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FOREWORD





Ian Curtis was a singer and lyric writer of rare, mediumistic power: his songs and performances for Joy Division conveyed desperate, raging emotions behind a dour, Mancunian façade. There were four in Joy Division – Curtis, Bernard Sumner, Peter Hook and Stephen Morris – but Ian was their eyes and ears: it was he who propelled them into uncharted territory – songs like ‘Dead Souls’ which, cold as the grave, has the infinity of a Gustave Doré hell.


It’s easy to forget, now that Manchester is an international music city, just how isolated Joy Division were. At a time when the main venue of communication was the weekly music press, Joy Division shunned interviews: they survived and prospered through concerts, badges, seven-inch singles and word of mouth. During their last six months, the modern youth media began: style magazines like The Face and i-D, access programmes like Something Else, which Joy Division hi-jacked with a manic performance of ‘She’s Lost Control’.


Joy Division were not punk but they were directly inspired by its energy. Like punk, they used pop music as the means to dive into the collective unconscious, only this was not Dickensian London, but De Quincey’s Manchester: an environment systematically degraded by industrial revolution, confined by lowering moors, with oblivion as the only escape. Manchester is a closed city, Cancerian like Ian Curtis: he remains the city’s greatest song poet, capturing its space and its claustrophobia in a contemporary Gothick.


Manchester is also a big soul town: you breathe in black American dance music with the damp and pollution. Asked to write a song based on N. F. Porter’s Northern Soul classic, ‘Keep On Keeping On’, Joy Division took the orginal’s compulsive riff and blasted off into another dimension: ‘Trying to find a way, trying to find a way – to get out!’ Despite the dark lyric, traces of the original’s hard-bitten joy and optimism come through, like a guide track erased in the finished master.


I was living in Manchester then, a Londoner transplanted to the North West; Joy Division helped me orient myself in the city. I saw this new environment through their eyes – ‘Down the dark street, the houses look the same’ – and felt it through the powerful atmosphere they generated on records and in concert. Their first album, Unknown Pleasures, released in June 1979, defined not only a city but a moment of social change: according to writer Chris Bohn, they ‘recorded the corrosive effect on the individual of a time squeezed between the collapse into impotence of traditional Labour humanism and the impending cynical victory of Conservatism’.


Live, Joy Division rocked, very hard, but that was not all. Ian Curtis could give performances so intense that you’d have to leave the hall. Most performers hold something back when they’re in front of an audience: what is called stagecraft or mannerism is, in fact, necessary psychic self-protection. Flanked by his anxious, protective cohorts – Bernard Sumner and Peter Hook – Ian Curtis got up, looked around and surrendered himself to his visions. This was not done in the controlled environment of a concert hall or studio, but in tiny, ill-equipped clubs which could at any moment explode into violence.


When you’re young, death often isn’t part of your world. When Ian Curtis committed suicide in May 1980, it was the first time that many of us had had to encounter death: the result was a shock so profound that it has become an unresolved trauma, a rupture in Manchester’s social history which has persisted through the city’s worldwide promotion as Madchester, and through the continuing success of New Order, the group formed by Joy Division’s remaining trio. As Curtis himself sang on ‘Komakino’: ‘Shadow at the side of the road/Always reminds me of you.’


Deborah Curtis was the last person to see her husband alive: at the most basic level, her memoir is the exorcism of the loss, guilt and confusion that followed his act of violence in their Macclesfieldhome. It tells us also about what has been much rumoured but never known: the emotional life of this most private of men. Much of the information in this book is printed here for the first time – an act of revelation that shows how deep the need is to break the bonds of Mancunian taciturnity.


It also tells us something that is ever present but rarely discussed: the role of women in the male, often macho, world of rock. Deborah Curtis is the wife who supported her husband, but who got left behind. There’s a chilling scene where, heavily pregnant, Deborah goes to a Joy Division concert, only to be frozen out by an associate because she is not glamorous enough, because, in her own words, ‘how, can we have a rock star with a six-months-pregnant wife standing by the stage?’ And so, the cruelties begin.


