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BOOKET NOTES

Between 1967 and 1970 the Blue Horizon label coeateindustry niche for itself that may never be
surpassed. The odds of a Britislues label surviving, let alone thriving, as a commalgi run
operation back then, would have been strongly sthelgainst such an event. That such a label might
have hadany major chart success would have been seen as elgrefoebtful — bordering on
delusional. But Top Ten entries and even a Nbattadopper?No way! Fortunately, we were in the
right place at the right time and had our eyesd-ears — open to what was happening at ground roots
level. Nevertheless, had CBS not shown the vigiasupport us as they did, then there can be o wa
to know now, whether Blue Horizon would have besnsaccessful as it was. With Peter Green’s
Fleetwood Mac and The Chicken Shack — the labelldvbit the charts on a regular basis. But it
would be the other, sometimes unsung artists omdster, that would boost and sustain intereshén t
label; a label that championed, not only the walhkn, but also the ‘underdogs’ of the blues world o
bothsides of the Atlantic. Blue Horizon could boastast array of contracted and licensed performers
that ran close to the fifty ‘marker’. Amongst themas one Top Topham — of whom it was said:
“Thousands of guitarists have walked in the fogistef Eric Clapton, Jeff Beck and Jimmy Page — but
only Top Topham can claim that they walked in his.”

An only child, Anthony Topham was born in Southall, West London, off 3uly 1947 to John and
Daphne. Ten years later, the family moved to NorhiKingston-upon-Thames, Surrey. Top recalls
that the family acquired a record player during9d.86d that jazz music was the predominant feature o
the household’s record collection — Jelly Roll Mors Red Hot Peppers, Louis Armstrong’s Hot Five
and the like. The advent of the Skiffle crazenfdurop wanting to be a drummer but there was no
money for a full kit — Top had to ‘make do’ withalming to play the most basic of percussion
instruments — spoons and bones. Top’'s fathereatél, but struggling artist, also made a teatches
bass — another option for his enthusiastic sonhe family record collection expanded taking in a
number of blues records — Leadbelly and Big Bilb&rzy in particular.

Top told journalist Roger St. Pierre, many yeatsrlathat“it was very hip at the time to be into
country blues and | was quickly hooked.”

Top began to dig deeper. He started bidding facote U.S. blues records that would appear in
auction lists and also attended a number of Paue influential “Blues Lectures”. He showedeth
desire to soak up more of the history and traditibthe music. Then, one day, Top was taken to the
Ealing Jazz Club to see Alexis Korner and Cyril Bayand that was the day he became determined to
become a blues musician himselfl wanted to play guitar and finally | was given erby my
grandmother.”

Top had already started at Hollyfield School tteahe year and there Heined an elite art group that
also included two other guitarists — Chris Drejadairic Clapton. Our mutual love of the blues
brought us together and they, as well as otherse we be regular visitors at our house, all keen to
check out the latest blues records we had acquiirednother guiding light at that time was Dave
Holt, who, like Eric, lived in the village of Ripye but essentially, Top’s life changed when he tHear
French album featuring recordings by Billy Boy AlthoSnooky Pryor and Eddie Taylor. Howlin’
Wolf also had a great impact in those early days$ Bop recalls thatthe [sound]of those guitars
made me want to play so much! They became theldtaon sounds of The Yardbirds under my
auspices.”

The local Norbiton Hotel was to be where Top andiivere to meet up with Keith Relf and Paul
Samwell-Smith and lay the groundwork for forming timost blues wailing’ Yardbirds. Drummer

Jim McCarty completed the line-up and The Yardbiptsyed their debut set as support to Cyril
Davies’ Blues All Stars at the Eel Pie Island Cldtyickenham. Cyril then offered the band a
residency at one of his regular gigs, The Woolsdetel in Harrow, North London. But when The



Stones’ then manager, Giorgio Gomelsky, offered Maedbirds yet another residency at The
Crawdaddy in Richmond, it was time for Top’s pasetat step in.

Top recalled that the band started out in May @&?3Land that he left during October of that same.yea
“I was only 15 then — three or four years youndeart the rest — and there was no way my parents
would let me go out five or six nights a week &y phusic. | was going on to Epsom Art School and
they wanted me to take that seriously. Eric wasdbvious person to replace me.”

