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Rockabilly

The rocking sound of
yesteryear is at the heart
of an underground scene
in Budapest. Aniko
Fenyvesi finds big hair
and a boogie-woogie
beat slapped out on the
double bass.

rhythms

ing astylised 1950s-look suitand

white leather shoes, swaggers onto
the stage, an old blues guitar strung over
his shoulder. He speaks politely, and looks
uncannily like Jerry Lee Lewis or Carl
Perkins. ‘Good evening, ladies and gentle-
man,” he says coyly in Hungarian. But when
he sings, it’sloud, and always in English
—with asouthern USaccentto boot. You
wouldn’tknow this show was happening
in 2010, letalone Hungary, and Long Tall
Sonny and his Wild Cows prefer it that way.
Ashelaunchesinto anupbeatrhythm-and-
blues number, a double bassist slapping by
his side, Sonny’s slicked-back pompadour
beginsto fray around the edges. In front

The sharply-dressed young man, sport-

ofthe small, crammed stage, aroom full

of fansthatlook like extras from the TV
show ‘Happy Days’ goes mad. The dance
floor fills with young and old, doing their
own interpretations of the jitterbug. Thisis
rockabilly Budapest style.

With its peculiar blend of rhythm-
and-blues, hillbilly and country boogie,
rockabilly first surfaced in the American
South ofthe early ’50s, and artists like Carl
Perkins and Elvis Presley broughtitinto
the mainstream causing a big stir along the
way. Nearly 60 yearslater, this once revo-
lutionary sound still has an international
following, including here in Hungary.

The Budapestrockabilly scene hasbeen
going strong for nearly two decades, with
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Amigos at Amigo From left, [vin, Zsolt Szalay, Bencze Jalics; below: style by Stefania Agoston

more than adozen live shows happening
every month.

Atvenues such as Amigo (see “Where to
find the scene’), the fans come out dressed
forthe part: girlsin ponytails and polka-dot

Local ‘genius’

Bencze Jalics, along-time rockabilly
aficionado who’s big on the local scene

dresses, guysin greased up hair, rockabilly remembersvery clearly when he firstheard

windbreakers and bowling shirts. And
when they dance, it’s full-blown rock
'n’roll couples dances—the fellas
tossing the girls around, their fancy
footwork occasionally taking the
focus away from the stage.

Althoughitmaylooklike
rockabilly from anywhere else,
the Hungarian scene hasits
own unique history. Despite
the impenetrable barrier ofthe
Iron Curtain, rock ’n’roll
filtered into Hungary
through records smug-
gled acrossitsborders.
Inthe’80s, while the
rest of the world was
experiencing arocka-
billy revival, many
Hungarians were
hearing the music for
the firsttime.

ROCKABILLY EVENTS*
THIS MONTH

Prison Band Vadvirag Tanchaz
(XIV. Kerepesi tt 26, 06 30 894
8487). 9pm.

the Stray Catsin Hungary. ‘I was watch-
ing this show on our black and
white Russian Yunost TV.Ididn’t
even know this music existed, he
explains. ‘There were only three
oftheminthe band butthat was
enough to produce such anamazing
and dense sound.
‘Iwas stillin primary school when my

.ol parents listened to thiskind of music.

Irarely sawthemin action, butTheard
they were serious dancefloor fanatics
- cuttingarugatallthe house parties
around town,’ says Jalics.

Inthe early’80s, Jalics’s par-
ents, like so many othersin
Hungary, were tuning into one
ofthe hottestlocal rock 'n’roll
acts, Hungaria Kft, fronted
by Miklés Feny6, who still
performstoday. Even though
Hungaria’s sound is more

Voodoo Allen, Yellow Spots Brutal
Quartett Delirium Pub (VII. Kertész
utca 33, 06 70 310 6517). 8pm.

ROCKABILLY

AMIGO BAR

like oldies rock 'n’roll, many local fans
creditthatband for getting them hooked on
rockabilly.

‘One of the reasons Miklds Feny6
became such abig star was because alot of
Chuck Berryand Jerry Lee’s music didn’t
reach Hungary’s mainstream before the
fall of communism,’ says Stefania Agoston,
the fashion designer behind Feny§’s retro
look and a creator of outfits for everyday
fans of’50s era chic. ‘He went to America
and broughthome all these records and
rewrote the songs with Hungarian lyrics.
Everyone thoughthe was a genius.’

