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Jan

It is certainly not the norm to start any interview in Wondrous
Stories with an advent but on this occasion I'll make an excep-
tion. Most will remember Dutch master Jan Akkerman for his
time with Focus and the hit records that included 'Sylvia® but
since those days he has forged a solo career, relcasing many
albums along the way. The advertisement is simple and straight-
forward: do not miss his visit in November when he plays for
the Classic Rock Society at the Herringthorpe Leisure Centre in
Rotherham, you would be doing yourself a disservice and 1f you
aren't sure after reading this please get hold of one of his solo
albums, 'Pleasure Point’ for example, and listen to tracks such as
'Cool In The Shadow” or 'Halfway'. In contrast his reggae ver-
sion of "All Along The Watchtower' is onginality itself. 1f that
doesn't please the ear not much wall

Back in the 70's 1 would have moved heaven and carth to get
Akkerman to perform such a show but he was busy becoming
an international rock star with Focus and organisations like the
CRS just didn't exist; there was no need for such a set up
However, here we are in 2001 and one of the world's greatest
guitar players will be coming to town, but what do we really
know about him. Well 70's rock fans first heard of him after he
moved over from Dutch progressive rock band Brainbox o
Focus and they soon became one of the better-known rock
bands of the early that time

Focus were formed by Thijs Van Leer (keyboards/ flute/vocals),
Martin Dresden (bass), Hans Cleuver (drums) and Robin Lent,
Cyril Havermans and others before, in 1969 | believe, Jan
Akkerman joined the band. They soon recorded the single
‘House of the Kings', a truck later used in the UK as the title
track for a couple of TV shows and then the debut album “In and
Out of Focus® and "Moving Waves' in the same year, 1971. The
double album ‘Focus IIT' followed in 1972 and the live 'At The
Rainbow’ in 1973 before onc of my favourite albums of all time
*Hamburger Concerto’ in 1974, "Mother Focus’ (1975), 'Ship of
Memories' (1977) and the curious ‘Focus Con Proby' (1977)
with PJ Proby saw the hund through 1o its conclusion, although
Van Leer has made efforts to keep the bands name afloat minus
Akkerman or the other classic players, they being Pierre van der
Linden (drums) and Bert Ruiter (bass),

As you will see, getting Jan to elaborate on his Focus days is a
task in itsclf and his love of his former Focus colleague Vun
Leer is icv 1o sav the least. Back to today though and Jan has
plaved a handful of dates in the UK recently and 1 first asked
him if when he visits the CRS would it be a longer tour?

N, i fact (s going fo be just a week in November and then in January
instend of fust one and a half weeks in May. [ like 10 play in the UK for
a week and then whatever 1 like ro play in the UK more than other
places

But back 1o Brainbox and 1 had read somiewhere that Akkerman’s pre
Focus band were somewhat progressive but surely that wasn't the dirce-
tion Akkerman was coming from in the late 60's7

Actually I only really listened to skiffle (laughing. to be evact, like
Lonnie Donepan, things fike that and the firse Springfield things with
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ormer Focus guitarist

eryman

Dusty and her brothers. 1 tried to break away from that because before
Brainbox § was in another hind called The Flunters. We just did covers
of The Beatles but | wanted o break aoay frovn that, | fust wanted 1o
da something more versatile, more heftv, | just wanted to foin the time
generation and | thought { was able to add something more like Be Bop
influences in wy playing. | was saving thiv ihirty vears ago in the
Seventics when | was trving to figure out where my playing was com-

lP‘rli,:‘ fream

| guess it's a good time really Jan to go hack even further. Were your
parents musical?

