made his
famous "nattering nabobs of negativism"
crack, in their case he would have been
right on target. No one has ever, to my
knowledge, conducted a poll on the subject,
but if you've ever read Rolling Stone and
other lifestyle journals for any length of
time you'll know that rock critics as a group
are, and traditionally have been, creatures
of the Left.

Which brings us to punk, specifically the
English variety. Despite Joel Vance's Feb-
ruary assertion to the contrary, the thrust of
English punk has also been almost entirely
left-wing, give or take a conservative anom-
aly or two like the Jam. While not entirely
innocent of cold-blooded marketing con-
cerns, English punk was a calculated attack
on the status quo that had quite a lot in
common with the countercultural move-
ments of the late Sixties, no matter how
much the punks themselves professed to
hate hippies.

In the light of what subsequently hap-
pened to punk as a "movement," the gener-
al alarm with which it was greeted seems
fairly paranoid now (as Lester Bangs put it,
"These little nerds yelping 'please kill me'
were going to threaten this society?"), but
it also helps explain the glee with which
American rock critics by and large jumped
on the bandwagon: they were being offered
a second childhood.

The irony, of course, is that punk at its
American inception-by which I mean the
Ramones and Punk magazine-was any-
thing but the kind of music calculated to
hearten old campus radicals. It was, in fact,
a reaction against everything they stood

for-the music, if you will, of their kid
brothers. Punk was a glorification of Amer-
ican teenagers as the Master Race. Punk
said that Trash was the closest America had
come in the way of producing a real culture;
punk theoreticians to this day will spend
hours discussing the symbolic intermingling
of characters on Green Acres and Petticoat
Junction. And what punk finally said was
that if you couldn't relate to all that, you
were either a commie or a faggot-or a dis-
co freak, in which case you were both.

Which leads me to the reason for this his-
torical ramble. There is a very popular little
band currently working New York City and
environs that has suffered a virtual press
blackout because they flirt with attitudes
the old lefties of the rock press apparently
deem unacceptable even as satire. They're
called Shrapnel, they're from New Jersey,
they're all in their late teens, and they hap-
pen to be one of the cleverest, most energet-
ic outfits I've heard (at CBGB's most re-
cently) in a while. They're a sort of Raw
Power -period version of the Stooges, but
with real melodies, pop hooks, and an in-
strumental prowess that belies their years.
So why don't they get written about? Be-
cause they dress up in combat drag, write
songs about military subjects, and give the
impression that they either don't remember
or don't care about Vietnam.

Now I'll grant you that as a gimmick this
is pretty one-dimensional, but if you accept
it in the context in which it's being of-
fered-which is that these guys grew up
reading comic books like Sgt. Fury and His
Howling Commandos-it is also pretty fun-
ny. And I find it both a little sad and a little
weird that the same writers (the aging radi-
cals mentioned earlier) who conveniently
overlooked the much more disturbing but
equally cartoonish Nazi trappings of the
early Ramones are utterly outraged when
Shrapnel's lead singer Dave Wyndorf bran-
dishes a toy machine gun on stage. I sup-
pose it's sort of the punk equivalent of the
"we are not amused" school that insists on
taking Randy Newman's satire seriously,
but it's as dumb as hissing Larry Hagman
on the street because the character he plays
on TV's Dallas is a lousy s.o.b. 0
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