After Feny6 came Mystery Gang.
Formed more than a decade ago, they were
the first rockabilly group to make it big
onthe Hungarian scene and beyond. The
band’sfounder remembersbelonging to a
sortofgreaser crew. ‘When Iwas 13, Iwas
partofan Obudarockabilly gang. We all
wore black coats and written on the back
in white corrector fluid were the words
‘Rockabilly’ and ‘Stray Cats’ with animage
ofthe Stray Cats cathead wearing acrown,’
explains Mystery Gang’s singer Péter Egri.
‘When all 20 of us got on the HEV train,
people were scared. We were just like those
gangsfrom “Grease” or “Cry-Baby.”

Nitus and the Rollin’ Dice Roham
Kavézo (VIIl. Vas utca 16, no phone).
9pm.
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Like most Hungarian rockabilly bands,
Mystery Gang singsin English. This has
helped them spread their message and their
success abroad, and they’re one of the few
bandsin thelocal scene to tour extensively
in Europe and make it over to America,
mostrecently New York City. They released
their firstalbumin Japanin 2001.In 2003
they played with the Comets, the band of
rock’n’rolllegend Bill Haley. And justlast
year they performed at the massive classical
musicvenue, the Palace of Arts.

‘Our New York concerthappened
because 15,000 people in the city down-
loaded ourrecord, beams Egri, who
attributes much ofthe band’s successto the
free downloadable versions of their albums
atwww.mysterygang.com.

LONGTALLSONNYWITHRHYTHMSOPHIETRIO

‘When 20 of us got on
the HEV train, people
were scared. We were
like those gangs from
“Grease” or “Cry-Baby”’

Accordingto Egri, the band’s sound is
not confined to rockabilly. ‘We also borrow
from primitive and traditional forms, from
bluesto garage, early ’50s rockabilly, old
hillbilly and rhythm-and-blues —all the way
tosurfrock, says Egri. ‘Thishasled tous
playing in the kinds of places where rocka-
billy bands have never played before.

Lee’s Rock&Roll Service, New

Wild Cat Night with Gorilla, The

Flip Flop Flyers, Miss Rhythm

Village Gang, B’15 Hatvan, DALI
(Mészaros Lazar utca 4-6). 7pm;

Mystery Gang Morrisons 2 (V. Szent
Istvan korat 11, 374 3329). 8.30pm.

Musical purists

By comparison, local singer-guitarist Long
Tall Sonny is more of a purist, workingin a
traditional and less eclectic rhythm-and-
bluesvein. He retains much of the authen-
ticity ofthe era, right down to his dress,
mannerisms and playing style, which make
himlook as though he just stepped onto the
setofthe ‘Ed Sullivan Show’. He plays more
obscure rhythm-and-blues and rockabilly
numbers with all his heart—and body:
when he holds his guitarlike a shotgun and
fallsto hisknees, strumming ecstatically,
the crowd goes wild. Though he’s usually
seen playing with his band Sonny and his
Wild Cows, he also performs with Miss

Jerry Lee’s Rock’n’Roll Service
Amigo Bar (VIl. Harsfa utca 1, 352

Sophie, Rockin’ Rock Cats, Jerry

Ft2,500. www.wildcatnight.hu.

1424). 10pm; Ft1,000.
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Mystery Gang From left, Zoltan Paszinger, Péter Egri, Ldszlo Tamdsi

Rhythm Sophie and as a guest ofthe more
upbeat rockabilly group, Tom Stormy Trio.
‘Rockabilly and rock 'n’roll are actually
progressions of rhythm-and-blues but
with amore uptempo beat,’ says Sonny,
who gota good taste of the stuffthrough
the massive blues collection of his cousin
from Vienna. Sonny is quick to point out
the musical differences between rhythm-
and-blues and rockabilly. “The reason why
thetwo genres are confusedin Hungary is
because rockabilly has the slapping double
bass. Thisisn’t so common in rhythm-and-
blues, but people here often perform these
songs with a slapping bass,’ says Sonny.
Rising star Nitusis proud tolead the
Rollin’ Dice, the only rockabilly band in

Rockin’ Rock Cats Amigo Bar (VII.

