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Be kind to my mistakes




‘Please don’t call me the doctor’s daughter from Kent and please don’t call me an elf again. I get sick of it. I’m not an elf I’m a woman. I’m not the little goody-goody everyone thinks I am.’


KATE BUSH
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Introduction


WHAT A LONG, STRANGE trip it’s been. Like millions of others, I first recall seeing Kate Bush singing ‘Wuthering Heights’ on Top of the Pops way back in 1978. To be honest, I thought it was quite scary. To a nine-year-old she seemed to be some kind of ghastly apparition, an evil witch rising out of the dry ice. It wasn’t quite on the level of behind-the-sofa, Doctor Who-type scariness, but it was unnerving. Of course, for teenagers and adults the viewing experience was quite unrelated, and, especially for the straight male audience, she aroused very different emotions.


Being scared of Kate Bush didn’t last long, though, and soon she was a staple of British society and popular culture. Not long after that Top of the Pops debut my St Augustine’s primary school friend – let’s call him ‘Phillip’ to save any embarrassment – could be seen walking precariously on top of a high wall on the way home from school. All the while he’d be singing ‘Wuthering Heights’ in his prepubescent falsetto and dancing the elaborate choreography without falling six feet onto his head. It was quite a sight and, as is proved by my writing this, it left a lasting impression on me!


I didn’t take much notice of Kate Bush for the next few years, but by the time I was at university I had a poster for The Whole Story on my wall and the same album on my record player. That ‘best of’ collection sold over a million copies, even though the British DJ John Peel allegedly said he couldn’t take her seriously, and the respected American writer Dave Marsh once described her as sounding ‘like the consequences of mating Patti Smith with a Hoover vacuum cleaner’. Praise indeed.


Kate Bush has fans across a wide spectrum of society. It’s such a wide cross-section that a lazy journalist can easily find the more obsessive among the flock and paint the whole lot with the same brush. The press have generally been more kind to Kate herself. She, in the past, has been happy to play the publicity game in order to promote her work, but she has been intensely protective of her private life. She didn’t officially acknowledge to the press who her boyfriend was for seven years, even though it was common knowledge, and no one knew she’d had a child in the 1990s until he was 18 months old. Generally, she’s been left well alone.


The prospect of a book about her life and work is probably not welcomed at the Bush home, even though this volume isn’t trying to find any closeted skeletons, make any wide-of-the-mark accusations or reveal where her son goes to school. Here you’ll find a detailed look at her life and career. Though, as expected, she declined to be interviewed for this book, I have spoken with a wide range of producers, engineers and musicians to fine-tune a look at her recorded and filmed legacy.


Let’s be open right from the start: she isn’t a witch or mystical seer; she is arguably the UK’s greatest ever female songwriting talent, though. She’s a complicated person, just like everyone else, and she likes the old-time comedian Will Hay as well as Captain Beefheart and supersoaps such as Dallas as much as she admires the surreal artist Salvador Dali. Quite a combination. She draws her influences from music, cinema, television, dance and art. She’s influenced almost every female artist of the last two decades in some way. Everyone from Alison Goldfrapp to P. J. Harvey, Björk to Martha Wainwright. Like the people she’s influenced, she has a character that can take on many different hues. In 1986 she said, ‘People spend their whole lives acting. You show this face to one person and another to someone else. It’s all a form of acting. There are probably about twenty people in every individual. There is no one person at all – just lots of different characteristics.’


Let’s take a look at them.


ROB JOVANOVIC


Isle of Arran


April 2005





Chapter One


Speaking For Me


London, December 2004


‘I really like the idea of my work speaking for me. My work says a lot more intelligent stuff than I ever could and it’s more eloquent.’


KATE BUSH


ON THE DAY IN QUESTION, it’s been over three years since the world-changing events of 11 September 2001, but, if you didn’t watch the news or read the newspapers, you’d think everything was pretty much back to normal. Whatever normal is.


As in most London winters of the past half-century, on this December day the capital is shrouded in a slow drizzly rain. It’s not enough to be that noticeable, but enough to get you soaking wet if you’re out in it for more than a few minutes. The pre-Christmas crowds shuffle along Oxford Street and the traffic is at a virtual standstill under the sad-looking Christmas lights.


