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F ew singers possess the sexy, cool
detachment on stage that Libba

Walker radiates, regardless of how
uncomfortable she might feel in the
spotlight. Having a masterful guitar
accompanist like Glen Butts eases
most anxiety, she admits. The two
have been performing as “Glen and
Libba” for the past 14 years after
playing for the previous 20 years in
various lineups of local bands
Forecast, The Cast, and Vova Nova,
and they continue to make a living
doing what they love best. “My
Daddy was an engineer,” says Libba.
“He said that most people don’t
enjoy their jobs. Most people don’t
get to drink on the job, either. Sleep
late and drink on the job! No health
benefits, though.” 

On a recent afternoon, the pair
shared their history outside a pizza
joint in Cahaba Heights across from
Satterfield’s, an upscale restaurant
and bar where they’ve played every
Wednesday evening for the past five
years. As the sun sets, Glen greets a
late-arriving Libba by wiggling his fin-
ger in her palm. “That means ‘Don’t
f*** up, Libba,’” she explains, laugh-
ing. 

The pair started playing together
in 1978 as members of Tuscaloosa
jazz fusion group Forecast. The 59-
year-old Walker, who plays flute and
harmonica in addition to being a
world-class vocalist, grew up in
Guntersville, Alabama. “I played flute
all through high school. I didn’t sing
until I was 20, when I joined a
band,” she recalls. “I went to school
at Berklee College of Music for a

semester and then when I came back
I joined the band River with all these
guys that I grew up with in
Guntersville. Every band I’ve been
in, we’ve always had the weirdest
song lists because I’m a flute player!”
Glen Butts, age 61, grew up in
Tuscaloosa, playing as a teen with a
young Chuck Leavell after he and
Leavell convinced their parents to let
them quit high school. They relocat-
ed to Macon, Georgia, home of
Capricorn Records. Leavell, of
course, went on to fame and fortune
as pianist for the Allman Brothers
before eventually joining the Rolling
Stones. “Chuck stayed but I came
back to Tuscaloosa, and you see
where his career went compared to
mine,” Glen says with a self-deprecat-
ing grin. After returning to Alabama,
Butts joined the group Chair, which
traveled to California to record for
Warner Brothers. “It was a Southern
rock-blues band,” Butts says. “We
played all over the South and
worked out a record deal in 1969.
We stayed at the Tropicana [in
California] when Frank Zappa was
staying there and we went to
Disneyland with The Mothers of
Invention.”

Forecast worked frequently in
the 1980s, often traveling on the
road for two or three months at a
time. Walker and Butts refer to this
era as their favorite time. (Drummer
Mark Lanter joined in 1980 and
Milton Davis signed on as bassist
four years later.) “It was a good time
for bands that could travel, because
you could go to Florida and play for

a week or two,” says Libba. “It wasn’t
like the one night stands of the late
‘80s and ‘90s. It was actually kind of
cool; You’d move in for two weeks.”
Eventually, the bar business shifted
to less residencies and more one-
night shows. Driving as far as Little
Rock and returning to Birmingham
immediately after the gig was not
unusual. 

By the late ’80s, the group had
changed their name to The Cast.
Butts and Walker are an amusing
pair, arguing about timelines and
memories, interrupting one another
frequently, especially when dis-
cussing the name change. “We
played and played as Forecast and
then we dropped the ‘Fore’ and
started calling it The Cast,” says
Glen. “People used to come and
shout: ‘Go Cast! Go Cast!’ Honestly,
it really wasn’t a good name at all
but we didn’t want to lose the peo-
ple who knew who we were. Neither
Forecast or Cast were good names, I
thought, even though I’m probably
the one who came up with the
names.” Libba disagrees with Glen’s
explanation of the change in names,
replying, “We found out there was a
band in Texas named Forecast.” Glen
claims he doesn’t remember that but
Libba doesn’t miss a beat. “Well, you
don’t remember a lot of things,” she
scoffs good-naturedly, adding, “The
name Forecast actually had to do
with [jazz fusion band] Weather
Report.”

The Record Deal 
By the early ‘90s, The Cast was gar-
nering overtures from major labels.
They eventually signed with
Chameleon, a subsidiary of Elektra
Records. The band changed their
name to Vova Nova at the insistence
of the group’s publisher, according
to Libba. Signing a major label deal
and jumping through the requisite
hoops, however, was a miserable
experience for the band, which still
included Walker, Butts, Lanter, and
Davis. Their self-titled album Vova
Nova was released in 1992 but the
band found little success. 