The young teenager was already showing exceptantiatic abilities and in hindsight, | don’t belev
that Top would now take issue with his parent’srar commitment to see their son make use of those
talents.

But the blues can get you anywhere and at anytiSwee enough, before the decade was out, Top was
back. During 1965 and whilst at Guildford Art Gae, Top put together a ten-piece band; they
rehearsed and finally did one gig. The membersediaiely went their own way and that was that. In
an interview with Melody Maker’s Jerry Gilbert, sergears later, Top remarked that that performance
was"“the most satisfying thing I'd ever done and akuined out, a total waste of everyone’s energy.”

He then dabbled with psychedelic rock, as guitawih Winston G and The Wicked — Top played his
final gig with that outfit at London’s Roundhousapporting The Who. It was then, that Top decided
to revive and further cement his long friendshighwiony ‘Duster’ Bennett. The two had met asyearl
as 1958 and during the ensuing years had ofterg‘buti together.

Their mutual musical interests became a passidrey-formed a number of jug bands with other like-
minded friends and spent most of their spare tineaah other’'s homes, playing records, talking and
developing their own blues ideas. When Dusterrdamb his “Bright Lights” album for Blue Horizon
at The Gin Mill Club, Godalming, Surrey on"1%\pril 1969, Top was there, along with his trusty
Gibson 335.

According to various letters and other documemtsmhaged to lay my hands on whilst researching for
this release, it would appear that Top signed &stagreement with Blue Horizon sometime in the
early part of 1969. Up until Duster’'s Godalmingarding however, Top had not actually committed
anything to tape for the label. He was to get firit taste of working at the CBS Studio soon
thereafter, when Duster, as producer rather theiorpger, oversaw a session for Blue Horizon with a
new discovery, vocalist/guitaristloyd Watson. It was whilst working at a blues club in
Peterborough, Lincolnshire that Duster met up whih twenty-year old — at that time working with
local band Ma Grinder’s Blues Mission.

It was decided, on Duster’'s recommendation, to &igigd to Blue Horizon. For the session, Duster
called in Top and pianist Derek Hall, along witte tirummer and bass player from Blue Rivers & The
Maroons — their names now long forgotten, regréttabFour titles were cut that day in May '69 and
they get their first ‘official’ airing in this cafiction. Born to a Jamaican father and Englistheron
1949, Lloyd Edwin showed musical talent at a veaghyeage — he took piano lessons for five years —
and then changed to acoustic guitar. The purabfase Robert Johnson album, released by Columbia
Records, pointed to the road that he still tratedsy.

“All I want to do is play the blues — music comiestfand money secondias his comment to a local
newspaper back in '69 — and nothing much has clthrideyd Watson is still playing blues to this
day. Unfortunately for him though, the Blue Horizeession did not offer up an obvious single
release, as was the plan at the time. We hopeettwd further new, original material later thaaye
maybe as part of an album — but that never happefieel master tapes were put into storage. THree o
the titles cut that day feature Lloyd’'s own guitark, whilst Top takes a back seat, holding dowa th
rhythm parts. Topham steps out though ‘big tinretlee slow blues “Long And Lonely Year” — gutsy
solo work!

Within a matter of months, Top would find himselbrking with Christine Perfect, following her

unscheduled departure from The Chicken Shack. tiwhehad actually first met back in 1965, when
they were both employed as skivvies at The Grosvelobel in Swanage, Dorset.  Along with Rick
Hayward, Martin Dunsford and Chris Harding, Top wasecord as featured guitarist on Christine’s
eponymous album for Blue Horizon. Not the mostaeling of times, Top recalls, feeling frustrated



that his own musical plans were grinding to a stifid Christine’s sessions took place in Augast
December of 1969, with Top’s own album sessionslsahed in between. Once the decision had
been made to produce an entirely instrumental albam idea that had been muted some time earlier —
the pressure was on Top, to come up with the nstetie was very keen to have as many original
tunes included as possible, but smart enough tseethat a handful of ‘standards’ would not go
amiss. Once the basics were in place, Top made sangh ‘home’ demos that were, in turn, followed
by pucker demos, made at CBS Head Office, Theoldatisl in Holborn, London. Those were cut
with the help of Rick Hayward and took place orf' Beptember. Terry Noonan then visited Top’s
home to work on the arrangements$:sang the parts | had in my head to Terry andthen scored
them, after the orchestration formats had been egreith Mike. | had absolutely no knowledge of
musical notation at that time, other than keys\sdd There can be no doubt, that Top was thrilled to
be given the opportunity of recording with somenisf favourite British blues and jazz musicians + no
least of whom were to be Duster Bennett and Petggii¢id. He also found himself in a position to
perhaps, re-create, the ‘big band’ sound that kefdibed with four years earlier.