If you ignore the cheap, touristy boutiques on Oxford Street, most of the stores are corporate chains that you could find anywhere up and down the country. It’s nothing special, but the crowds flock to this centre of the metropolis anyway. Maybe there’s a deep-down feeling of safety in numbers. If you were to mingle with the crowds you’d find that English tends to be the second language. When you do hear it, it’s rarely spoken with an English accent.


Maybe, in the collective subconscious, the city’s populace is keeping half an eye open for anything that seems suspicious, but that isn’t something particularly new. Back in the 1970s it was the threat of the IRA that caused widespread paranoia. After two bombs exploded on the underground system, and a further seven went off in the West End, commuters and users of public transport were understandably edgy. Buses and tube stations were under close scrutiny (the latter had all their litter bins removed). So, in many ways, the atmosphere is unchanged now in the twenty-first century.


One thing that is different compared with almost 30 years ago is that you can’t drive a car into the city centre any more without paying for the privilege. You could always use one of the famous red London buses, though, and save yourself some loose change. These same red buses have for as long as anyone can remember carried advertising around the city – often used to sell tickets to West End theatres or the latest Hollywood blockbuster movies. Today they are just as likely to carry banners advertising the latest pop recycling of a musical based on a 1970s band or singer as they are a bright new talent. But in early 1978 it was a wholly different case. Then, the buses paraded the fresh-faced, leotard-clad figure of an emerging young female singer who was taking the country by storm. Her name was Kate Bush.


After the hysteria that greeted her debut single, the once-heard-never-to-be-forgotten, ‘Wuthering Heights’, Bush proved herself to be arguably the most original and talented female singer of the next decade and a half. Then she suddenly dropped out of sight almost completely. Now, 26 years later, as those very London buses that had earlier paraded her face around the city trundle along Oxford Street, they pass music megastores that haven’t been able to display a new Kate Bush album for the last eleven years. That’s because she hasn’t released one.


The late-2004 album charts could hardly be said to betray her influence on female music in the twenty-first century. Albums by Britney Spears (greatest hits), Shania Twain (greatest hits) and Tina Turner (greatest hits) were the only ones by female singers in the Top 20. But this lack of new music had hardly dimmed the perception of Kate Bush, not only among ardent fans but in the country in general. As time passed during the 1990s, she came to be seen as a kind of national institution or icon, to be revered and praised. She had been woven so deeply into the fabric of British life that music buyers in 2004, many of whom had barely been born when Bush originally burst onto the scene, could read the feverish rumours across the press and Internet that Bush had been in the studio. Or they could watch as an ageing football commentator pranced around on the BBC’s A Question of Sport mystery guest slot dressed as the singer in her ‘Wuthering Heights’ video.


Back to our drizzly London afternoon, and Kate Bush was still everywhere, despite her attempt to withdraw from public life. On the Internet a myriad websites, chatrooms and discussion forums keep ticking along. On the airwaves, BBC Radio 2's Mark Radcliffe was running a campaign to get Kate to speak to him on his evening show (and ran a ‘Bushometer’ charting the time he’d been waiting for a reply), and the national press would occasionally send someone to try to track her down, get a candid photograph or try in vain for an interview. Record Collector magazine’s annual poll voted Bush Number 1 Female Solo Artist, despite the massive gap since her last album. Bush had come to be hailed as the quintessential English singer and was always around in the country’s cultural subconscious, bubbling just under the surface.


Other artists have taken time out and disappeared from view but few have had such a fervent following waiting with baited breath for their return. So what is it about Kate Bush that inspired such devotion and patience? Surely it wasn’t just the old chestnut of ‘absence makes the heart grow fonder’? At the end of 2004, a novel-cum-brief-biography of the singer was published under the title Waiting for Kate Bush. But where is she and what has she been doing? In the characterless world of twenty-first-century pop, it perhaps isn’t surprising that someone so original is so craved for.