There is another question which this book raises, as chilling as it is unanswerable. Deborah Curtis writes about the reality behind the persona, the fact that Ian Curtis had a condition – epilepsy – which was worsened by the exigencies of performance. Indeed, his mesmeric stage style – the flailing arms, glossy stare and frantic, spasmodic dancing – mirrored the epileptic fits that he had at home, that struck a chill into his intimates. Did people admire Ian Curtis for the very things that were destroying him?


I applaud Deborah Curtis’s courage in writing this book, and believe that it will help to heal this fifteen-year-old wound. It may also help us to understand the nature of the obsession that continues to stalk rock culture: the romantic notion of the tortured artist, too fast to live, too young to die. This is the myth that begins with Thomas Chatterton and still carries on, through Rudolf Valentino, James Dean, Sid Vicious, Ian Curtis and Kurt Cobain. Touching from a Distance shows the human cost of that myth.


Jon Savage


1995



















FOREWORD TO THIS EDITION





Once upon a time there were three bands. It was 26 May 1977 and I’d gone to see Television and Blondie at the Free Trade Hall in Manchester. In the bar during the changeover I bought a copy of Shytalk – ‘Not suitable for adults, a fanzine from Manchester’ it said on the front. Somewhere in the six or seven stapled-together A4 pages was a piece about new bands of the new wave who were having a bit of drummer difficulty. I have an eye for that sort of thing. One was a band called Warsaw, one called The Fall and the other V2. I could do that, I thought. I’ll ring up tomorrow. But dithering, I did nothing instead.


A month or so later, in Macclesfield, I was avoiding going back to work. I found myself looking in Jones’s music-shop window with its shiny unaffordable guitars and musical whatnots. Stuck there in the corner was a handwritten postcard which seemed to shout, ‘Drummer wanted for local New Wave Band, Warsaw. Phone Ian @@@@@@@@.’ There was that Warsaw again. This time the Macclesfield phone number made my mind up for me.


I’d been playing the drums since 1973, in and out of a few bands – mostly out – pretty unsuccessfully. Some lasted one rehearsal, others not even that – the proceedings usually ending with the words ‘not exactly what we’re looking for but …’ A couple had lasted a bit longer. They’d been either folk, rock-covers bands or chicken-in-a-basket cabaret. But then I got kicked out of school and ended up answering the phone in my dad’s office. Which came in quite handy later on.


Back at work a bit more than an hour later, I made that call.


‘Hi, is that Ian? My name’s Steve – ’s’bout the ad in Jones’s window. Are you still after a drummer?”


Yes, he said, they still hadn’t found anyone. Would I like to come to his house later that evening and talk about it around teatime?


Six-thirty saw me roll up at the house in Barton Street for the first time.


‘Hi Ian, I’m Steve – the, er, drummer.’


‘Hiya Steve, come in, come in. This is Debbie. Debbie, this is Steve.’


After a bit of chit-chat, we went into an oddly shaped light-blue room to the left of the front door, past a Dansette record player under the window, a small neat stack of familiar vinyl to one side. Bowie, The Doors, Iggy, Lou Reed, Velvet Underground. A few books neatly arranged – Ballard, Borroughs, Nietzsche, Jim Morrison – The Lords and the New Creatures.


‘That’s where Iggy got the lyrics to “The Passenger” from.’ Lighting up a Marlboro. ‘Want one?’


We spent the evening smoking, talking about the music. I got the full history of Warsaw from the inspirational Pistols gig to the name and how Richard Boon, Buzzcocks manager, had wanted them to be called Stiff Kittens. ‘Warsaw’s a better name, though. Low’s Bowie’s best album, I reckon. Want another fag?’


He described how it had been a bit of an uphill struggle, what with all the other bands starting up at the same time, getting all the gigs, and the problems he had commuting – living in Macclesfield and working in Manchester. How he used to work in Rare Records.


And the trouble they’d had with drummers.


He had a gentle charm and enthusiasm, two vital ingredients – mixed with brains and style they can take you a long way. As Ian didn’t have a tape machine, I left with a cassette of Warsaw demos to listen to and learn.


Ian wanted to do something different, radical, a bit left-field like Throbbing Gristle; he liked their attitude. Off the wall, like. Being the singer in a band and writing was all he really wanted to do. Be a laugh if nothing else. We both liked the same music and what he was saying was exactly what I had been thinking for years. This was the band I’d been looking for.




