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The return of Mike Harrison 

Britain’s long-lost star of Blues Rock

After 25 years in self-imposed exile, Mike Harrison – formerly of cult psych-rockers, Spooky Tooth - is set for an inspired return to the music industry. Once a truly acclaimed musician of the late sixties/early seventies progressive rock movement, the great, lost voice of British rock is back in the studio making an authentic soul album, recorded in analogue paying homage to his musical roots. But of course, three decades of apparent non-existence has prompted many to ask, “Whatever did happen to Mike Harrison?”

Born in Carlisle in 1942, Harrison was seduced by the fresh and exciting sounds of Elvis Presley and other popular 1950s icons. Convinced to start to make music, Mike forged a unique voice poised between Ray Charles and Etta James. Teaming up with his Carlisle mates, including Greg Ridley (later the Humble Pie bassist), Mike and his friends formed The VIPs and in 1964 set off for the bright lights of swinging London, where he would stay for more than a decade.

Living in a Soho basement, The VIPs quickly picked up a strong following by playing some of the capital’s coolest haunts. They were virtually the house band at the West End’s Scotch of St. James, which at the time was the hub of the music industry, where the likes of Lennon, McCartney, Jagger and Richards would go to drink after a night of London gigs. The band were also a huge hit in Hamburg’s famous “Star Club” and had a number one hit in France. 

Signing as the first white act to the then anti-establishment Island Records in 1966, The VIPs transformed their style to fit in with the bubbling Prog Rock genre, and when Gary Wright (who in 1976 would have a US number 1 with Dream Weaver) joined, the band’s name would be changed to Spooky Tooth. Their highly acclaimed first two albums - ‘It’s All About’ and ‘Spooky Two’, caused them to surge to commercial prominence in the USA and continental Europe, although they would remain as more cult heroes in the UK, still of course very much respected on more underground and university live circuits. 

However after holding a high profile within the music industry for over a decade, and recording three solo records the disappointing lack of financial reward forced Mike to leave the music industry in 1975, to pursue some money. Whereas his former colleague’s would go on to achieve further commercial success with music, Mike settled for ordinary day jobs to make a living, even doing a milk round. 

“We never made a penny from Recording. Someone did, but I’ve never seen a royalty for record sales in my life. If I could afford a music lawyer, I’d pursue it. If I’d had a business brain at the time I would be sitting in a country mansion by now.” – Mike Harrison

But, large outstanding royalties weren’t half of the financial woe Harrison has lived with for the last thirty years. In fact, quite the contrary. Due to the nature of the sixties/seventies recording business, independent-signed artists had to often pay their own way to build their careers. When Mike left the business in ’75, Island Records cross collateralised his solo record royalties against the Spooky Tooth royalties so therefore   he owes a substantial amount to the label, albeit unrecoupable. Recording companies know that without music lawyers many musicians like Mike cannot challenge their accounting. Maybe this is about to change?

Perhaps a classic example of a star that fame forgot: a shining talent of the sixties and seventies musical explosion, to a sometime milkman. Yet in late 1999, Mike Harrison was tracked down by the Hamburg Blues Band, of whom he had a made a substantial impression on during his success in Europe. As a result, he spent a few years guesting with them in Germany. In early 2006 he met the director of Halo Records, Mike Maslen, who as a self-confessed Harrison fan persuaded Mike to put his signature back on a recording contract, even though Harrison had sworn to never make a record for a label again. 

So in 2006, the forgotten icon of Mike Harrison is back in the studio recording the tracks which made him fall in love with music over fifty years ago. Classic numbers recorded by Ray Charles, Etta James, Otis Redding and Delbert McLinton will all feature on his new record, and are delivered in a manner which stays true to Harrison’s life-long ethos of ‘keeping it simple’, yet also clearly shows a wealth of singing experience, from a truly definable talent.
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