She’d been born into an upper-middle-class family. By the age of 17 she’d landed a record contract and at 19 had a Number 1 single. After following up with a successful tour and more high-riding singles, she could have easily slipped into the persona of a prima donna by the age of 21. She didn’t enjoy the spotlight of fame and was well protected by an inner circle of family. Was she having her cake and eating it? To counter these silver-spoon-in-the-mouth images, she produced an amazingly broad scope of material, and proved naysayers wrong by exhibiting a series of vocal styles that steered her away from what was in danger of becoming a trademark image. She flourished in the new medium of the pop video and cast a shadow that reached far beyond the UK music scene. The list of artists and singers she influenced and inspired (seemingly everyone from Pat Benetar to the Scissor Sisters, Outkast to Tori Amos) hasn’t even been enough to fill the void left by her absence.


In 2004 Q magazine’s Icons Special Edition saw its readers vote Kate into 29th place among the Greatest Music Stars of All Time. Her incredibly loyal fan base meant that any new album would be a massive seller. But what would her reaction be to the attendant publicity? Would she do interviews? Tours? Videos? Speculation had been building for years, but then, on this December afternoon, Bush posted the following message to her usually very quiet fan club headquarters:


Hello Everyone, Many thanks for all your great letters of support and encouragement – they mean such a lot. The album is nearly finished now and will be out next year – we’ll let you know when. It features some beautiful orchestral movements by Michael Kamen – we had a wonderful day together at Abbey Road Studios last winter. I’m so pleased with everyone’s work on this record. There are some lovely performances and I hope you will all feel it’s been worth the wait. Bertie keeps me very busy, he is so much fun and we are all really looking forward to Christmas. Wishing you a Merry Christmas and I hope next year is a really happy one for you. Lots of love, Kate x


Such startling news caused pandemonium among the press, radio, TV and Internet sites. THE RETURN OF POP’S GREAT RECLUSE, exclaimed the Daily Express; COMEBACK KATE led the Evening Standard, which quoted an anonymous ‘friend of the singer’ as saying,


We’ve all been waiting for Kate to go back to the studio and show the world that she’s still got the talent that made her such a star. It’s no secret she’s a very shy, emotionally frail person who’s had her fair share of demons. We’re all praying the pressure that comes with relaunching her career won’t be too much for her.


The Daily Mirror weighed in with KATE’S BIG COMEBACK and pointed out her ‘Miss Havisham-like existence behind the high walls of the mansion on the edge of the village’ and her ‘personal fortune estimated at £25 million’. The Sun – never one for understatement – shouted, ‘This could be the biggest comeback since Lazarus.’ More reserved titles such as Music Week and The Times also weighed in and Time Out added, ‘The reclusive banshee of Olde Albion has confirmed that her first album since 1993 will be released.’


Anyone with even long-gone connections to Kate was quizzed on the subject, sometimes in the unlikeliest of situations. Drummer Stuart Elliott was interviewed in a church for BBC television’s Sunday night religious programme Songs of Praise, and mentioned that he’d been recording drums on the new album; Peter Gabriel was promoting his Play DVD in Toronto and said, ‘Kate had a son and lost her mom and I think that kept her occupied. I spoke to her quite recently in fact and she’s just about finished on a new record. It is exciting. She’s being a mom and loving it. So, if you like, music’s gone from being full-time to being part-time, so that slows you down. She pointed out [she takes] even longer than I take!’ Such was the fuss that Marc Almond’s official website even had to put out a statement saying that Almond hadn’t sung on the album. It said, ‘He wishes he could confirm the rumour as Kate is one of his all time favourite artists and he looks forward to her long awaited new album, one of the big music events of 2005.’


Whether the new album would live up to the hype generated by 12 years of waiting was unlikely, but, in the meantime, this is Kate’s story so far.





Chapter Two


She Was Learning Violin


Welling, Kent, 1958–71


‘She was learning violin, and living with anyone who is learning violin is a miserable experience.’