Weell it nermed out that my father plaved guitar, for some reason but |
feuaned this out ten years after his death. My mother played something
like the maath farp (foughing),

So vou found the guitar yoursell really”

Yeah, to be precise ves 1 did because § come from an area of Amsterdam
whire evervbody was plaving the gccordion, the national ‘divider of
air’ ax they called it in those davs, but first off I was sold an guitar
because | was Hstenimg alrcady, in those days, to John Lee Hooker and
Little Watter anmd I was eleven ar rwelve, | forpot all about this thewgh



watil o friend af mine who (5 o famous reporter
for the Datly Telegraph said to me, JYan do you
emicimbyer SO Ccamng and you were n.l':'l-h}l. L
poing around carrving this portable thing
when vou were twelve plaving Lintle Walter;
hew did vou kmoew o was ot J.'qlq'l thist
already’ 1 told him that vou don'’s really think
abogt those thimgy as 3 kid and I was flafber-
pasted rnyvelf flashing), it sounds crazy hur

it’s e

In the UK we have things called Youth Clubs,
were there such things in Holland to keop
teenagers occupicd?

Sart of fike in the north theve's alwaysy mwdhy
clany, ke e seen some furnitire pass by my
car bup it was really fantastic fun, of course, [

hiod @ preal. pregr Hme playving there w fem

they were Basically all rock ‘n' rodl kids or gigs
bevause the people they like rock ‘n’ roll. Al of
it fresm country through the Tap 4005, vou know
Chuick Bermy and all that stufl. Even then [ was
always on stage walching somebody else
which way crazy because when T owas telvie
fosirtens, 1 had dancing clasves and | could
dane all sniles like the faxtror, (Taughing)

vire! | had to go through the se afe of hiuman

emitions lauphingd

Well Jan you always leam one thing out of an
mnterview and now | know Jan Akkerman can

do the fostro! (lsughing)

i Laghing) Yeah that amazed me too, 1 felr like
The Blues

That weas the

@ sfurmid arse hiet you remember
Erllrh’. i

st we kimad of sarvived on or lived on. That's

I dressed like them
hiow we dressed, thats how we fooded

it (% {egal

Do vou snll look back on your tecnager years
then with much fondness, it's certmnly sounds

like it?

Thin were afways pood vears, v alwavs been

L " X Ny
“.Jlr‘.f" il Focuy wien we Devame  woeid

PRI

At that ime the London club scene was really
the [1|_'u.'.: 10 he, where hands such as Yo and
many others were bom. There was the
Marquee and places like that, was there a sim-

lar scene in Amsterdam?

Jan coughs as he announces that he has a sum-
mer cold having retumed to the dampness ol
Holland fr
1o Sixnes Amsterdam

1 seorching Italy then il was back

ith Brainboy, but we
{ the Milky

v, a lof of

! plaved the Manjues

had what ix mow the Paradiso o

Wav, AN thirsa ol

We'r Wil

dope (laweehing) which | didn’t touch foo miu ]

hut onee § had a drag on ong of those modern

frunk. | almost

cigaredies ! makes Vvou so G
divd louehine, there wuis s chick dancing
with her bools hanging out I junt crocked g

Mo coming from thiv Clhristian, religiouwy back-

wroiend, mot thal my panears were so religions
but af the same time T hed this backpromd
becauye o owias the oaly school in the nyrih-
bowrkood and every morning vou had one
howr of bible study. Nothing wrong with that
1 puess

When vou look back though Jan 1o guitar
greats like Hendrix, he bod 10 take drugs 1o
get through and play the guitar, so it is said

Yeuh but [ never took them oo seriously, to
mie it was all @ matter of getting the lute and
run, thats actually what | did and some got
awary with it and some dida’t. Sy ofid
which makes him oven more of @ marnr in
my eves, he was a huge talent thar guy but
VREE ERVEFIEECT LII;'.""J'IIIIH:'I- VT l'.f:.'rI;_' and
fast vewr one of Jimene's cfasest friends died
wihe was afwavs with Simmy. He rook care of
him in the hlock where they lived somevwher
in Brookhm or the Then
bloody poor and in the winter they didn’

Heona Were so
hirve heating In the winter he'd give Jimmy
half of kis hamburger just o get the kid b
Sa it's mo wonder thar Jimmy food 5o much
Nl fRERE PO @ fe wlial Reé W anted to do, o get
femionis or whatever be had in mind and ke
dicd ir Byt in thee tree sense of the word, [ thind
he's g martve of that t.‘u;!.'..ll |I'il'|]i:|. 5 'I|I|. h

wie e all conmected with

Yiur mceling up w 1th T'h:-]- Vin Leer and the
eventual formation of Focus changed your
life didn't n?

