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Introduction

There are several biographies of Nick Drake out there. This is not one of them. At the end of 2013, I was asked by Gabrielle Drake and Cally Callomon, the manager of Nick’s estate, if I might be interested in contributing to Remembered For A While – a book which would gather together testimonies and tributes from Nick’s friends and family, correspondence between Nick and his family, lyrics, ephemera and previously unseen photographs. What was needed in addition to all of these was a piece which focused simply on his music: the stories and circumstances that surround every known recording in his canon (as well as a few unrecorded songs). Beyond the bare bones of the initial brief, I was allowed as much latitude as I needed. Throughout the process, Cally, Gabrielle, and Mark Richards at John Murray, were enthusiastic and supportive. The encouragement (and draft-reading) of my wife Caitlin was a godsend. And the end result? This should quite simply read like a detailed, extended series of liner notes. Something to read while sitting in your favourite chair, in your favourite room, and listening to the imperishably beautiful music they describe. A Nick Drake companion.


Sally

I arrived at Lampeter University on an overcast Sunday afternoon – the last in my corridor to do so. In the space of about fifteen minutes, my parents and I moved my belongings into the hall of residence. With my clothes still in bags, I bade them goodbye and unpacked my record player – an early-Seventies solid-state Sanyo thing that looked like a briefcase when packed away. I made sure I played the first record – Happy Mondays’ new single ‘Lazyitis’ – loud enough to broadcast my musical sensibilities to anyone who might want to befriend me.

Disappointingly, no one knocked. No one passing outside stopped to check which window the music was coming from. Nothing. So I picked up my box of kitchen things – a couple of pots and pans, some tins and sachets helpfully provided by my mother – and walked into the communal kitchen. Within five seconds, I realised I had nothing in common with any of these brisk, sporty, confident young adults: pink-skinned hockey girls and prematurely middle-aged men in striped shirts with jumpers draped casually around their shoulders. I put down the box and introduced myself. I rummaged through its contents and pulled out a sachet of something called Pasta ’n’ Sauce. All you had to do was add water and heat it while stirring. ‘What are you making there?’ said one of the girls brightly. ‘It looks like some kind of chowder.’

I nodded gamely. I had no idea what a chowder was.

I retreated to my room, put up a few posters and listened to some more music. Later, at around 9 p.m., I momentarily thought I heard a faint tapping sound coming from the door, but thought better of it as I put another record on. After that one finished, I heard the same sound again. I opened the door to find a translucent barefoot girl wearing tie-dyed orange leggings and long blonde hair. She barely spoke. Instead, she half lifted her right hand by way of greeting. Very quickly I realised that this might have been the bravest thing she had ever done.

‘I’m Pete,’ I said. ‘Come in.’

She was called Sally. She had a talent for invisibility. Apparently, she had been in the kitchen earlier on. I simply hadn’t noticed her.

I asked Sally a lot of questions, but she didn’t seem to say very much. In those two hours the pattern of our friendship established itself. It’s getting better all the time, I’d repeatedly tell her. It couldn’t get no worse, she would reply. We talked about music. I mentioned a group called The Lilac Time, who had released their first album about a year previously.

‘The Lilac Time?’ said Sally at once. Had I heard of a singer called Nick Drake? He had a song called ‘River Man’ which mentions something about ‘lilac time’. She padded off to her room and returned with a cassette. I pressed play.

Everyone remembers the first time they heard ‘River Man’. Just over two decades prior to my first evening in Lampeter, Nick Drake – in his first year at Cambridge – wrote the song. The halls of Cambridge were full of groovy undergraduates finessing their picking technique in the smoke-filled rooms of like-minded aspiring Jackson C. Franks. And yet anyone who heard Nick float into 5/4 and hymn the River Man’s oracular powers seems to have that moment scorched into their memory. It’s a quality that isn’t restricted to those who first heard that song directly from its source. In 1986, The Lilac Time’s Stephen Duffy had renounced his pursuit of pop stardom when holidaying in Jamaica with a fellow musician who played him ‘River Man’ as the two went to visit Noël Coward’s grave. From that moment on, there was only one thing he could call his group. And now, it was my turn. Here I was in a hall of residence in West Wales having my epiphany.