JOHN CARDER BUSH


NO SOONER HAD THE CAR slowly pulled into the wide driveway of East Wickham Farm than the passenger door was open. As she got home from school, the 11-year-old Cathy Bush jumped out of her dad’s car and dashed into the house. Dropping her school bags over the back of a kitchen chair she mumbled a ‘Hello’ to her elder brother and mother at the table, grabbed a piece of chocolate from the table and ran upstairs to change out of her school uniform. Moments later she appeared again, but this time she was straight out of the door and into the back garden of the farm, scampering across to the barn behind it. Here she found her current passion: an old church harmonium that was decaying but still just about playable. This was the highlight of her day, bashing her way through the couple of hymns that she’d picked up after being shown the basics by her father. But all too soon her time was up and she was being called in for tea.


* * *


It’s not that surprising, considering her pedigree, that Kate Bush has been as successful as she has an artist. Her parents and older brothers have all been dancers, musicians or poets to some extent.


Kate’s parents, Robert John Bush and Hannah Daly, were married in Epsom during World War Two. Robert, born in April 1920, had started out studying for a mathematics degree but, as the outbreak of war changed many things, it also changed his educational route, which now directed him to medical school. He graduated in 1943, the year in which he married Hannah.


Hannah, a farmer’s daughter and originally from County Waterford, Ireland, was a nurse at Epsom’s Long Grove Hospital. She had been by all accounts an excellent folk dancer back home on the Emerald Isle, winning several amateur competitions.


Bush family mythology tells us that the handsome, moustached Dr Bush also had some musical talent and sold the publishing rights to one of his compositions to fund an engagement ring for Hannah. A year after their marriage at St Joseph’s Catholic church, their first child, John Carder Bush, was born. Eight years later, a second son, Patrick, was born. By then the Bush clan had moved the few miles to Welling in Kent, where Dr Bush had set up as a general practitioner. Welling was the perfect postwar model of English suburban life. It was ideally placed just out of reach of the grimy big city and tucked away from the main route of London to Dover and the Continent beyond.


It’s easy to picture Dr Bush as a slimmer, English, version of James Robertson Justice (star of the 1950s Doctor … series of films). He was tall, sideburned and pipe-smoking, and didn’t suffer fools gladly, but would show infinite patience in later years when fans would knock on his door.


The family moved into a sprawling, early-seventeenth-century home known as the East Wickham Farm. The farm would prove to be a most enchanting place for children to grow up, with its maze of outbuildings, a mouse-infested barn, a hideaway in the shape of a hayloft, and an outdoor swimming pool that had replaced the duck pond. High perimeter walls and large trees sheltered the farm from the world outside and the ample gardens were perfect and magical, and made safe play areas for the young family.


As in many farmhouses, the kitchen was the heart and soul of the property. Family and friends would drift in and out while conversations and debates raged around the big wooden table. Discussions would echo from the kitchen’s tiled floors all over the house covering all manner of subjects. While the kitchen was the Bush hub, the sitting room was a place for quiet retreat and also housed the family piano, which Dr Bush would often play to relax.


On 30 July 1958 a third child arrived for the Bushes, this time a daughter, Catherine. Catherine, or Cathy, as she was known from an early age, was delivered at the Bexleyheath Maternity Hospital in southeast London. Cathy was brought up as a Catholic in the confines of the loving family atmosphere with her two older brothers to keep a lookout for her, as well as her paternal grandfather, who lived at the farm until the early 1960s. Both John and Paddy (Patrick) were now taking an interest in music and literature, so the young Cathy was immersed in a creative and arty atmosphere. Music was everywhere, and she couldn’t help but absorb it. However, despite later going to Catholic schools, she didn’t take to religion at all. ‘It never touched my heart,’ she later said. ‘I would never say I was a strict follower of Roman Catholic belief, but a lot of the images are in there; they have to be, they’re so strong. Such powerful, beautiful, passionate images! There’s a lot of suffering in Roman Catholicism.’


What made more of an impression on the young Cathy was her mother’s Irish heritage. From the stories of her mother’s dancing exploits through to the Irish folk sounds that would saturate the house, Cathy soaked it all up, but she didn’t get the chance to visit her mother’s homeland until many years later. ‘I feel that strongly, being torn between the Irish and the English blood in me,’ she explained. ‘The Irish influence is definitely very strong. My mother was always playing Irish music, and, again, I think when you are really young, things get in and get in deeper because you haven’t got as many walls up. I watch her [Hannah], and when the pipes start playing everything just lights up and it can be so inspiring. It’s just emotional stuff. I think I was really lucky to be given that kind of stimulus. It’s really heavy, emotionally. The pipes really tear it out of your heart.