The group’s sound evolved over
the years, from the jazz fusion of
Forecast—which included lots of
instrumentals—to a funky sound that
eventually became heavy funk after
bands like the Red Hot Chili Peppers
and Living Colour became popular.
“We were always evolving,” says
Libba. “Then suddenly, record deal!
They caught us doing something at
that one moment. That’s who you
are at that point. We would’ve just
kept evolving but that’s just the pic-
ture the record company took right
then.” The band was forced to play
showcase gigs for music industry
executives and other low-paying jobs
to promote the record. “The publish-
ing money was nice, though; a little
nest egg,” she admits.  

“But the whole thing is, it ruined
playing, because you just really
couldn’t come home and play,” com-
plains Glen. When they did finally
return to Alabama, the crowds were
great. “But what I noticed,” Libba
adds, “and this is me being cynical,
maybe—as soon as it got around that
the record deal was over, the rats
jumped ship. And I went, ‘Well,
good. We know who our friends are,
who’s listening and who isn’t.’ But
yeah, I enjoyed the gigs much better
after that deal was over because we
could finally do something that’s not
on the song list [approved by the
label]. Butts believes that Vova Nova
was too old to succeed in a business
where successful bands were at least
ten years younger than they were.
“Oh, no shit!” Libba interjects. “I was
supposed to be the female Anthony
Kiedis. I said, ‘Shit! He’s a guy and
he’s 22! He could kick my ass so eas-
ily.’ It’s awful to have somebody
telling you how you’re supposed to
wear your hair and that you’re sup-
posed to jump around on stage.”

In a recent telephone conversa-
tion, the band’s longtime drummer
Mark Lanter says he believes that the
night The Cast went to The Nick to
see the Red Hot Chili Peppers in
1987 was a turning point for the
band. “Everybody flipped out. That
did it,” Lanter recalls. “All of a sud-
den Glen went out and bought a
Marshall [amp] and that’s what
everybody wanted to do, go in that
[heavy funk] direction. We started
writing that way and sort of aban-
doned our eclectic, funky, smoother
jazz kind of thing we’d been doing.
But we really had a long, wonderful
ride, though it was up and down at
times. When I first got in Forecast,
they were traveling all over the
place. I wasn’t used to being gone so
long. They had this great circuit. We
did a USO tour and we played in Key
West a couple of months out of the
year. But after the record deal
crashed, it was time for me to go. I
just felt kind of beaten up at that
point. The thing I thought was the
answer was a record deal, and it real-
ly kind of destroyed us.” 

He agrees that the early 1980s
were the most fun. “Oh yeah, we had
it made! I think I was probably the
restless one,” Lanter admits. “Glen
and Libba were so laid back; it was
kind of like they didn’t give a shit. In
hindsight, it was wonderful. We were
just kind of going with the stream,
but I was hungry, I was pushing [to
go to a higher level]. I’d had my first
child and I was like, ‘Oh, God, I
gotta do something!’ But really,
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everything was just fine. I feel like
had I not pushed so hard and we
had just kept going the way we did—
it’s hard to say—that things might’ve
turned out better.” Lanter said every-
one in the band got excited about
the record deal with perhaps the
exception of Walker. “I think Libba
was like, ‘Well, the boys want to do
this, I’ll go along with them.’ But it
really wasn’t her thing. We made it
her thing and I think we did a good
job with it,” he surmises. 

Vova Nova was with Chameleon
Records for about a year and a half,
but after the record deal ended they
returned to calling themselves The
Cast. “We played and had a good
time, and then finally it fizzled out to
where we were going back to playing
the older stuff,” says Butts. “And then
finally people in the band started
getting other jobs. Milton left
because he wrote the hit song ‘I
Know’ for Dionne Farris.” Milton
Davis, who wrote the song while still
in the band, offered it to Vova Nova
initially. “He tried to get us to do that
song but it wasn’t me,” Libba admits.
“It wouldn’t have been a hit for us.”

After Mark Lanter left, drummer
Leif Bondarenko joined the band. “I
played with them for five years. We
worked a lot,” says Bondarenko.
“Milton was the bass player the first
couple of years I was there and then
Eric Onimus played bass after that. I
started in 1993.  It was a good run.
The mid-’90s were a good time for
music; We probably worked six
nights a week.” 

Odd Gigs and Such
Forecast played NCO clubs on three
USO tours, going to Greenland first.
“It was dark the entire month we
were there,” says Glen. They got the
USO jobs while playing in Memphis
when someone told them that if they
had a woman in the band, USO tours
were easily available if they simply
applied for them. Another USO trip
was to the Caribbean where the
band played in Cuba at the
Guantanamo Bay Naval Base. The
third tour was to Panama. The band
had a blast on each trip “except for a
couple of times in Cuba when we
had to play at sundown,” gripes
Libba. “There were these insects
called ‘noseeums.’ [tiny biting
insects that are practically invisible]
Sometimes they call them ‘teeth.’ I
had to quit playing, I couldn’t stand
it.” One show in Cuba was in a
movie theater where they played as
the opening act before a showing of
The Buddy Holly Story.