Oh Bim flaseebhnd, vou Anowe what Leer means
in Dwich don’t vou? I meanys feather! Before
1 way in Focuy | was bnd of manoewveed ol
of Brainbor hevouse i was just an g and
coming band and there's alway o emio-
tions which are alwavs under-esiimaled
There's emy and there's fealousy and there
wiere ather guilae plavers who wanted 1o a

o el s they sort of manoeuyred

in that ha
mie cul and thar was my faoveurite litle band
Iy wigs my £ Top of those davs; emitar, bass
drims

LT

Minus the very long beard though Jan!

{Laughingi Well it was on ity way, a vertual
beard Amyvway after mine manths, after § did an
album with them, T got bicked our because [ did
@ jam with Van Levr. He was on the dooestep
._'1.;-'::1.3{,']_". saying I have fo _;T|';i|_‘1 with vou' bt
Braisbor found our abour the jum and I got
ke o, 1.1IHr|'r.ll‘er|.}' they regrel o thix iy
becanse [ became famous with Mr Focus and
to thix day | axk ml.j:"ﬁ"hh_'l' it hod o be with a
severe nufcase Hke that, but ef cowrse it had 1o
he, so ] manoeuveed Plerre Van Der Linden out
of Brainbax who [ had plaved with since [ was
eleven, This kas been a love hate relationship
for the past twenty five veary amd the last time
was enough for me In 1973 Pierre said he
wanted fo leave Focus and play fazz and some

timies § have done the ocoastanal g with hiim
it the other one’s like Van Leer ix another

vy

Focus were a band that combined rock, classi-
cal, hlues and traditional were
those influences a band thing or just vourself

and Van Leer?

influences,

Well I think my influences were evidenr. Fan
Lewr would create mice litle mefodics and [
took grear pride in the semi- fassical stuff
througeh  to making i rock, that's savieg it
pofitety: It way sy thing o make o cabaret tpe
o r.F.'ln‘; a ek Band and 1F came oul preih

well

What made Focus go to work with producer
Mike Vernon?

Somecone from Radio RTL war owr manager ol
that time ard they shovedd hime in owr dinection.
In retrospect T ohink Mide did a grear job bt
then vou get o the well yvou're @ rock band omd
Vi T LFT L ELT d _-'r:'.n this" Vermon was
.J:r'l."\n||'.'.'r:'.|l tv the Executive Producer of Foous
gid Vernon had other conpections within the
States which helped 1o get our stuff our over

there and | ihink thar's how it worked. [ never

understood the word producer. but that's

afways been my problem but Mike was pretny




good. He was full of shit too!

‘House of the King was the first single | think and I can remember buy-
ing "Moving Waves', how do you look back on those picves now”

Wiell it was the bext we conld do for the band at that time but much of
the rest was bollocks (lawghing). We Dutch are pretty open and would
say that, we'ne very sober about things, nealistic, which is pretty boring
but when if comes down to the nith-gritty they were the hev-deys. [ ook
great pride with ‘Moving Waves' and plaved bass on the whole album
and mever got credits for thai, save for one or two songs like Hocus
Pacuy"

Do you remember sppearing on the Old Groy Whistle Test, a rock show
that was a British institution.