‘My mother’s picture of Ireland was of her home, and no further than that, literally. And that is where her heart is. And all her memories and the things she says of home are just beautiful. I think it has definitely affected my attitude toward Ireland. That’s why I feel so at home, why I love it so much. I can feel my mother everywhere there.’


Cathy’s earliest musical ‘involvement’ was as a small toddler just dancing to music coming from a TV set, totally oblivious of her surroundings. She can’t really remember it but was told about it by her father years later. Away she’d go in her own little world until one day someone inadvertently came into the room and the shy little girl was caught unawares. She stopped the practice there and then. She did, however, enjoy dressing up in old clothes with her brothers, often to be photographed by John, but by the time she came to start at primary school John, being 14 years older, was off to university.


The bonds he would form while studying law would be important in Kate’s later musical career. He made friends with Ricky Hopper, who would go on to a career working for various record labels; he met Dave Gilmour, who went on to join Pink Floyd. John had been writing poetry for some time and continued to do so while away from home. Cathy was most impressed by his writing, as any younger sister would be.


Cathy started at the local primary school in 1963. She had soon made a small group of friends who would sometimes come to the farm and play, but she didn’t integrate completely into primary school life. Her own advanced musical mind and her spending lots of time with her much older brothers most likely helped her grow up faster than many other girls of her own age. ‘School was a very cruel environment and I was a loner,’ she says. ‘I learned to get hurt and I learned to cope with it. My friends sometimes used to ignore me completely and that would really upset me badly. I wasn’t an easy, happy-go-lucky girl because I used to think about everything so much and I think I probably still do. I was writing from the age of ten and I was never really into going to discos and dances and stuff. I never told anyone at school that I did that because I feared it would alienate me even more. I found it very frustrating being treated like a child when I wasn’t thinking like a child. From the age of ten I felt old and I became very shy at school.’


Despite being shy, she wasn’t a complete outcast by any stretch of the imagination. Friends would play with Cathy at the large Wendy house she had at the bottom of the garden or with her many pets. The barn and outbuildings were perfect places for games of hide-and-seek and they could use the hayloft as a retreat. John had graffiti-ed his poems all over the walls and the girls would regale each other with stories of the farm’s legendary ghost.


Sometimes Cathy’s friends would accompany the family when they drove down to their second home, a modest, seaside holiday house at Birchington near Margate on the south coast – something they would do every summer. Here they’d go walking and cycling.


Just after Cathy started at primary school, the family (minus John) had undertaken a much longer trip, this time to Australia. They toured the country for around six months. It’s been suggested that this may have been a tester for possible emigration, but this has never been confirmed, and Dr Bush brought the family home and continued with his practice.


Back in Blighty, Cathy made her first tentative steps into the world of singing. But it wasn’t a case of reciting ‘Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star’ at a school play. She took the plunge by joining in some family singalongs, which included, as she later put it, ‘dirty sea shanties’, along with some traditional Irish tunes and folk songs.


‘I’m very proud of it,’ she explained. ‘I can’t think of a nicer influence. Traditional music says a great deal about the country. English folk music is a lot different from Irish folk music, not only musically, but lyrically. That song “She Moves Thro’ the Fair” sums up the Irish spirit. It’s incredible, so moving.’


Bush is quick to acknowledge her debt to the music that filled her formative years at home and pays credit to the input of her brothers. While England was swinging its way through the 1960s the Bush brothers were taking an extra-keen interest in folk music, and when they were old enough both played in bands around the pubs and clubs. English and Irish folk music was a very different beast from what had hit the charts via Bob Dylan and Joan Baez. Folk clubs had sprung up around the country to play host to the likes of Martin Carthy, and later Sandy Denny.