*





Two weeks later I met Bernard – motorbike and black leather jacket – and Hooky – Mk2 Jag and beard. Salford lads, the usual jokes about another woollyback from Macc.


‘Full of sheep and greasers that Macclesfield.’


In a room at Abraham Moss Community Centre, Crumpsall, we thrashed blindly through the songs from the cassette – ‘Tension’, ‘Reaction’, ‘Inside the Line’ and I think there was one called ‘Gutz’. Somehow I passed the ‘audition’ and we were off.


My first gig was in August at Eric’s in Liverpool. It was obvious after a couple of songs that Ian wasn’t just the quiet cheery soul he seemed to be when we rehearsed. Live, Ian became someone else – frantic, moving a bit like Iggy, he reacted to what we were playing. While the three of us concentrated hard and got lost in what we were doing, Ian would direct all his energy outwards, kinetic like lightning. Live, it was all about energy.


 


In the beginning it felt like the whole world was against us. When Rob Gretton became our manager (more than that, really – another member, like someone’s older smarter brother) he said we’d been acting like we had a huge chip on our shoulders. Before Rob we’d all tried to be managers. Get on the phone at lunchtime and try to be an apprentice McLaren, mithering for support slots, pestering what we thought was the Manchester music mafia for a break. But whether we had a gig or not we would always practise twice a week. In upstairs rooms in pubs in Macclesfield and Salford, then TJ Davidson’s near International Marine, and finally the upstairs room next to Broughton baths. Learning, writing songs that kept getting better. Ian and his plastic shopping bag of words – lyrics and titles. We’d start with the bass and drums – cycling round ‘play two of them riffs then two of that other one’, not even a cassette recorder when we started, keeping the songs in our heads. Ian shuffling sheets of paper, writing in a notebook, mumbling into a mic, words struggling to get out of the two crap Vox columns and Carlsboro amp that we called a PA. ‘That’s good, Barn, keep playing that,’ until it sounded right. We all knew when that was somehow. Then stop, have a can of Coke or Tizer, a fag, talk a bit, then do it again only better. Ian would try different words, the lyrics would evolve, he would change the title until it painted the picture he wanted. Somewhere along the way we stopped being Warsaw and turned into Joy Division.


It was only when we went into the studio that I could hear what he was singing clearly. I remember recording ‘New Dawn Fades’ with Martin Hannett. We finished off writing in the studio and the song went through a couple of lyric changes. But I remember the very first time we played it through together at Strawberry in Stockport, hearing the lyrics properly for the first time and getting those shivers down the back of the neck, that feeling that happens when you hear something really incredible, something beautiful and moving, and thinking, This is fantastic, being deeply affected by the words he was singing.


 


The last time I saw Ian, nearly three years to the day since the Television gig, I gave him a lift to Manchester, dropped him outside the BBC on Oxford Road, not that far from the Free Trade Hall. Across the way was Amigos – a Mexican restaurant not open long. He said maybe he’d try a burrito, get a taste for that American food we’d be eating soon. We talked about watching Stroszek on the telly that weekend. ‘See you at the airport,’ he said, crossed the road into the traffic and was gone.


What happened in between is here in Debbie’s book, her account of the time they shared together and the way the band changed both their lives. Reading it today I am surprised there was so much I never knew about Ian – his audition as a gigolo, he kept that one quiet – all that stuff he never told me himself.


One of the things that I learned about Ian over the years was the way he would say the words he thought you wanted to hear, do what he thought would make you happy and get him what he wanted with the least amount of fuss. He was tenacious, though; if he wanted something he would keep on trying to get it, even if it was clearly impossible.


We all remember the past slightly differently, have different perspectives,  and each time it gets told the story gets changed slightly, embellished. We all have our own version of Ian. The one thing they all have in common, though, is the way he could suddenly change from being happy and quiet to a full-on angry ranting maniac. He’d boil over into a fury in an instant. Sometimes it was hard to know whether his outrage was serious, a joke or just one tin of Breaker too many. Sometimes it was all three.


