Madhouse

Madhouse was never second best to anyone. It was a knockout … and I was a noisemaker!

Gary Cooper

Roots, by their very nature, twist and turn and very often can result in a whole new thing breaking away from the original. The roots of George Clinton’s P-Funk organisation stretch back some 45 years from the early days of The Parliaments through to the concept of Funkadelic towards the end of the 60’s. George Clinton has remained a charismatic, enigmatic character for four decades now and paralleling his history has been the equally colourful history of James Brown. Little did these two contrasting funk founders know that the blueprint they had helped to draw up would keep changing as often as the personnel within their ranks.

As Parliament begat Funkadelic so too from the whole Parliafunkadelicment Thang did grow Bootsy’s Rubber Band. The legendary Bootsy Collins, the 15 year old who had played the storming bass-line behind James Brown’s ‘Sex Machine’, had needed more ‘space’ to evolve. So he broke free from Brown’s sweat shop to experience a candy store freedom within the sweet shop of Dr Funkenstein. Both Brown and Clinton have been most successful when they have had a strong supporting cast – and that is where we begin. 

Bootsy’s gig over the last 25 years (gasp!) have always had a church feel to them. The audience is worked up way before the man appears. In many ways, this has also been the formula employed by P-Funk shows wherein Garry Shider encourages the crowd way before Clinton makes his appearance. In the case of Bootsy, the task belongs to another Gary – Gary ‘Mudbone’ Cooper. 

He’s from the South, he’s ‘umble, he’s mud-bone. You don’t get no lower than mud plus he had a bald head so we called him bone. Plus the reason we called him Mud is he made his name around Baltimore by being called Mud. Every time you mentioned his name it’d be mud! 

Bootsy Collins

Cooper was born on November 24th, 1953 in Washington D.C., later moving to Baltimore where he was raised on the Eastside, an area that also laid claim to Talking Head David Byrne. Mudbone started his career with Ricky & The Chips with whom he was billed as Baby James Brown. In 1971/72, the twenty-year-old was vocalist with Madhouse, the baddest band between Washington and Baltimore.

Bass player Thomas “Bunky” Smith, Joel “Razorsharp” Johnson (keyboards) and Kenneth Tapp (drums) were responsible for putting the group together: the other members were Robert Legrand (lead guitar), Elliot Barnes (vocals/keyboards), Lewellen Scruggs (vocals), Leroy McKinsey (trombone), Rick Evans (trumpet), Harold Porter ( saxophone – later replaced by Neal Simms) and Robert Johnson (vocals, formerly of the singing group The Civics). Some of the members attended the same school but the link came from the ‘hood, East Baltimore. Musically, Mudbone’s influences at the time included his James Brown, The Delfonics and Motown – and mothers’ sister Aunt Lucille! The group would support the likes of Funkadelic and the Ohio Players when they played Baltimore. From Gary’s recollections, the latter weren’t as together on stage as they were on record whereas Funkadelic were something else. And George was equally knocked out by Madhouse. 

In 1971, we were the opening act for Funkadelic at a show in Baltimore. Shortly after our set, George said to me, ‘Hey man, if I didn’t know what group I was in, I’d swear it was this one!’ I replied, ‘Thank you so much, that’s a great compliment from you’, then I offered my phone number. I remember saying, ‘I know you guys don’t need a singer but if ever you do, consider and call me anytime. Two years later, a call from Bootsy, and I moved to Cincinnati and the rest is ‘P-story’. 

Gary Cooper

After working their asses off to build up a live following, the group signed to New York’s Today label, a spin-off of Perception Records whose most successful signings were teenage trio Black Ivory. (Parent label Perception also boasted a young Fatback Band among a diverse roster which ran the gamut of black musical styles, from the jazz of Dizzy Gillespie and Larry Young to funk acts like Bartel and the Brockingtons to soul acts like J.J. Barnes, Debbie Taylor and The Exciters.). 

Madhouse hoped to recreate that energy on disc, an aim more than apparent on the resultant album, Serve ‘Em Madhouse, released in 1972 (Today TLP 1010). This was the first time they had been inside a recording studio and in hindsight did everything by gut reaction as opposed to technical  know-how. But what they lacked in finesse and polish was compensated for in sheer energy, from the passionate vocals to the gritty funk riffs to the powerful instrumentation. This sounded every inch like a P-Funk record in everything but name! 

The cover revealed a satirical, politically confrontational stance: the striking black-and-white cartoon which dominated the design depicted members of Madhouse having tea at the Whitehouse with President Nixon and wife, complete with cups and saucers and biscuits! Hence the title Serve ‘Em Madhouse! The title linked to the one track on the album not composed by the band: ‘Nixon’s Ego Trip’ was written by one Joel Johnson. The album was produced by Anthony Davis and Patrick Adams (who were both heavily involved with Perception/Today) and recorded in NYC at two studios, Blue Rock and Soho Sound.

We were rushed to New York, ate lots of Kentucky Fried Chicken, went in the studio and recorded an album’s worth of material in eight hours with no overdubs or second takes ... a lot for some local kids! 

Gary Cooper

Today, Gary’s favourite tracks from the Madhouse album are ‘Get Some Of This’ and the title track, ‘Serve ‘Em’. Two singles were released to promote the album. The first was that title track, backed by the non-album ‘Vote’ (Today 1515, 1972). In the album’s wake, two further tracks were then coupled: ‘Nixon’s Ego Trip’ / ‘Get Some Of This’ (Today 1521, 1973). Sadly, the group folded not long after the album’s release. With all this talent and accolades why did the group fold?  