Yes but | didn’t know that at the time. | like Bob Huarris he was a mice
biloke but the place where it was reconded was a bit of o dump of a stu-
dics which I liked {laughing), These are the sort of places we were pliy-
ing and it suited the occasion well but | didn't get what was going on
because for me being in another country ltke England it was the Mecca,
The Beatles came from there, the Rollisg Stones, not that 1 gave a shit
at that time, not at all. Sull the trodition and the whole thing with pop
miexic was negurded and approached as a totally different ball game to
mie. § way there tatally for the music and [ fust wanted to show that there
wits @ different way of plaving blues or rock or whatever I couldn't
actually play straight blues, still can's, o well fifty vears later maybe a
lirrle bir bur I abwayy add my own twist to it [ don't feel happry with it
Miles Davis never played a straight note dn kis life as for ax [ know and
a for of it is imprevisation which 1 lile,

Befire we move off the subject of Focus | wanted 1o ask you your
thoughts about that working relationship with P J Proby, it was such a
curious combination that was surely never, ever going to work, it was
totally weird.

It was curious o me too flaughing). Van Leer iv weind Proby was a
notorions hovzer and if they were tn an airport they told me they fust
coulidn't leave him for five seconds because be would jump oa any plane
goimg in amy direction. He was totally out of kiy mutshell but whatever
made them happy. Luckily I've no connection now and don’t want 1o feel
conmeried bt [ thought Proby was a good singer fut there are more of
thase

If you were to some up the Seventies and your time with Focus as a
whole could you do it in one sentence?

You've just mentioned it, one big hole (laughing), veak that's ir!

{Laughing) Oniwards from Focus then Jan and vou moved on to a solo
carcer which appeared to move more towards juss/rock, Was there any-
thing clse you were looking for in particular?

Well I just wanted to keep on plaving the stuff [ had invide me | guess,
why rum awery from it. Things change and life changes and for me that
was a blesving and a curse at the same time, af feast in Focus there was
some consixtency, that means like for five yeary every night the same
vodel at the same place at the same time. [ don’t like to0 work on that
kind of assembly line but thix is how vou get big in pop music by repeat-
ing veurself for fifty years and we were so progressive. These puraday-
e intrigue me, not that 1 had something against it but it's not my bag.
ir's mot my cup of tea, I a musician and 1 like to be ervative and 1 like
ro create different things. Why should 1 pliay the same bloody song over
and erver again (laughing), vou know, fut sometimes [ will do something
old for the British fans, the riff of Hocus Pocus” and then after that | go
straight into the blwes again because | have o get away from that.

Is that sort of riff and tracks like "Sylvia' a beavy weight sround your
neck Jan?

No wot at all, people make it a sort of heaviwefght in the semse thit you
12

have to live up to your own bullchit but 1 can back it up but not to the
level of repeating yourself aver and over, that's bevond my budger. I'm
not like that, 1 come from Holland, it's a small country and the thing 1
like about being in the studio ix that you get to do constantly different
things with the instruments. That's very satisfiing as far as I'm con-
cerned and it’s like being a shoemaker but he doesn't make the same pair
of shoes all the time.

Have you never been tempied 1o sell up and go and live in America®

Well not really and the only countries that 've ever lived in outside of
Holland is Britain and Austria when I was a kid. I still like Britain, def-
initely, and still play there often. I don't play in Germany very often,
maybe two or three times a year because alwayy something cuckoo hap-
pens in that country, nof that the people aren't OK but there's always one
or rwo lunatics, why [ don't know.

Contemporaries like Steve Howe and Steve Hackett are sccomplished
acoustic guitarists as well as electnc guitarists, do you have a preference
Jan? Do you still get a thrill out picking the guitar up cvery moming?

No | don't have a real prefereice ot really but with the electrie always
likee to twang flaughing). Sometimes | think oh no when | go near the gui-
tar if Fve had a bad experience, an example s like when my old man
died, | didn’t feel like playing. | fust pa thee thing in the corner and vaid
that's shit and it can wait,

You scom very much in control of your life, easily able to draw the line
betweoen the music and your family life, is that how you see it?