Cathy would often sing harmonies with her brothers and of course heard all the records they played around the farm. ‘I think it was important because, when you are very young, your mind is so open for new stimulus and direction,’ she has said. ‘I think it was given to me then, so I didn’t really have to spend maybe ten years finding out what I was here for. I think that’s been an important part of my life.’ Early photos of Cathy, later published in a book by her brother John, show a tiny, frail-looking girl. She had everything she needed around her but wasn’t spoiled. The family were fairly laid back and quarrels were very rare.


Cathy celebrated her eighth birthday on the day that England won the football World Cup by beating West Germany 20 or so miles from the farm at Wembley Stadium in July 1966. The farm was unlikely to have been much of a party zone, though, since none of the family have ever exhibited much of a sporting bent. Within a couple of years, however, Cathy was sitting at the piano plonking out some rudimentary scales. Paddy could often be found playing his violin around that time and it was suggested that Cathy could accompany him on the piano. This innocent suggestion inadvertently changed Cathy’s life for ever. Dr Bush, who regularly played and composed at the family piano, showed Cathy how to play in the key of C, and off she went. In the very early stages she would practise on the old harmonium that was housed in the barn, so no one could hear her exploratory efforts. She was a diligent and determined student of the instrument and would spend hour upon hour pedalling away in the barn to a few old hymns that she’d been shown how to play. It wasn’t long before Cathy had mastered the basics of playing a keyboard and would belt out the hymns in the barn. ‘I really loved their melodies and harmonies and worked out myself that a chord was made from a minimum of three notes and by changing one of these notes you could get completely different chords to work with the new note.’ 


Over the years the workings of the harmonium were gradually devoured by the barn’s mice and the thing became impossible to play, so Cathy had to move indoors to the piano. ‘When [Cathy] began working on the piano, she’d go and lock herself away and wind up spending five or six hours, seven days a week, just playing the piano,’ recalls Paddy.


Within a matter of a few months she was composing her own little instrumental ditties. Her father’s interest in her playing proved to be a great boost to her enthusiasm. No matter how many times she asked him or how engrossed he was in a television programme, he would always agree to be dragged by his daughter into the sitting room to listen to her playing. ‘I probably wrote the first song when I was about eleven, but, I mean, it was terrible, very overdone,’ she laughs. ‘I think the more you write songs, you just get a knack for them, hopefully!’ Bush admits that, though her father would always listen to her playing, her parents weren’t overly encouraging during her early experiments on the piano and that her voice was ‘terrible’. In order either to encourage their daughter or to save their own ears – or both – the Bushes later sent Cathy for some voice coaching. She practised as often as she could because she saw it as the only way to improve.


The combination of practice and advice started to pay dividends and, by the time she moved up to grammar school after passing her 11-plus examination, she had a small catalogue of her own compositions.


Secondary school for Kate – she decided she’d outgrown the name Cathy – was at a Catholic convent school, St Joseph’s in Bexley. So from September 1969 Kate was under the tutelage of the nuns. Not all the teachers were nuns, though, and not all students at the all-girl school were Catholic. The turn of the decade from the 1960s to the 1970s saw a softening of earlier hard-and-fast rules at the school. Not all things had been relaxed, however, and the strict uniform code of white blouse with maroon skirt and hat was strictly enforced. Any pupil found outside without their hat would be put on the Draconian-sounding ‘hat-list’ and two entries would mean an automatic detention.


The syllabus was a traditional one and Kate took a great interest in her English and Latin classes. She also expanded her musical repertoire by taking up the violin, though it wasn’t by choice. All of the students were required to take up an instrument for music lessons but the piano was not an option so she was allocated a violin. Her parents paid for extracurricular lessons, again to save their own ears as an 11-year-old violin student is not the best of housemates. Again she was a dedicated pupil though piano would always be her first love.


In 1970 John Bush published a small booklet of his poetry called The Creation Edda. He was enjoying some success as a poet at the time and gave readings on the radio while having his work published in titles such as Poetry Review. A little later he organised a poetry group under the name of the Salatticum Poets. In another example of how Kate was influenced by her brothers she was soon sketching out poems of her own. During her first year at St Joseph’s she had a poem titled ‘Crucifixion’ published in the school magazine and during her second year she had a whole series of them printed. Like that of her first-form effort, all of the titles seemed to have religious or spiritual connotations: ‘I Have Seen Him’, ‘Death’, ‘You’, ‘Blind Joe Death’ and ‘Epitaph For a Rodent’. ‘Call Me’ goes like this:


Call me and I will come,


Across stones of memories


And I will follow the sun,


Blare, dare, they are others caring for none but …


What of them?