Like the seemingly never ending saga of many groups and artists, lack of professional management and opportunities

Gary Cooper 

Cooper was able to discharge Robert Johnson and Joel ‘Razorsharp’ Johnson (no relation) from inside the Madhouse only to find a different kind of insanity within George Clinton’s P-Funk organisation. According to Bootsy, ‘Mudbone’ was a fan who “geeped out” on the group: 

He hung around, it got to the point where he was a pest. Funkadelic was so ... he had to be around them to find out what they was about, that’s the type of dude he was. And we was tripping on acid, so it was cool, everything was cool. But then it gets to the point where he’d make these long distance calls outta nowhere, he just kept on and on.” 

Bootsy Collins

Despite the failure of Madhouse, Cooper’s persistence paid off and when

Bootsy was putting his Rubber Band together, Gary was the first person to be called. This was in 1973, and between the two of them, the sound that became synonymous with the cartoon universe of Bootsy was conceived. Of the rest, Robert ‘Wah Wah’ Legrand went on to play with such artists as Teddy Pendergrass. Things could have been very different for Bootsy if producer Jeffrey Bowen had had his way. Clinton's feet were dragging and Bootsy was sitting in Holland, Dozier and Holland's Invictus Records office waiting for a big deal while Mudbone stayed in Cincinnati working on material. Bootsy’s Early Sun, as the group was to be christened originally, had their demo material ready to go. ‘I’d Rather Be With You’ and ‘Together’ – originally entitled ‘Together In Heaven’, a track that was recut by Parliament (1975) for their Chocolate City set – were among the tracks up for grabs. 

Bowen, who had by now left Motown, had been instrumental in bringing Chairmen Of The Board to Invictus. He was also responsible for co-producing the classic Osmium set by Parliament albeit under his wife Ruth Copeland’s name. There had always existed a rivalry between Bowen and Clinton and now he was helping the embryonic group put things together with a view to signing for Holland, Dozier and Holland. By now, HDH had moved to Los Angeles where Bowen and Bootsy were staying when Clinton got wind of what was happening. He stepped up his interest, got Bootsy to come to Detroit with his demo and the rest again is ‘P-Story’. 

Without Mudbone’s contribution, Bootsy’s Rubber Band could well have remained a George Clinton sideshow band instead of a full-blown operation that would stand alone in the P-Funk Circus. In fact, one of the Rubber Band’s most enduring and covered tracks, the previously mentioned ‘I’d Rather Be With You’ (1976), was co-written by Cooper. As well as his work in the Rubber Band, he also stretched to working with Fred Wesley & The Horny Horns. 

After the bounce, ahem, temporarily left the Rubber Band, Mudbone kept busy and in 1985 joined forces with Michael Camacho to create Sly Fox, hitting the charts at full pelt with ‘Let’s Go All The Way’. Six of the eight compositions on show were written or co-written by Cooper.

With Sly Fox, I could have came out sounding like I did with Bootsy’s Rubber Band, but at the time there was a different appeal. Everybody was going into the programmed sound, so we gave then a little bit of the programming.

Gary Cooper

The 90’s saw Mudbone back with the gang via a slew of P-Funk related CDs on Black Arc and Axiom; and The Third Power by Material (1991) included Mudbone re-working the Funkadelic classic ‘Cosmic Slop’. The following year, Hardware had Third Eye Open featuring Bootsy and Buddy Miles with Mudbone again as a featured vocalist. In 1993, Black Arc released Out Of The Dark by O.G. Funk, featuring Billy “Bass” Nelson, the original Funkadelic bass guitarist, Bernie “The Wizard” Worrell on keyboards and Jerome “Bigfoot” Brailey on Drums (Brailey was the brainchild behind Mutiny, who have been compiled on the Sequel CD, How’s Your Loose Booty?). 

Also on Black Arc in 1994 was Under The Six by Slavemaster, with Michael “Kidd Funkadelic” Hampton on guitar and Mudbone on vocal, whilst the same year Rykodisc released Blasters Of The Universe by Bootsy with the brothers Johnson (Robert and Joel, that is!) and Mudbone – naturally. 

In 1996, Gary moved to Paris to clear his head of such drug-based funk to start afresh in Europe. Shining Path, a Swedish band created in 1992, utilised Mudbone’s skills and now he is well and truly rooted in a European funk field performing with the German group Grand Slam. At this year’s Cannes Film Festival, the band played live with Bootsy, Dave Stewart and Edge from U2 sitting in. 

Personally, I would rather do music from now on with nothing but live musicians. That’s where we come from, that’s what we really are. I don’t care how many keyboards, synthesizers, drum machines or electronic guitar gadgets they come up with – we still can play, we still can really sing, we can do those things. And that’s my number one preference.

Gary Cooper

Despite his decision to be based in Europe, Mudbone has remained a loyal member of P-Funk, and in 1997 Bootsy established the direction that would take him into the new millennium with Fresh Outta ‘P’ University. Former Madhouse inmate Joel Johnson not only contributed his keyboard skills but also co-wrote ‘Good-N-Nasty (Personal Stash)’. It went without saying that the release would not have been Bootsy without the vocal contribution of Mudbone.

In 1999, he was back with the gang – Bernie Worrell, Bootsy Collins, Garry Shider, Joel “Razorsharp” Johnson, Belita Woods – all joining George Clinton at The Clubhouse Recording studio in Germantown, NY for a week to create funk for Mammoth Records, the results of which are still to be heard. One thing is for sure, the wait will be worth it. In whatever form, Gary “Mudbone” Cooper will never escape the Madhouse