Yeuwh. thar's actually true. | doa't really want to move tawards the miedia
whatever which is stupid you knew, | know it's stupid, 1 know you're sup-
posed i be an artist and be there for the public. it's the public that makes
vou and that's true. | alwisy have o great time gigging and tafking with
peaple afterwands but [ don't like the mechanics around this busimess.
expecially the pop business it is so awful at any level For example
there's an institution here called Veroniva, it's a big rodio station or
whatever and they're all in thetr fifties wmd you get them on the phone
anid they shout ‘hey Jan, what do you think of this or that” 1 mean, forget
it! I ko't want to have anvthing to do with these loonies and I think it's
an imsult fo vour intelfigence and it's blosdy tasteless, They're fust ruv-
ing nuts!

I normally pick an album to comment on but this time | would like w0
pick on a short track that | like very much ol the 'Pleasure Point’ album.
The opening track does it for me, it starts the album and puts you in the
mood for the rest of the album. The track is called 'Valder' and it is shor,
dreamy, haunting track. Do vou actually have to be in the mood 1o wrile
something like that. Do vou lock yoursell away 1o write your music?

Wedl that's a difficult one. There's alsa a title on there, "Visions Of Blue',
and I atways have a thing in the dack of my mind. a picture of a little
white chapel an an island with this furquoise water around I, wite Tdon’t
know, For example that's the bockgrosnd to that piece, if's a plcture in
my: mind which [ iry to create musically. It'v a very religious picture but
at the same time it's also very beautiful

It paints a picture of seclusion.

It ix really, it is a pictire of potng back on vour own in time. If's @ vision
and I oy to express that in sy masic. T eould paint it bat it would rake
mic too lomg. I try ta paint this picture and | have no words for it and
that's why it comes ont in the music. e fust read the autoblography of
Ray Charles again after twenty pears and [ find myseif having exacily the
samie points of view, He was condesned for liking country music and he
savs, 'l really love that music, it's where | come from, it's what [ was
raised with ax a kid, why showld | deny thar'. That is something that real-
Iy struck me, | just read it last week again in ltaly and [ couldn’t get into
the beginning because it is very bortag but then around page 100 i real-
Iy started to go and ke tells of kis visions about why he didn't give a shie



about what amvbody else thought, ahad what
I play. He kepr talking abour Be

I ] A
e fet 1R
Bop but he fiked other things and that's the

VR Oxan

vil of @ real musician il o
cves to other things or speak o hundred lan
guaees amd nof even be able to say vei in vour
owr. So he tells how he by todaily s o all
these things mavbe because of the fact thiat e
can't see. He wid 1o ;-;'41'1 dance holls jfust 1o
cheer people up. If the customer was sabisfied
he wies satisficd; pow whal g greal man v Pl
I think ke is and | have tremindous respeet for

riviad

You mention guys like Ray Charles and Miles
Davis eic who were always summounded by
musicians of 2 rare breed, anonymous people
bt brilliant musicians

Yex v thought abowut that bur e not freing fo
b aniservmsons Bt f_u'ln ot J fusr go feud g with
the rock scene, o sav it politele. As I said
hetare P'm nol guing to craw| up e .nnl'f"l‘-
tend 'm siveen apain, 'y hevond my budget,

How old are you now Jan?

Forty five flawghing) er fifty four- ..
{langehisee), in Dyteh it's the sther way arotind
Fm in the antvmn of myv Hife and in twenfy vears
I conlid be dead

So true for us all

Yes, [ vias recently two dayy in Italy amid there
wigs @ biy thing in the newspapers, vou could
gl Duteh newspapery there, abowt Herman
Aresd jumping off the Hilton. He's our local
here, the sort of only rock ‘n® roll animal we've
ever produced. For brealdaxt he used to have

double  voulka
ey
and a
ball. He
also a painfer

he maile
dredy of ptint-

juice
ipeed
Wik

hean-

Imiry in .I'E'-l.'
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they go  jfor
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i 1
i -
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YRk, My
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4 sovmething even