Over the next eighteen months or so, I tried and failed to stop Sally from descending into what I now realise was a clinical condition. Unlike Nick, she managed to conquer her illness, but it took her years and the help of friends who were far more patient and understanding of her depression than I was. Back then, it really did feel like no one apart from us had heard Nick’s music. We played his songs again and again and again, constantly noticing nuances, allusions and flourishes that had previously eluded us. Twenty-five years later, these songs continue to yield new secrets. Like all great art, Nick’s music lives in the present tense, doing all the things you expect living things to do, growing in stature and assuming new shapes with the passing of time. The best friendships have a way of doing that too.

This is for Sally.


Come To The Garden

It was clear when he returned from his travels – first to Aix-en-Provence and then on to Marrakesh – that Aix had changed Nick Drake. His hair was longer, his air somehow both worldly and otherworldly. Unencumbered by the schedules of school and family, Nick had finally been free to experience at first hand a life that – up until that point – he had only experienced by proxy, through the writing of Sartre and Kerouac. A life brought almost within touching distance by some of the records that had accumulated turntable miles back in Marlborough and Tanworth-in-Arden. On the many tapes that Nick made in 1966, the songs to which he gravitated were those which eschewed attachments and obligations for the romance of a solitary, itinerant life: Bert Jansch’s ‘Strolling Down the Highway’; Jackson C. Frank’s ‘Blues Run the Game’; Bob Dylan’s ‘Don’t Think Twice, It’s All Right’. It isn’t hard to see why these songs would have appealed to Nick Drake as he accelerated out of adolescence and – as so many great songwriters, from Dylan to Tom Waits, have done – hit upon songwriting as a means by which to mould a persona from the raw ingredients of his personality. Nick’s extended stay in Aix, accompanied by Simon Crocker and Jeremy Mason, afforded him the space and distance to do just that. Interviewed by Patrick Humphries, Jeremy recalled that the three friends spent much of their time ‘playing pinball at a café called Les Deux Garçons’. Occasionally, Nick would busk, with Jeremy tasked to collect the money from passers-by.

Prior to Aix, Nick’s friends have no recollection of him writing songs, but on a trip from Aix to Mason’s parents’ house ‘somewhere near Avignon’, Crocker remembered having to hold the microphone for Nick, whilst he set about recording some of his first compositions. The tape has since been lost, but Simon told Humphries that ‘I’m pretty sure “Time Has Told Me” was one of them.’ Later, though, Robin Frederick, the American student and guitarist who was ‘nominally’ studying in Aix, recalled that ‘Nick never sang any of his own songs.’ In fact, he had written at least one song at this point, although Robin may have been forgiven for not realising it was an original composition. On the famous ‘Aix tape’, which surfaced in 1998, Nick can be heard performing eight songs amid an atmosphere of general revelry. Among them is ‘Princess Of The Sand’ (later retitled ‘Strange Meeting II’) – by any criteria, an extraordinarily assured songwriting arrival. If Nick hadn’t heard Davy Graham’s ‘Anji’, he was certainly familiar with the version that Bert Jansch recorded on his 1965 debut album. Musically, ‘Princess Of The Sand’ sounds like perfect assimilation of Graham’s game-changing instrumental and Jackson C. Frank’s ‘Milk and Honey’ (a song Nick frequently played), albeit with words that tread a well-worn lyrical path: a mysterious encounter with a figure so beautiful that the whole episode may be nothing more than a figment of the narrator’s imagination.

Using Aix as a base, Nick and three friends embarked on a month-long adventure that took them to Morocco. Their arrival coincided with that of the Rolling Stones, whose trip was captured for posterity by Cecil Beaton. Perhaps inevitably, Nick found himself in a local restaurant playing a short set for them. Writing to his family, he recalled that ‘we in fact got quite chatty with them, and it was quite interesting learning all the inside stories’. By the time he returned, the Marlborough friends who accompanied him in Aix noticed a change in Nick. In Humphries’ book, Crocker elaborates on what he saw as a loss of ‘light-heartedness’ and a ‘more drug-orientated’ outlook: ‘We had an old guitar he smashed up and set light to, and he hung it from the ceiling and looked at it, like, “Wow, man!”’

