
abbey tapes: the exorcism
an introduction by Prof Levin

In the end, it was me who wanted to go back.

Not to the Abbey - Christ, never there.
But with more time on my hands these
days I started to feel a growing need for...
closure is the word they use these days,
but it’s not enough. I’m thinking
cleansing. Or exorcism, if you must. What
happened at the Abbey - what we
thought happened - is something we all
have to live with, but the suffering should
be eased, if possible.

I can now admit to keeping, in a cold,
dark place, a copy of the tapes.  Towards
the end of last year, as the anniversary
came up again, I rang Moira Cairns and
Simon St John and Tom Storey and asked
how they felt about me messing with the
songs, see what kind of pattern they
formed.

This went on for weeks, and then, one by
one, they called me.

Bottom line: they said I could include what
I thought best and write what I wanted. So
I’m telling you now that there is a pattern,
a sequence, cause and effect, and some of
it needs to be let out. So, Moira and Simon
and me, we made an exorcism. Closure.

1. On a Bad Day (Reilly)
This is where I think it starts - with Dave
Reilly’s reaction to hearing the last Lennon
album, Double Fantasy. Delivered, I tend
to think now, more in sorrow than anger,
it speaks for itself.

2. The Comb Song (Cairns)
Here’s Moira introducing herself and her
troubled background. I don’t know if she
still has that Iron Age comb and I don’t
plan to ask. There’s a much longer
version, but this is what we recorded at
the Abbey.

3. Take Me to the River (Storey)
This is what Tom still plays when he’s
getting uptight. Later you’ll hear how it
mutated.

4. Vanessa (Storey)
She’s still around, thank God. Grown-up
now, as much as they ever do, and
working as a waitress in a traditional kind
of cafe in the Cotswolds. She loves it.
She’s happy. She had a boyfriend, but he
died. Downs kids, it happens.

5. Take Me 2 (Storey)
Enough said. Tom didn’t want it used.
Don’t worry Tom was what we used to
say. With hindsight, that was stupid. You
sang it, mate.

6. Sweeter (Cairns)
This is the title I’ve given it. Moira just
began singing it in one day - it’s a lyrical
memory of the Romany life. Probably a
false memory. What the hell.

7. Liverpool Unplugged (Reilly, Storey)
Dave just started talking about it, and I
recorded it, and edited out the dross and
dropped one of Tom’s doodles over the
top. I put it here because it seems to set
the scene for...

8. Dakota Blues (Reilly)
The best-known song on the album. I like
to think a kind of salvation for Dave lies in
the last verse.

9. The Ballad of Aelwyn Breadwinner
(Cairns, Reilly, St John)
Now, whether you believe that what
happened was some kind of warped
reflection of what might have happened in
the 12th century is up to you. I was too
drunk - or should’ve been. Though not
too drunk to weep.

10. Holy Light (St John, Cairns)
Simon started to put this together, like he
knew that eventually it would have a part
to play. When I’m remixing it I discover
Simon’s cleansing. Then Moira comes by,
out of the blue - or not, how do you ever

know with Moira? So I play her Holy Light
and that desperate prayer/blessing thing,
and we think this sounds like a man
struggling to recall his vocation. Moira
smiles and fills the coffee machine and sits
down in the booth and completes the
pattern.