The thing that amazes me the most is all the near-misses – how we lived in the same town, went to the same school, both indulged in the same bizarre combinations of drugs and solvents for kicks, yet never met; drank at the same pubs, yet our paths never crossed; frequented and robbed the same record shops, bought the same albums, went to the same gigs, all those Bowie and Iggy gigs, and never even noticed each other. Uncanny!


That Ian’s illness was a cruel blow is to say the least. The doctors’ advice – live a quiet normal life, don’t stay up late, don’t drink – was like telling him to stop doing everything he enjoyed, to stop doing what he had always wanted. To stop living. The medication he took also seemed to dilute him somehow, made him even less himself, turned him more inward.


It should have been the emergency brake. We should have slowed down or even stopped. Perhaps the closest it came to that was a phone conversation. Ian called, said he was leaving the group, leaving it all behind. Leaving the country, going to Holland with Debbie to write and work in a bookshop. I was disappointed, but it wasn’t the end of the world, was it? It made sense, after all. He would have been a great author.


He told Debbie a different version. He wanted to leave the band and join a circus. That made no sense at all. But it would have been funny – Ian a lion tamer? Hilarious. That’s one thing it’s all too easy to forget about Ian. He was funny. He would smile and laugh and joke and make fun.


The next day, another gig; it was never mentioned again, as if it had been a joke. Perhaps it was.


We’d ask him, ‘Are you OK?’ and he’d smile and say yes, he was fine, everything was fine. Maybe the medication was making him feel a bit down, he’d say, but no, everything was fine. And I believed him. Even though it was obvious that his relationship with Annik was putting him under even more pressure, I still believed him. He said he was going to sort it out, it was going to be OK. Because that was what I wanted to hear.


But surely I must have known that something more was wrong. Just going off the words that Ian was writing and singing, I mean.








      Mother, I tried, please believe me,


      I’m doing the best that I can.


      I’m ashamed of the things I’ve been put through,


      I’m ashamed of the person I am.











It doesn’t get much clearer, does it? I can’t say I didn’t know what he was singing about, it was obvious, so I must have ignored it – put it down as great art. Does singing about desperation come from being desperate or is it empathy?


One of the great things about Joy Division was that we didn’t sound quite like anybody else. (Even when we tried sounding like someone else by doing a cover it always ended up sounding like us and nothing at all like the original.) It was just how we were and Ian’s voice was a major part of that sound. Afterwards there were loads of bands who sounded or tried to sound like us. I think John Peel – whose importance in Joy Division’s story cannot be over-exaggerated – once complained that he was getting too many tapes from bands who sounded like Joy Division clones and would they please stop. The sincerest form of flattery, indeed.


Instead, we did more, not less, and I can’t help the nagging feeling of what if …


That he couldn’t talk to us about how he felt is tragic.


That we couldn’t talk to him about it is even worse.


That now, thirty-odd years on, Joy Division and Ian have got that mythical status, the music hasn’t aged – it’s still powerful and relevant, still resonant. The words he wrote are now classics. The Unknown Pleasures cover image is everywhere you look – on everything! Joy Division are global, ubiquitous – world famous – but still cool. Ian would have loved that. Loved it and hated it, too. He was like that.


 


Stephen Morris


2014



















Saint Valentine’s Day poem from Ian to Debbie, 1973







I wish I were a Warhol silk screen


Hanging on the wall


Or little Joe or maybe Lou


I’d love to be them all


All New York city’s broken hearts


And secrets would be mine


I’d put you on a movie reel


And that would be just fine 


 


 St Valentine’s Day poem 


from Ian to Debbie, 1973






















It was small and wrapped from head to toe





It was small and wrapped from head to toe in dirty rags, swaddled like a new-born baby. It was suspended from the telegraph pole and fluttered in the breeze before sailing gently down. Like an autumn leaf, it landed softly in the brook and its streamlined shape was taken quickly on the surface of the water, disappearing into the distance. I squeezed my whole body to scream but on waking all I could hear were my own muffled sobs.


My small daughter cuddled closer and tried to comfort me: ‘Don’t cry Mummy. Don’t cry.’


My own mother opened the door and in the bar of light she was able to see which one of us was crying.






















