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The Embarrassment

What stopped them from hitting the big time may not have just been their droppy looks or remote
local but their bizarre songs. It's one thing not to have a lot of polish to songs but then to hop around
all sorts of weird subjects didn't make any A&R man's job the easier. On their first self-titled EP,
they were star-struck with a "Celebrity Art Party" (featuring Art Carney) and "Elizabeth's
Montgomery's Face" (years before the American Music Club's "Johnny Mathis' Feet") not to
mention racing cars, and (from their first single) going on a "Sex Drive" (how's that for slobbering
lust?) and their best friend turning into a monster. By the time of the mind-boggling Death Travels
West, they were travelling not just around the park (in a great pop song) but also along with
explorers Lewis and Clarke and to the D-Rings of Saturn. I don't know think this was so much
"candor" as much as their unique spin on music where they let voices, choruses and guitar parts split
and weave the difference between sweet pop and garage noise. They really were one-of-a-kind.

Even their choice of covers were interesting. They did a real convincing version of the garage staple
"Pushing Too Hard" and beat Royal Crescent Mob to Led Zepplin's "Immagrant Song" where
Nichols delivered a hilarious banshee wail that would have set Robert Plant on edge. Their triumph
was to be Michael Jackson's "Don't Stop." Keeping in mind that this was years before Thriller and
around the time of "disco sucks," this was a pretty progressive choice, probably considered to be
"unhip" by some assholes. They did the song proud, making it into a loud stomp but never giving up
on the song's tunefulness and happy beat.

Sadly, their legacy remained these EP's and singles and a group of out-takes (personal fave is the
catchy "Two-Week Vactation" where they talk about the after-life and leaving their friends) that
were collected as The Embarrassment (Bar/None) and Retrospective, both coming out after the
group broke up in 1983. Both were really out-take collections more than "greatest hits." With the
recent Bar/None reissue (which has all the out-of-print stuff, out-takes and just about their whole
catalog to boot), hopefully the band will be better known.

Maybe the problem was that they were too real without even trying to be. Next to Breaking Away,
they're the most authentic image of the Midwest you're ever likely to see. After all, this is a place
where the campus pizza bar was the center of the New Wave movement in the area. They were never
down-and-out or decadent (again, not a good marketing ploy) but they were smart ("Hip and Well-
Read" as they'd say) and loads of fun. Is that a winning combo or what?

Four guys out making their own music, dissatisfied with what is being played on the
radio.

Many people take enjoyment out of what we do. Influences of the moment and
experiences in everyday living- snackum, skank, go-man-go, spatula- still continue to
give us a smile.

We probably are not sure why we continue to be creative, some things just have to be
done. That's why Mitch Miller was such a dumbfounding success. At no time before
had old men been choreographed to walk in circles and sing on TV. People watched,
they had to. It was unique.

-- John Nicols

Discography

"Patio Set"/"Sex Drive" (Big Time single) 1980
"Pushing Too Hard" from Battle of the Garages (Bomp LP)1980
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The Embarrassment (Cynykyl EP) 1981

(five songs) from Fresh Sounds Volume 1 (Fresh Sounds cassette) 1981
"Lifespan" from Sub Pop #5 (Sub Pop cassette) 1981

"Sounds of Wasps" from Sub Pop #7 (Sub Pop cassette) 1982

Death Travels West (Fresh Sounds EP) 1983

Retrospective (Fresh Sounds cassette) 1984

The Embarrassment (Time To Develop LP) 1987

"Two Week Vacation" from Human Music (Homestead LP) 1988
"Train of Thought"/" After The Disco" from Time For A Change (Bar/None LP) 1989
God Help Us (Bar/None LP) 1990

Heydey (Bar/None CD) 1995

SPECIAL NOTICE FOR EMBARASSMENT FANS:
Matthew Wall sez: I've finally set up an Embarrassment mailing list, which you're hereby invited to
join

The list name is: embos-1@cyrusoft.com
To subscribe to the mailing list, send mail to

embos-l-request@cyrusoft.com (NOT embos-l@cyrusoft.com) with the word

subscribe

somewhere in the body of the message. You'll get an automated response back.
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