conld
more et
but he jumped
il thy
Hiltisn and he

hlaogh

wes baried n
the pap lemple
Paradiso in
Amaterdam

That

lasr act. to sell

wixs  his

And his paintings w ill be worth three times
e [

Yes and he was fifly four and he coulidn’t go on
anvimore. He was in some clinie in London thar
pad him off the ..I'upl' If vou show that part of
vt 0 the wordd vou have ta five wp fo it | guees,
the mock 'n° ol animal and all that, Look ar
Keith Richands, it like someone drilled two
holes in fix skall aed he's |'.||=|l.,lr|'_-__" hehind e
flaughing) bur ity all down to music and he
must b the only gemiuy with an 10 of 40, | don't
reanlly want o knock anvone bur §f vou loosk ar
the core of the thimg (1% hifarious and that’s alw
very important and thats what | missed a bit in
the Seventies and Eighties. We had some
humour and then the punk thing came along
servefess. humourtess and almase humanless. |

caimie ol with ‘Pleasure Podnt’
Wis that album your antidote to post punk?

Yes that could have been and rats were in so |
put two mice on my guitar and that was my
answer to the punk thing, like no future, no
heaury, nmo this, wo that, We knew from the
beginning that it was a fashion thing and fash-
fon's adwavs been the mother of death

It's the kids that generally go along with fash-
jon, How many kids do you have Jan.

[ have four. two bovs, two girls, The bovy are
thirty and nineteen and the girls are etght and
six. They ane very musical, very musical and the
youngest son is constantly mixing things. He's
into the samples things but still they're OK. The
fittle girls sing and the ofdest one iy plaving
plang and she says she wants to play guitar but

whie hay sy temperament that says if if doesn't
happen in five minutes in's off floughing), She
just gety bad with rammting the thing, vhe's a
monvier, incredible. Their music is by chaice,
thev do it themselves and 1 Iike it the way ey

i
win il

As we mentioned vou have been 1o the UK on
a short tour recently and you cmpoy coming
over here still. That tour was just as enjoyable
| guess. Is the UK where you are mast popular
IIII."-V LI.J_'.-HI

Yeu [ like 1o B there and it's the only country |
Itved in for a vear People lurn up there in
grear mumbers and they fust enjov it as much
as | do, what more could youw want, Peopli
even fake o rupiiiey fo travved ro places 1o se¢
me, They come from Japan. [reland and all
over amd | play in a local pub here and the
owners. they don’t believe their eves becanse
they see people coming from afl over the
bloody place just to sit and watch Mi JA from
somtewhere in Holland, It's o cuckoo ting and
ovt the other hand i's preat. It the ofd saving

if the mosuntain can't come to Mokammed

Well P'm thrilled to bits that we've managed (o
et you to come and play for us at the Classic
Rock Society in November and 1 hope it's a
good enough night for you to want to come
and play for us again. What can we expect

when vou come?”

Well I play with the same drummer ax [ have
for lifteen vears, Ton Dvkman, This ix a band
vou won't believe with Wllbrand on guiar
Jeroen on bevboardy too, There's o crossover
of stuff from all the albums and it has been
well recetved, expecially in the UK 1o dare
He'll do our best when we see you

In conclusion Jan, you have recorded many
albums over the years, will there be a new one
in the near future”

Well Pve finivhed guite a few picees and 1 have
my producer coming in, he's in Spain right
now geting bis yoa-yas out flaughing). He's
back next weekend and we've bod some con
tact with Bluencte and other companies but
F'm in o ey e have the pivces and when
thev're ready or whenever Fim ready we'll go in
to the stdio and recond them. I've got 5o much
stuff out it acinally doesn't make sense 1o come
out with any album [ think but as soon ay |
have the feeling chat my playing iv improving
a hit I might de it (lawghing fowdlyvi

I can't believe I'm hearing this (laughing),

No ' ot in a bry, | got alf the stdf ready
and next weekend we'll po through i and
record the heap, If he wants to mangle the
thing together. go ahead, no problem. Nl see
vou @il in November!

Tickets for the Jan Akkerman concert
are on sale now!
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