They are stones among children’s hands


Sighing crying, they, are, memories


They are stones,


Call me and I will come,


Call me and I shall come,


Tomorrow,


What of tomorrow? Time rhyme,


Through gates of glass, I would follow the sun,


To run, to be free, to be me,


I would flee, from corridors of cobwebs,


Hold me!


Call me!


And I will come.


A natural progression for a girl who was composing some simple piano melodies and also writing poetry was to fuse the two together, and in 1971 she wrote several songs. One of these very early compositions was an early version of ‘The Man with the Child in His Eyes’.


In 1972 she made her stage debut in the school production of Amal and the Night Visitors, but teachers were sceptical when they heard her play her own fledgling songs and it required input from her parents before her teachers would accept that her early tunes were entirely her own work. ‘It’s very hard to remember how I felt at the time, but it was something I enjoyed doing so immensely,’ says Kate. ‘It was my release from school, and if I couldn’t go out and it was a wet day, or there wasn’t anything good on television, that would be my favourite place to go: to the piano. I had such an excess of emotion that I needed to get it out of my system and writing was how I did it. It was a very important relationship and still is to me. I found something that I don’t think I’ve ever really found since, when I first started writing songs: that I could actually create something out of nothing. And it was a very special discovery, I think, if you are lucky enough to make it at a young age, as I was.’


Kate was still exploring her brothers’ musical and literary tastes and, though she was not a voracious reader, she did enjoy the work of the Narnia creator C. S. Lewis, the science-fiction great Kurt Vonnegut and the majestic poet T. S. Eliot. Musically, it wasn’t all folk music, either: she grew to love classical music and composers such as Chopin, Debussy, Sibelius and Erik Satie. Around the kitchen table she would also be party to ‘heavy’ philosophical discussions across the spectrum of Greek mythology, the Armenian mystic Georges Gurdjieff, Kahlil Gibran and the music of the Beatles, T-Rex and the Incredible String Band. This semi-bohemian atmosphere might have been at odds with a traditional Catholic family background, but it didn’t stretch into hippiedom, as Kate has had to say in her defence in interviews. ‘I’m not a hippie, though I thought the potential of the movement was enormous. I was too young, really,’ she explains. ‘I was never particularly into drugs. I don’t even get into alcohol very much. Just nicotine, really. I smoked my first cigarette at the age of nine.’ So it wasn’t just the piano playing that she started at an early age.


As well as adding some of her poems to her piano pieces, she also experimented with adding other people’s words to her own music. Quite often she’d leaf through library books and pinch words or phrases that she liked. But she soon grew tired of this and she found out that it was actually easier to write her own words for the music than to try to artificially fit someone else’s in.


‘I couldn’t read music at all,’ she says. ‘It was really a question of having a logical approach, once I knew where middle C was. Even though I wasn’t much good at maths at school, I could see the logic of how the piano was working, and got on with it myself very well. I’ve now been playing the piano for many years, and I really did start off in the most basic way. After a couple of years I’d got a slight style, and since then I’ve simply developed it more, just by writing and then practising playing the songs.


‘Often, I’d be writing songs beyond my technique, which would stretch my playing even further. Discovery of music personally for me came when one day my father took me in to the piano and showed me the scale of C on the keyboard. And I couldn’t believe that this was how this worked, that it was so logical, that there was actually a plan to the keyboard that was so easy to see, that it was like playing one finger on the notes and then singing that tune. And then gradually I got to understand about chords, and once I hit chords that was really it, you know. This was the most exciting thing in my life, the chord.’


Luckily for Kate her family were very supportive, even when she was plonking away at the piano or hacking at the violin. ‘I think I am most definitely a strongly emotionally-based person, and my family are totally integral, I think, to everything I do. They affect me because I love them. I think it’s essential. I think it’s something that has always been there, and that if it wasn’t there it would probably be devastating for me.’