Butts once played Bryce psychi-
atric hospital in Tuscaloosa with a
trio. Everyone in the audience wore
football helmets, he claims. But the
oddest venue was in Gainesville,
Florida, at a prison for the criminally
insane. It was where executions were
carried out, including that of serial
killer Ted Bundy. Libba adds, “The
prisoners were heavily medicated
and they did not blink, like wolves.
That was the first time I ever heard
the expression ‘they’re all doing the
Thorazine shuffle.’ They were behind
a chain link fence.”

One of Libba Walker’s most
unusual performances was before she
ever met Glen. She shared a stage
one night with a showbiz legend and
had no idea who the famous star

was. “I was in New
York City in the mid-
’70s playing a gig
with my roommate
Debbie from
Berklee,” Walker
recalls. “She and I
played a couple of
gigs on the Upper
East Side at some
place and I came off
stage with Debbie
and walked down-
stairs and there was
this crazy guy cutting
up. Debbie said to
me, ‘Do you know
who that is?’ I asked,
‘Did we go to school
with him at Berklee?’
And he heard me and said, ‘Yeah,
class of ’69.’ Debbie said, ‘That’s
John Belushi. He’s on ‘Saturday
Night Live.’’ I had never seen that
show because I always played on
Saturday nights. He sat in with us
later and did the Joe Cocker thing.
We did ‘Feeling Alright’ or some-
thing. He did the bit where he falls
down flat on his face. And I went,
‘Oh my God! This idiot!’ Then I saw
him later when they were doing
reruns of ‘Saturday Night Live’ and
I’d say, ‘I know that guy!’ But he was
an idiot. He came up to me—and I’m
sure he did it to Debbie, too —and
said, ‘You know, you’re better than
she is!’” 

Born to Perform
Glen Butts is not considered a
‘shredder’—a guitarist who plays
aggressive, ripping solos, though
he’s certainly capable of such. “He’s
a music-maker, he orchestrates,” says
Mark Lanter. “He’s unbeatable at
that. I think he had that reputation
way before I knew him; He came out
of high school and played with
Chair. He was very much a legendary
guitarist even back then. His is a sub-
tle approach that not everybody can
pull off.” Leif Bondarenko and Libba
refer to him as the best accompanist

around. “He’s so good at accompa-
nying a singer. He plays all the
chords and will sneak in some lead
lines within all of that,” Bondarenko
says. Glen admits that it was never
his goal to be in a band where gui-
tarists competed with one another. “I
hate that. It’s not fun at all,” he says.
“It’s almost like a gunslinger attitude.
I like supporting and making the
music full of richness and texture.”

Libba Walker’s reluctance to be a
front woman was an issue at times.
“We used to have to cajole her to be
a front person,” says Mark Lanter.
“We’d get into these fights because
she wanted to sit up on the side of
the stage and didn’t want to talk to
the audience. And we’re like, ‘Libba,
you’ve got to,’ because Libba is so
good-looking and sexy, and people
loved her. So that was a little bit of a
struggle. She wanted to be a side-
man. We were always like, ‘Well,
Libba, you can’t be a flute player and
be a sideman. You gotta sing and go
up front and take it and work the
crowd.’ I think she always resented
that.” Leif Bondarenko calls her a
“powerhouse, a fireball.” He says
that she’s not shy about telling you
exactly what’s on her mind. 

Boutwell Studios co-owner Mark
Harrelson, who has known Walker
since the 1970s, perhaps sums her

up best: “I always think of Libba as
being the best example of a woman
who was accepted as a ‘player’ by
the guys in the band. She was classi-
cally trained as a flautist, but could
kick ass in a hard rock context; sing
as hard as any front person; trade
dirty jokes; drink many of us under
the table; and still be a ‘hot chick.’
When she took up blues harp later,
she jumped on that with the same
sort of passion. I know Topper Price
respected her harp playing, and
that’s saying something.”

Walker sometimes gets preoccu-
pied with having objects on stage in
just the right place (guitar and
microphone chords arranged so as
not to distract her, etc.). Even little
things in the audience that others
would never notice sometime bother
her. “Oh, it makes me not breathe
right,” she says about such distrac-
tions, laughing. “At Satterfield’s,
somebody will leave the seats in dis-
array when they leave and I’ll go fix
them while I’m singing.” Glen claims
he’s seen her clean glasses off the
bar while performing. Butts notes
her attention to detail, commenting,
“Libba likes to do things very correct-
ly and she works hard and focuses
on it to get it right. Once she gets it
right, she says, “Look, this is what
I’ve done. Appreciate it.” &

Forecast in 1978 at the Wooden Nickel (aka The Nick).

Vova Nova: Glen Butts, Milton Davis, Libba Walker, Mark Lanter.