INTRODUCTION





On Friday 20 November 1992, Rebecca Boulton rang me from Rob Gretton’s office and left a grave-voiced message on my answerphone. I shed tears when I heard that Factory Communications was going into receivership. To me, Ian Curtis was Factory, his company, his dream. They were tears of sorrow and relief.


Receivers Leonard Curtis and Partners held a meeting for unsecured creditors at noon on Monday 22 February 1993. The outcome was as expected: unsecured creditors would receive nothing. The directors of the company were Christopher Smith, Alan Erasmus and Anthony Wilson. Anthony Wilson, Alan Erasmus, Peter Saville and Rob Gretton were shareholders. None of them attended the meeting.


As Ian’s beneficiary, I was asked to go to London to sign my part in a contract with London Records. After months of negotiating, Rob Gretton had the unenviable task of persuading New Order and myself to sign on the dotted line with him as manager once more. I caused him some consternation by saying I needed to read and understand the thing first, though I didn’t cause as much anxiety as Bernard Sumner, who initially refused to get out of bed!


On 23 December 1992, twenty years to the day since Ian first asked me out, I boarded the train to Macclesfield. There was Rob, as bear-like as ever, waving me down to first class. As I sat, he explained that first class was a must if he wanted to smoke in peace. I felt in my bag for my asthma medication and tried to relax. The conversation was stilted to begin with. We had exchanged bitter words in the past, but Rob does not appear to hold grudges. He explained that he was not even sure if Bernard would turn up. I realized that my own reluctance to abandon my other responsibilities and jump on a train to London two days before Christmas was but a small hiccup. Rob had already declined to be interviewed for my book and I was not prepared to push him. Though he has remained a friend, we keep a respectful distance, preferring not to discuss Ian. Yet he speaks freely of the problems he has had with New Order. There are tales of petty jealousy, time-wasting arguments and discontentment. But he’s not complaining, he’s smiling. This stress-beleaguered, slow-talking man has enjoyed it!




‘In a way I’ve grown away from the other members of the band, but I think anyone who’s together for that amount of time eventually needs a bit of distance. It’s only natural.’


Bernard Sumner





When we arrived at Polygram, Bernard was already there. He had flown down ahead of us and was in Roger Ames’s office ‘having words’. Eventually we trooped into the room where the contract was being combed through by solicitors Iain Adam, James Harman and John Kennedy. Bernard sat next to me because he and I were the non-smokers. Little good this did him – the others puffed away as if their lives depended on it. When it became clear that the contract wasn’t ready, we adjourned to the pub with Marcus Russell, Electronic’s manager, and Tracy Bennett, Roger Ames’s successor. If I had given someone else power of attorney, I would have been spared the trip but, understandably, I was not prepared to do this. Peter Hook was supposedly mid-air between Los Angeles and London while someone else signed temporarily for him. Steve Morris and Gillian Gilbert were extracted from a bar in the Seychelles for last-minute telephone negotiations. And listening to Bernard in the pub, I thought there was no way that he was going to sign.


By the time we did sign, you could have cut up the smoke in the office along with the atmosphere and given everyone a piece to take home. If I ever thought that signing a contract with a major record company would be exciting, I was mistaken. There was no real euphoria from any of the parties concerned and I couldn’t help feeling as if I had been kept behind for detention. I stood in the frosty air outside while Rob politely tried to locate Roger Ames to say goodbye and thank him, but Roger was nowhere to be seen. There were bomb scares all over London and little time to spare before the last train back to Manchester. At Euston Station we were evacuated for yet another alert. Then the train was diverted and was so late that British Rail felt obliged to offer us a stiff drink.


When Ian and his friends were young they all talked about how they were going to move to London. Most of them did. Tony Nuttall teaches graphic design, Oliver Cleaver is a high-powered advertising executive, and Helen Atkinson Wood is a successful actress. Ironically, one way or another Ian had ‘gone to London’ too. After hugging Rob, I stepped off the train at Macclesfield. It was very late and extremely cold. For a moment I felt lonely, as if I had left someone or something behind – the widow again. And while sometimes I can’t help looking over my shoulder and remembering when we were young, in my heart I know that forward is the only real direction. The signing with London Records released me from my past; I finally felt justified in completing my tale and allowing Ian to rest.



