The fomentation of Nick Drake’s artistic persona and his adult persona appeared to be one and the same – and although this lack of distinction may have caused him problems later on in life, it seems at this point to have had the effect that Nick wanted it to. On his return from Aix, Nick could legitimately call himself an artist. He had songs – and given the formal manner in which he appeared to present them to his family, he must have been very proud of them. ‘He came back home,’ Gabrielle recalled:

‘He played for us … three songs that he’d composed for himself. And that was very thrilling, but it was somehow both thrilling and unexpected – and yet, at the same time, totally expected. It was somehow a natural progression, because it was something that we’d grown up with, with my mum composing all the time and my parents playing on the piano … It was somehow natural, but nevertheless exciting.’

Gabrielle’s clearest recollection of her brother’s performance was that of him playing ‘Princess Of The Sand’, his parents, Rodney and Molly Drake, recalling the other two songs as ‘Bird Flew By’ and ‘Rain’.

Perhaps, then, these were the first three of Nick’s fully-fledged compositions. If, as Simon Crocker seems to recall, Nick had written ‘Time Has Told Me’ as well, surely he would have deemed it strong enough to show off alongside the aforesaid three? Setting that issue aside for a moment, ‘Bird Flew By’ tells you far more about where Nick came from than where he was heading. The sound of Nick pondering the seasonal cycle, with its indifference to our carefully tended dreams, recalls nothing so much as the songs written by his mother, which radiated a similar air of reluctant pragmatism: ‘Happiness’ and ‘Poor Mum’. The changing of the seasons also figures in ‘Rain’, and in another song from this time: ‘Blossom’. At this early stage, the emotional vernacular of Nick’s songs was strongly intertwined with the imagery of nature: ‘This was our season / We said it couldn’t end / But my love left with the rain.’

Over the ensuing period, Nick’s repertoire expanded to take in at least three more songs. Some eighteen months before he came to Joe Boyd’s attention, fledgling music conglomerate Hansa offered Nick a publishing deal. Shown on the contract are four songs, only one of which – ‘Day Is Done’ – would make it onto his debut album over a year later. Dated 31 August 1969, the document also makes reference to ‘My Love Left With The Rain’, ‘Leaving Me Behind’ and ‘Life Flies Away’. Outside of this contract (which, in the end, Nick elected not to sign), there is no trace of any song written by Nick which might answer to the name of ‘Life Flies Away’. However, it may have been a title swiftly conferred upon a song which he subsequently renamed. ‘Leaving Me Behind’, on the other hand, is familiar, perhaps as a result of the sort of pensive descending chord progression which he would deploy more effectively on 1970’s ‘At The Chime Of A City Clock’ and 1974’s ‘Tow The Line’.

All told, then, it’s perhaps no wonder that Nick’s fellow undergraduates remember him as a confident, charismatic individual who, in his own quiet way, seemed to draw people towards him. By the time he arrived in Cambridge, his adventures in France and north Africa had made a relatively seasoned traveller of him. And with a small armoury of original compositions to boot, he had effectively turned into the Nick Drake that discerning music fans would soon see gazing out of a Wimbledon attic window on the sleeve of Five Leaves Left. ‘We were long-haired groovy people with greater vision than people cycling off to their lectures,’ recalled fellow Cambridge student and musician Brian Wells. ‘We both had bikes when we went up to Cambridge, but within a week they were stolen and we didn’t give a damn. When he found his again, he didn’t want it back because he preferred to walk. It was too studenty and Hooray Henryish – too uncool – to cycle around Cambridge.’

By every account of his contemporaries, Nick knew how good he was. The only thing at which he appeared to make any sort of effort was his playing. Wells recalled standing outside his room and hearing him ‘doing the same riff over and over and over for half an hour, and when I banged on the door and went in, he still carried on.’ At that point, everything at which Nick had succeeded had appeared to come easily to him. His sprinting prowess at school was impressive to everyone except, seemingly, himself. Any shortfall in academic application seemed to be made up for by other people’s belief in Nick. Having initially failed to get a place at Cambridge, he finally passed the entrance exam, but, according to Gabrielle, it was a robust commendation from Nick’s Marlborough housemaster, Dennis Silk, that secured his passage into Fitzwilliam College. By the end of 1966, failure was something that Nick had never seriously had to countenance. Why should that change when it came to music?
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