In the shadow of the likes of Laura Nyro and Joni Mitchell, she felt that a girl and a piano could make it, and the fledgling success of John Bush’s published poetry no doubt proved to her that anyone could be successful if they had some talent. So, during the very early 1970s, she pushed on with her writing and keyboard practice, and soon she would start recording some of the songs that she’d written.





Chapter Three


We Had Quite Modest, Curious Aims


Welling, Kent, 1972–74


‘[My family] had seen it coming for a long time. The original idea was to see if we could sell my songs to a publisher, not that I should be a singer or a performer or anything. We had quite modest, curious aims. So it was gradual and they were always supportive.’


KATE BUSH


AS USUAL, KATE SPENT the early evening on her own in the sitting room at the family piano. Sitting bolt upright, she effortlessly bounced from one idea to the next and ran through a selection of songs that she’d written for herself over the previous few months. She was still quite nervous about playing while anyone else was in the room, but of course the family had heard her songs resonating about the old building. Today she was totally unaware that listening behind the slightly open door was a guest of her brother John. This guest had been persuaded to come and listen to the gifted teenager at the piano in case he thought she might have any semblance of a future ahead of her in the music business, maybe as a songwriter for hire. If so, he might want to help; his name was Dave Gilmour and his band, Pink Floyd, was currently one of the biggest on the planet.


* * *


By 1972 the British pop charts had morphed into an unusually eclectic mix of genres and styles. Over the previous few months, Kate Bush’s optimism would have been lifted by the fair share of piano ballads riding high in the charts (led by Simon and Garfunkel’s ‘Bridge Over Troubled Water’ and John Lennon’s ‘Imagine’). Female singer-songwriters were also making a deep impression with all-time classics such as Joni Mitchell’s Blue and Carole King’s Tapestry (though English females were conspicuous by their absence). Heavy metal (Deep Purple), folk (Lindisfarne) and vacuous pop (David Cassidy) were all thrown into the mix, too, along with the new exciting sounds of glam, at the forefront of which were David Bowie playing as Ziggy Stardust, Slade and T-Rex.


Now 14 years old, Kate Bush was taking more inspiration from beyond her brothers’ record collections and exploring more of these diverse sounds. She remembers early Roxy Music albums with much affection and an aura of newfound excitement. ‘It was like, “Ah! This is my music, this is what I want to be associated with.” It was such wonderful songwriting, very English as well, not American-style, and, of course Bryan Ferry’s voice.’ It wasn’t just British voices that caught Bush’s attention: Billie Holiday, Elvis Presley and Buddy Holly all found their way onto her turntable.


At home she was lucky in that as well as having a bedroom to herself she also had a room next door, which she called her ‘den’. Stocked with comfy sofas, cushions scattered across the floor and of course her coveted record player, this was where friends could sleep over and hours could be spent listening to her records and ‘borrowing’ more from her brothers’ collections.


‘My other musical influences really have been things from the radio, because what you listen to are the things that are going on,’ she recalls. ‘I started seeking out my own stimulus and that came from people like Billie Holiday. She was a really important thing to happen to me. Her voice just really did things to me. So emotional and so tearing. I still can’t get over how incredible her voice was and her presence. I was into more progressive people, I guess, like David Bowie and Roxy Music and Steely Dan. I think they’re a very underestimated group, especially in England. They really are an important musical influence. I think the main common denominator for the people that I like is that they’re songwriters. They all seem to be either male groups or male single personalities who write their songs and sing them. And I think this is why I tend not to listen to females as much because the few that do get this together I don’t find particularly interesting. Joni Mitchell stands on her own. I think Joan Armatrading, too – she’s special. But, on the whole, I think I just identify more with male songwriters.’


Then add to this collection the likes of the Beatles, Roy Harper and, a little later, the Boomtown Rats and Thin Lizzy, and she had quite a broad musical footing to draw upon for her own compositions.


One male singer-songwriter to whom she took an extra-special shine was Elton John, especially because he used the piano as his major composing instrument.
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