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Four friends, one a guitar genius, some art-blues

loonery - life was good for ‘70s underdogs Patto.

Then came illness, car wrecks and squalor. Harry
Shapiro unfolds Britain’s great rock tragedy.

HEN PATTO GUITARIST OLLIE HALSALL WAS
found dead on the floor of his sparsely furnished
Madrid flat on May 29, 1992, it brought the curtain
down on the saddest story in British rock’n’roll history.
All bands have their share of bad luck and misfortune,
but Patto were cursed with more tragedy; apathy, indif-
ference and pain than any band has a right to expect.
Forever on the verge of making it, Patto spent the three years from 1970 to 1973
trading in a uniquely British brand of soul-tinged blues and alarming time signatures.
In Mike Patto they had a hipster-ruffian singer blessed with a startling white blues
vocal delivery and, in Ollie Halsall, one of the greatest guitarists of all time. After
three years of knocking on the door and finding no one home, the band broke up. i
Halsall embarked upon an erratic career path peppered with drugs and disaster, §
Patto died of lymphatic leukaemia, while the other two members, Clive Griffiths s
and John Halsey, were involved in a terrible car smash which left Halsey with severe %
physical injuries and Griffiths so damaged that he is to this day unable to remem- £
ber ever being in the band.

“We certainly weren’t the luckiest band,” deadpans Halsey. “Patto’s dead, Ollie’s §
dead, Clive’s one of Dr Who’s Daleks, there’s me walking round with a parrot on me ;
shoulder and even our roadie Eric — great bloke — got shot and killed in Pakistan.” »+
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Timebox, 1969: (from left)
John Halsey, Mike Patto,
Clive Griffiths [note gloss eye
resulting from childhood
pitch’n’putt accident], Ollie
Halsall, and Chris Holmes.

When pushed, Ollie would say his influences were
Django Reinhardt and Bert Wee don. He took nothing
from conte mpor: aries. “If I bought a Jimi Hendrix album it would
" he told NME in [”f 4. “I'd get influenced terribly.
Most peaple contend that you're suppe sed to listen to as much
That’s bullshit. Do that

‘]t"-l]li\ me,

music as possible, and distill the results.
|

and vou're just and sther suburban € fl;:tl n. [ used to like \“n”m

Eric I!|:| shy. 1 once had the idea of P l.’t\ll]l guitar the way Cecil

Tavlor i']'“‘ piano — totally devoid of any t .ml't\ or rh\limm al

structure at all.”

O PATTO STOOD ON THE VERGE OF GREAT-
bum.

ness. The first thing they had to do was record an a

Muff Winwood's experience of trying to record Patto
has never left him. “They frightened the hell out of me Totally stoned.
You couldn’t go into the studio. There was just a cloud of dope smoke,
and this would be first thing in the morning. They'd come down from
some gig inhaling all sorts like Night Nurse, ready to start work at 10 in
the morning and rolling these enormous joints, Tt was justunreal, The
music use ll to ”n nH at an II]LI:lllll]l rate, te Il]]]::\ Were never lht: same
from one take ln the next. I'd say to the e ngineers, We're ﬂomu to have
to get the sound up quick because vou cannot have these guys going
over a song more than five times otherwise it'll completely L]mnuc

Across their first two albums Pacto (1970) and Hold Your Fire ( iL)r 13

Patto set out their stall for the world to judge. Immaculate, often tricky
musicianship unde rpinned clever lyrics delivered by the ever-eccentric

Mike Patto in a pulverising throaty rasp. “1 don't think we've done bad,” he

told Sounds in January 1971, “It’s taken uu_‘ighl
months to get from ‘who the hell are Patto?" to
getting g yod gigs and an album out. Some bands
I've been in just got stone ed all the time and never
progresse d beyond a certain point.”
I I'he reviews were always enthusiastic. But
their almost universal critical acclaim did not
transfer to record sales. The} sold about 5,000
tor the first album, fewer for the second. Part of
the problem was the impossible task of recre-
ating the sheer power of their live show on
record. Patto live really was a show. Right from
limebox days, dm_\ hammed it up. Thﬂ would
do The Dwarf’s Chorus, kneeling on their
shoes and singing Hi Ho Hi Ho. Thev'd do
Riding -\I:mu{ In The Crest Of A Wave, The v'd
line suitcases up on-stage, each with its own
mike and do a cappella barbershop style vocals
unseen off-stage. At the end, the audiences
would give the suitcases an ovation, In between
all of this was in- your-face hammering free-
form jazz-rock from a band who were |m-hnw
their drug-addled bodies to the limits,
Following a pamml.lrl\ hectic gig at Lanchester
Arts Festival in 1971, Clive Griffiths was rushed
to hospital with a collapsed lung.

Patto tried to insert some of their famous
stage humour into their third LE Roll 'Em,
Smoke 'Em, Put Another Line Out, released on
Island in October 1972. The result, Mummy
— an anthem to incest — must be one of the

most disturbing ‘comedy” tracks ever.
Thev never patormu] it on-stage, it
was left off the Australian release and,
according to John Halsey, two
American DJs from two different sta-
tions were sacked for |)|a\'ilw it. Then
there was the sea shanty Captain P / And
The Attos. “That’s fuckin’ terrible,”
says |]d1>t‘_\. “not even
funny. We had other
material but we said we

An already domaged
looking Patto; and
(below) roadic Eric
Swain (front), killed
. in Pakistan in 1974.

wanted the silliness on
the album. Ollie hardly
play ed any guitar on
that album and that was
the biggest thing in the band.
It ce r‘c.lmi\ wasn't the song-
writing, [ don’t think our
material was ever up to it. It
wasn't even commercial in
an a\'am-g.lrdc way.”

It’s at this point that press
about Patto begins to focus
heavily on one aspect: ‘loon-
2 NME article by Roy Carr entitled ‘Never Do The

ing’. In a 197

Obvious', \llLt Patto is described as

“an arch-looner, who tears hell-
for-leather along the thin line that separates sanity from insanity.” In
) Patto told Beat Instrumental: *

February 1972 “Our music will lJL\s_]n}

with a little smack of anarchy and a sad, realistic insanity.” Pretty soon,

that joke wouldn’t be funny any more.

us1T AFTER THE RECORDING OF THEIR THIRD
album, Patto were invited on a world tour with Joe Cocker.
This proy ed every bit an epiphany as the transition from
Timebox to Patto. The band had never been to the States, nor played in
such ]ull__“(' venues, The tour was the group’s first worldwide gig, the result
of a successtul Rainbow show with Cocker and Chris Stainton in July.
' Mike Patto told NME in 1972. “Belore we went, the
biggest audience we'd |:|.1de to was around 8,000, but out there =+

“Itwas a gas,’
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