Max's Kansas City, opening in NYC in 1965, in the midst of twist clubs and discotheques playing Motown and British invasion records, wound up becoming the first landmark 'underground' nightclub in America.  It served as a gathering place for poets, sculptors, writers, artists, actors from the worlds of theater and film, and musicians, songwriters and performers all sharing a new found 'hipness' that had emerged from the Beatnik scene of the 1950's. The world was changing, and when one of those world changers, Andy Warhol, brought his gaggle of musicians, speed freaks, male hustlers, junkies, drag queens and groupies downtown from his East 47th Street 'Factory' (later moving the factory to Union Square in order to be closer to Max's), thereby placing the seal of 'in' on Mickey Ruskin's hip steakhouse.
Max's became the place to play, and the place to get signed.  Warhol's creation, The Velvet Underground with Lou Reed, created the musical idiom that would lead to glam/glitter, punk, new wave and beyond.  Eric Emerson & The Magic Tramps, Ruby & The Rednecks, Suicide, Queen Elizabeth starring Wayne County, and The New York Dolls all became Max's bands, via The Mercer Arts Center, and the Club 82.  Bob Marley & The Wailers shared a night with a young man from New Jersey who showed up by bus with his guitar in a brown shopping bag; that young man was Bruce Springsteen, and he was signed to his lifelong Columbia Records deal at Max's.  Aerosmith, who were part of the NY Dolls/ Wayne County crew also were signed at Max's, as were Cheap Trick a bit later on.

NY's 'girls', Patti Smith, Debbie Harry and Cherry Vanilla all played Max's, as did Television, The Fast, Talking Heads, and any other name to emerge from the scene that you could think of; The Ramones played Max's as well, although they downplayed that fact a few years later.  Mickey Ruskin had to close Max's in 1974, and while it was closed, Hilly's On The Bowery became CBGB, quickly trying to fill the gap left by Max's closure.  In 1975, Laura and Tommy Dean bought the bankrupt Max's and hired Peter Crowley to book the bands, steer the ship and get the joint hopping again, while managing Wayne County, whose new band, The Backstreet Boys, became regular attractions at Max's, alongside Cherry Vanilla, The Fast, Suicide, and ex NY Doll Johnny Thunders' new band The Heartbreakers, the greatest rock and roll band to emerge from the 1970's NYC scene ... period.

By 1976, Crowley decided to do a various artists collection of Max's bands as an independent release, called "Max's Kansas City 1976", that was also the name of a single by Wayne County, the lyrics of which celebrated the scene and the bands that played there (including one made up name, Psychotic Frogs, which was put to good use shortly thereafter).  The album and the single were the first indie releases from the NYC 'punk' scene to gain worldwide release, distribution, and press, putting the scene on the map, once and for all.  CBGB followed later on with a double "Live At CBGB" album, while the Max's album featured studio recordings.

During the punk explosion in the UK, Peter Crowley and Wayne County went to England, where a new County band, The Electric Chairs, was formed (and where Wayne would, by 1979, emerge as Jayne County, the first trans artist to transition in the public eye – during an extremely LGBT-phobic period for the world of rock and pop music, ground was being broken by a ground-breaking artist).  Thunders and Vanilla had also made their way to the UK during punk, but Max's soldiered on; bands like The Cramps, The B 52s, DEVO, The Misfits, The Beastie Boys, Bad Brains and a young, rock version of Madonna all got their starts at Max's; Peter Crowley hosted the earliest 'hardcore matinees' at Max's, when the genre was just beginning; and yes, The Psychotic Frogs ‘Death To Disco' campaign was kicked off and headquartered at Max's.

By 1981, various problems brought Max's to an end, but its 16-year run set the stage for all that followed.  Many feel that if Max's hadn't come into being when it did, many of the trends, bands and attitudes that we now share, may have never come to pass.  There are those who try to bypass the rich history of Max's in favor of venues that simply followed in Max's footsteps, after the fact; without those footsteps, what would they have followed?  In recent times, interest in Max's has grown by leaps and bounds, and this newly expanded edition of Max's Kansas City 1976 is one big leap indeed.  Max's Forever!

Jimi LaLumia , NYC, 2016
Find Jimi Lalumia on Facebook, Twitter and Linked In.
How the 1976 LP came to be – by Peter Crowley.

In 1974, I got an album deal for Wayne County & The Backstreet Boys with ESP Disc, a record company that boasted, "The artists alone decide what you will hear on their ESP-Disk". An album was recorded at a studio in Brooklyn, but when a cassette copy was played for Bernard Stollman, his bride convinced him to renege on the deal. 

So, when I took over the artistic direction of max’s in 1975, I convinced the Deans that a compilation album of max’s bands would be a great way to advertise the club. Of course, I first asked Wayne, Suicide, The Fast, Blondie, The Heartbreakers, Mink DeVille, Tuff Darts and The Planets to be on it, but the last five turned me down. Wayne suggested Cherry Vanilla and I thought that was a good idea; I heard Harry Toledo’s song over the P.A. at CBGB; Pere Ubu had sent me their singles, so I asked if I could include Final Solution (though their people declined inclusion in this extended album); and the John Collins Band had some good songs (which, unfortunately, they kept for the major label deal they were sure they’d get any day). 

Tommy and Laura had been approached by Bobby Orlando whose dad had bought him a recording studio, so Wayne and The Fast went there to record for free. Suicide had their own tape recorder but it needed repairs, so Tommy threw them $50 and they recorded two songs in their basement. Vanilla spent the most money but only came up with one song. We got Bob Gruen to take pics for the cover and a neighborhood typesetter laid out the covers in return for dollars off his bar tab. I asked Lenny Kaye, “Who pressed Piss Factory?” and he gave me the phone # of a pressing plant in New Jersey. JEM agreed to distribute. We made a licensing deal with King Records for Japan, and I had some 45s of Wayne’s max’s kansas city pressed up with a pic sleeve by Leee Black Childers. 
Hilly got wind of our efforts and rushed to make Live at CBGB, but we took our time, not feeling particularly competitive. When the albums were done, we took ads in Rock Scene and began selling albums at the club and by mail order. A couple of years later, Tommy managed to license the album to CBS for the UK, and there was also an Italian release – on RCA, if I’m not mistaken. 

At the beginning of the UK punk explosion, Leee Black Childers (Heartbreakers manager) called and told me to get Wayne to London ASAP, so I took Wayne and Greg Van Cook to London at the beginning of 1977 and helped put together the Electric Chairs. While I was away, Tommy put together a "Volume Two" with what he believed were more commercial songs. It was a flop.

So, when I returned in the summer of '78, I revived the max's label, recording bands like the Senders, Terrorists, Science, The Offs and VON LMO. Sales were limited, and the record company faded away as the club declined and fell at the end of 1981. 

Then, in 1994, I decided to release some "lost" VON LMO tracks on my own Variant label, and in '96 Tommy asked me and Joy Ryder to find him a location for a new max's kansas city.  On his own, Tommy found a location on 52nd Street and opened a new max's there, but he lost the rights to the trademark and the joint closed after a few months, but not before I managed to book and record a few new and interesting bands for a revived max's kansas city label that never actually happened.  Some of those songs are included on this compilation, as well as recordings I made for the late Donna Parsons' Ratcage label.

So that’s our DIY story. Hope you like the results of our efforts, 

Peter Crowley

Album produced by Peter Crowley.

Compiled by Peter Crowley, assisted by Alan Hauser.
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