The tale of theactual day of recording is, perhaps, best told by the ramself: “I distinctly
remember getting up at about 6.30 a.m. — very wedifsu me at that time — and going on the trairg vi
Waterloo, to Bond Street. My knees were knocHKiteyally) and all the musicians were in there.
Herbie Flowers turned up first and | remember théfthess with which he was able to play the score
for “Ascension Heights” — he didn’t bother to loak the music again! As everything was scored, the
album was done in almost one day. The sax soléHot Ginger” wasn't too good and so we
overdubbed Skidmore’s original solo with Steve @Gredat a later dateind at around 10.30 p.m., on
the same night as the main session, we knockétChtistmas Cracker”. | also vividly recall Herbie
playing us a demo of something he'd just recordetMelting Pot” — featuring Madeline Bell.”
Many of Top’s lead guitar parts were actually pthys the time of recording, but inevitably, others
were added later. Again, Top recalled thvee played around a lot with guitar sounds. Mikaged a
microphone in a cardboard tube in front of the dm¥a, and got a killer sound. | was playing a
Gibson 335 with 1960 humbucker, almnico pick ugee $ingle and some of the other album tracks
have that guitar sound and we also dubbed seconeffegts. | also got hold of two coconut shells to
use as horse hoof effects on “Globetrottin™ — hpéd them too. That Gibson guitar got broken some
short time later, when | was rehearsing with Clinistat The Nag's Head in Battersea. | had to go
downstairs to take a ‘phone call and so, | pladeel guitar on top of the amp stack. When | got pack
it was on the floor — in twelve pieces!”

On 28" November 1968, as an hors d’oeuvre to the albuoe Horizon released a Christmas single —
“Christmas Cracker” (57-3167) — a funky instruméntathe vein of Lowell Fulsom’s “Tramp”,
featuring snippets from well-known Yuletide melaglieWe actually sent copies out to DJs and Radio
Stations in the form of a Christmas Card packadmit-our efforts made little impact. Some two
months later came the main course in the shapeAsfension Heights” (Blue Horizon 7-63857).
Initial reviews were very enthusiastic, although eeild all have wished for more of them! In his
1970 review of the album for Melody Maker, Jerryil®rt commented that h#iked Topham'’s
phrasing, which is down to earth melody over a yunéat — far away from the progressive tfaitthe
day]. | hope his name remains at the fore, as this allmeasy to get into and nice to live with.”
When talking with Gilbert some little time latergan for Melody Maker, Top had this to s&¥he
object was to try and do a British Stax ‘thingl.think that “Funks Elegy” is heading in the diréat |
want to go — althougffor me] the most satisfying track is our arrangement of X&do Junction”. |
wanted to keep to simple riffs sliding in and outene of the whining lead guitar — simply because |
wanted to be part of the band rather than have tiptaging along behind me.”In 1992, journalist
Mike Oldfield was to describe the album ‘@ ambitious and breathtakingly original projedbat
‘married’ blues, rock and jazz* observations, that to some degree, reflectecdiective thoughts at
the time of its releaseWe had hoped that Top’s involvement with Christiherfect’s Band would
throw the spotlight on his guitar talents and eeals to achieve some measure of success sales-wise
with his solo instrumental extravaganza — it wastided not to be so. It was most certainly deésgrv

of greater attention but with the waning of intéliesghe British blues boom, travelling the bluesad’
would be a tough journey for all but the stout eéft. Perhaps, in hindsight, we should have selba

a single from the album — but encouragement fron$ @Bdo so was not forthcoming. There can be
no doubt that the title track, “Ascension Heightsiight well have given us a shot at radio exposure.
With the lush and yet powerful string and brassragements along with a strong guitar melody line,
that tune could have easily found its way onto mamngdio play list. An opportunity missed.



