The Church - The Blurred Crusade
As a latecomer, finally discovering my love for the band around 1991 there had been a couple of close calls earlier on. I heard “Under The Milky Way” on the radio in ’88, wrote it down on a slip of paper to buy and lost it only to rediscover it years later. The other occasion was at a record fair, the “Almost With You” 7” was in a box of records, I kept looking at the cover intrigued as to how it would sound, then looked at a couple of other Church singles, the fonts, the artwork and imagery, the song titles...I was close but put it back. The connection to Blurred Crusade is that the album sounds just how it looks, the package of content and presentation makes it an iconic piece of work, if every bands every album had such distinction it would make collecting and cross-referencing so much easier. 

The debut “Of Skins & Heart” had been followed by the “Too Fast For You” / “Tear It All Away” singles featuring “Sisters” and a feeling that good material was plentiful. The material for Blurred Crusade is not particularly light years away from the debut; if you hear the “Conception” compilation (no real reason why you would but...) the tracks gel and flow okay. Previous tracks such as “Is This Where You  Live” and “Sisters” could sit on Blurred Crusade comfortably but the album brought with it a warmer more fully rounded feel.

“Almost With You” opens the album, not an orthodox opener with any sense of build and dynamic shift but as the strongest single it takes that placing. The bands playing sounds assured and focused whilst the acoustic solo from Peter adds a surprising new texture. Not overly gothic or dark but with a rich flavour of grandeur.
“When You Were Mine” has been a set opener, also a single and could arguably have opened the album with its opening build up then release. Staying in live sets in the following few years, it’s an overlooked single partly due to the generic plain-sleeved release and having no promo video.

“Fields Of Mars”, Marty’s first lead vocal for the band and one of the first visually inducing tracks with some of the keyboards and guitar sounds evoking the feel of the subject. Again neatly refined with a confident assurance.

“An Interlude”, one of the prime focal points of the album, one of the first songs I think of when the album is mentioned. As with “You Took” it’s a blend of the lyrical / vocal direction with extended passages of instrumental play with tempo changes and plenty of scope for expressive play which when taken out into the live environment flourished.

“Secret Corners” is one of the lighter moments, very short at under two minutes but not insignificant in the make up of the album.

“Just For You”, opening with the knock on the door (I’d forgotten about that) is a sprightly momentum driven song, crisp and compact but supple enough to allow some additional expression. A guitar solo backed with organ winds up towards a brightly driven verse and everything just feels right, comfortably right. Revived during the European acoustic tour on which Peters Mandolin playing lent a new dimension to it, a popular rarity that would be most welcome to return.  

“Fire Burns”, I can’t put my finger on it, maybe it reminds me of something else by someone else but despite all of its considerable qualities and inclusions of the things I like it’s always the least memorable track on the album to me. Perhaps reflected in the fact it along with “To Be In Your Eyes” is the least played live and was not played until the recent tours. That also makes it absent from any live tapes or recordings of that era which makes it hard to remain in your thoughts. To contradict myself now “To Be In Your Eyes” has remained in thoughts, very much so. Potentially at danger of feeling a little lightweight, the degrees of warmth afforded by just the most minimal contributions of organ, additional guitar parts and solid bass keep it just right, beautifully delicate but never at the point of collapse.

“You Took”, from the opening bass notes to the timely introduction of each further element, a masterwork of structuring showing a maturity beyond their years. As with “An Interlude”, the hook is the lead riff(s) and the finely textured musical evolution through tempo and intensity changes. Eventually the vocal comes in, the surging riffs gone with just a bass gradually joined again as the layers re-emerge before disappearing over the horizon again with a freewheeling abandonment. Powered by Ploog’s Tom drums the mid section takes on a muscular stance. The end section begins with twin guitar lines playing off each other as bass and drums climb steeply behind. The glorious lead melody returns in the section that gets somewhat extended over the years (the road crew sweepstake story will wait for another day).
“Don’t Look Back”, another short song at just two minutes, at times, as with “Fly” from Seance it can be dismissed as merely interlude material but as a closer here it’s an integral inclusion and as a stand-alone track it has enough of a charm and likeability about it to survive. The fine precision playing belies the notion of over simplicity.

B-sides of the era were the instrumental “The Golden Dawn” with some Who like crash chords in the “chorus” part and a mysterious feel to the verses with distant whispered spoken word and the extraordinary multi part epic that is “Life Speeds Up”. At over seven minutes, opening with a swirling organ and with two distinct parts to it, it’s far from an orthodox leftover. Featuring in live sets, it was very much part of the family and shares some of its qualities with “Is This Where You Live” for its two act play and “Fighter Pilot...Korean War” for its adrenalin whilst as with “You Took” the instrumental passages are as key to its success as the vocal lines. The mid song drop down to a lone guitar, soon joined by Ploogs powerful drum fill then revs up to a barmy tempo only previously heard in Benny Hill sketches but they keep it all tight and even manage to comfortably fit in staggered stops and starts, the continuous evolution of this section just keeps the adrenalin pumping as further soloing and new variants on the existing melodies retain its surprise element right up to the big finish, bells and all! In an age where the length of the running times of each side of vinyl were a real issue its length possibly went against it having a chance to sit on the album proper and perhaps the balance of having several long tracks and losing two of the shorter ones would have left an imbalanced flow but it’s far too strong a song to not have a proper home. 