Harsfa utca 1, 352 1424). 10pm.

Long Tall Sonny with guest Big Fat
Chubby Lampas (VII. Dob utca 15

Hungary fronted by awoman. But Nitus has
severalrole models to look up to: “Those
who inspire my work the mostare artists
like Janice Martin and of course Wanda
Jackson, who was a seminalfemale artist
inthe genre. Also Lorrie Collins of Collins
Kids-whatthese women did was amazing
andisstillunrivalled.

For Nitus this musicis timeless. She
notesthatlocal rockabilly gigs bring in the
older generation, seeking nostalgia, and a
younger group who enjoy afun scene. “This
isthe sort of music that moves everyone,
regardless oftheir age. Rock’n’roll has
always existed and always will,” she says.

The scene continuesto evolve in
Budapest, where there isa growing appre-

Mystery Gang & Voodoo Allen
Corvinteté (VIIl. Blaha Lujza tér 1-2,

ROCKABILLY

ciation of rockabilly’syounger and angrier
cousin, psychobilly —a punk-influenced
sound that spread from the UK under-
ground inthe early’80s. Hungarian bands
who play psychobilly include Gorilla, The
Silver Shine and Voodoo Allen, whose
frontman Ivan fondly recalls the origins of
hisband. ‘We first formed in high school
during aserious bender,  he says. ‘This
was nearly 20 years ago. Unlike rockabilly,
which takes on some pretty innocuous
themes, from chequered suits to pink
cadillacs—no one’sinterested in that shit
40yearsafter the fact—psychobilly was
actually arebellion against rockabilly. It’s
asimilar style of music butthe message is
completely different.’

So40yearslater, the newbands are rebel-
ling. Itmay be 2010 Hungary, butit could be
Memphisin 1957.

%WHERETO FIND THE SCENE

The heart of Budapest’s rockabilly scene
: hastobethe Amigo Bar (VII. Harsfa utca 1,
{ 352 1424/amigo.uw.hu).

Thisvenue hostsliverock ’n’roll and

i rockabilly concerts at weekends, and the

i restof the time rockabilly fans feel right

i athomeinabar playing the old tunes and

i boasting retro decor. On show nights many
i guestsdressinfullrockabilly gear.

Owner Zsolt Szalay opened the Amigo

i with his two brothers nearly 20 years ago,
i and his wife helps see to its smooth opera-
i tion. In generalit’s afamily affair.

‘My mum and dad had ahuge rock 'n’ roll

i collection. They had parties and danced at
: home. My dad was aso-called jampec, a

i rebel of sorts, who used to go to concerts

i and listen to thiskind of music,” explains

¢ Szalay. ‘We inherited our admiration for

i Chuck Berry and Elvis Presley from him.’

‘Several bands debuted here,” Szalay

i says, ‘such as Mystery Gang, Gorillaand

i lotsmore.” The scene still thrives, though it
i remains largely underground. ‘The crowds
i herearereally tightand everyone knows

: each other. It’snotthe same asin Germany,
i where they have gangs and lots of rivalry

: betweenthem, according to Szalay.
Though not dedicated venues, the

: Delirium Pub (VII. Kertész utca 33,06 70

i 310 6517 mobile/www.deliriumpub.hu) and
: Vadvirag Tanchaz (XIV. Kerepesi it 26, 06
¢ 30 894 8487/www.vadvirag.eu) also often

{ hostrockabilly bands.

: Meanwhile, ahandful of festivals cater to

i rockabilly enthusiasts. On October 9, rock-
i abilly veterans Rockin’ Rock Cats will hosts
i the 11th Wild Cat Night (www.wildcat-

i night.hu), afestivalin Hatvan, 60km east of
: Budapest. Theline-up includeslocal bands
i such as Gorilla, The Flip Flop Flyers, Miss
: Rhythm Sophie, Jerry Lee’s Rock&Roll
Service, New Village Gang, B’15and, of

i course. the Rockin’Rock Cats.

Jerry Lee Lewis Papp Laszlo Arena
(XIV. Ifjusag utja 5, www.eventim.

cellar, no phone). 9pm.

4th floor, 06 20 772 2984). 9pm.

hu). 8pm. Ft5,900-Ft25,000.
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