Top found his way back into the CBS studio durimg summer of 1970, once again working alongside
Duster Bennett on the latter’s “12 DB’s” projeddlue Horizon had plans to bring New York vocalist
Garfield Love over to the UK for a short tour aring studio work and Top had been ‘earmarked’ to
pull a band together. The guitarist also had pfansnaking a funky ‘swamp’ record, complete with
sound effects — but time ran out for both of thiolas to reach fruition. Top’s association witlud|
Horizon came to an end when the label moved todeolgarly the following year. Not good news;
but there was far worse to come when, within a enatf months, Top contracted a very nasty blood
disorder that actually had him too close to ‘desithdor’ for comfort. “I had been in the process of
forming a new band with Duster, who had been inStetegtouring] with John Mayall — but that had

to go by the board. | was ill for two years.Top took the decision to leave the music business a
return to his other love — painting. Following hecovery, he started a fine arts business based in
Chelsea and to complete the total ‘turn-aroundj &lso converted to the Islamic faith and re-ineent
himself as Sanderson Rasjid Topham. He has baesmely successful in the ‘fine arts’ world and
became very popular with many wealthy Arab clientdis murals and other works grace many a
luxurious home and his impressive Curriculum Viliaess some famous clients — Sheiks Sulaman and
Mouffalik Al Midani, Jonathan Aitken M.P., Adam Aand Richard Branson amongst them.

By the mid-1980s Top had relocated to the ruralquillity of Mid-Wales, where he and his wife
raised a family of eight. Given, that in suchetting, the opportunities to get back into musigth
well have been few and far between, it took a chaneeting, in 1988, with ex-Yardbirds drummer,
Jim McCarty, to lead Topham back into the bluesldvére had so dearly loved. That renewed
friendship led to the formation of The Top Tophamlim McCarty Band, a quartet that would,
variously, also feature John Idan, Andy Cleveland &od Demick. @A 2CD package on Spiral
(SCD952) is an excellent showcase of the combialkeshts of that unit — a unit that disbanded in 1990
as a result of Top’s renewed interest in acousyied blues. He teamed up with Dave Peabody for
‘occasional’ gigs and also recorded an album fankrRatti’'s Appaloosa label, based in Milan, Italy.
It was whilst touring Italy, that Top had the opfpmity to ‘jam’ with Jesse ‘Guitar’ Taylor, Butch
Hancock, Jimmy Dale Gilmore and Bill Morrissey. Adirect result, Top would soon find himself
touring the blues/folk club circuit in the Bostora@bridge area of New England. He also recorded
for Rounder Records with Morrissey and Johnny Cogimam and in more recent times, worked with
Pete Brown, alongside Jim McCarty, on Brown’s deublbum release “Rattlesnake Shake” — a
‘tribute’ release to help Fleetwood Mac'’s foundeeter Green. In more recent times, Top reunited
with two of the other founder members of The Yardki Jim McCarty and Chris Dreja, to form The
Yardbirds —Mark Il. He also worked, albeit sporadically, with othertBh blues musicians —
amongst whom were, most notably, Big Joe Louis perthaps, one of thieue unsung heroes of the
British blues scene, Southampton’s Bob Pearce.

Today, Top Topham lives in Brighton. He remarridde is still in demand as an artist and of course,
he can still be heard playing the occasional bligsoften with guitarist/vocalist John Idan or uit,

Bob Hall. He has certainly lived a life of twisiad turns — but like so many, he hung on and ntade i
through to the other side. That he is not a mareilfar name might be, perhaps, something of a
disappointment to the man himself. But when youster what hénasachieved in his three lifelong
careers — that of a parent; a highly regarded andh after painteanda great blues guitarist — Top’s
record is not too shabby, is it? | have no dobhbt the release of these, his complete Blue Horizon
recordings, will only enhance the latter of thoskiavements. And always remember if you will ttha
“Ascension Heights” is still, to be best wiy knowledge, th@nly album to have ever been released by
a British blues guitarist that features nothingeottman instrumentals. Top that!

Mike Vernon May 2008