CHAPTER ONE


AN URBAN SOUNDTRACK





Ian Kevin Curtis was born in the Memorial Hospital, Old Trafford, Manchester, on St Swithin’s Day, 15 July 1956, although at the time his parents, Kevin and Doreen Curtis, lived in Hurdsfield on the outskirts of Macclesfield. They had been married four years and Kevin was a Detective Officer in the Transport Commission Police. The small family unit was close knit, and Ian and his younger sister Carole spent much of their childhood visiting relatives in Manchester. Ian had fond childhood memories of the time spent with his mother’s parents and often spoke of more distant relatives who lived in Canvey Island, Essex.


Even at pre-school age, Ian showed a love of books and a keenness to learn. His favourite stories were those in his treasured collection of Ladybird history books. He particularly liked to draw Roman soldiers and gladiators and as soon as he was old enough began to lap up films such as El Cid and Jason and the Argonauts. As an infant he attended Trinity Square Primary School in Macclesfield where he was considered a delightful child to teach, after which he went to Hurdsfield Junior School.


The Curtis family became particularly friendly with the Nuttalls who lived five doors up from them on Balmoral Crescent. The two mothers were constant companions and, as a result, Ian’s closest friend for the next sixteen years was Tony Nuttall. Tony was wiry and eighteen months younger than Ian, and they were nicknamed Batman and Robin. Despite being in different years at primary school, they always met at the gate and ran home for dinner together. Indulging in all the usual street games, they played spies and bandits and tried to keep in with the big boys, choosing to like the Who and the Rolling Stones because it was considered more manly than liking the Beatles.


Ian inherited his father’s love of writing and silent moods. Kevin Curtis had written several plays, but they had never been published. One of Ian’s favourite relatives was his father’s sister, Aunty Nell, a large, overbearing woman with an excessive determination to get what she wanted from life. Bold and generous, Aunty Nell showered Ian with gifts and transfixed him with tales of her youth and her early modelling career. She made her life seem so exciting and instilled in him a great belief that there was more to living than working nine to five and sharing an identical existence to your neighbours. Their personalities were strikingly similar in that they were both self-assured and determined, although sometimes it seemed as if Nell would actually lend some of her confidence to Ian – he was visibly more outgoing in her company. As she had no children of her own she tended to mother him a little and often their relationship would appear slightly conspiratorial. One had the impression that if Ian were to confide in anyone, it would be Aunty Nell.


Her father, Grandfather Curtis, is recalled by Ian’s family as a ‘wonderful old fellow’ who died with barely a penny in his pocket, but Ian would romanticize and describe an Irish man who changed his religion every day and joked about the Irish political situation. Grandfather Curtis came from Port Arlington which is now in County Kildare, twenty-seven miles from Dublin. In 1900 he and his brother joined the army and went out to India for twelve years. Ian’s grandfather loved India and the army life, so it is not surprising that although he was demobbed just as the First World War was starting, he re-enlisted immediately and joined the Royal Horse Artillery in France. Despite being wounded, he survived the war and returned not to Ireland but to England, where his parents had settled. An avid reader of non-fiction, his insatiable interest in the world around him and his exciting lifestyle made him a captivating companion for Ian. The two of them spent a great deal of time talking together and his grandfather’s death when Ian was only seven years old left a large hole in the young boy’s life. Ian often spoke of the jocular granddad who was a loser at cards, but had the charming good looks of Errol Flynn.


Ian was a performer from a very early age and seemed to be forever taking his fantasies to the extreme. Once, when he had decided to be a stunt man, he persuaded Tony to help him rig up a wooden sledge as a landing pad. After drumming up local children to watch, he donned an old crash-helmet and jumped from the roof of a one-storey garage. The sledge shattered in all directions and the showman walked away from his first stunt.


Ian never did anything by halves; any interest became a vocation. Speedway rider Ivan Majors was Ian’s hero and he drew parallels between himself and the dashing world champion, dubbing his friend Tony as a new Chris Pusey – a less glamorous, stubbly chinned rider , who was renowned for crashing. When they were in their early teens the boys saved £10 and bought an old BSA Bantam motorcycle. They knew nothing about engines and after pushing the bike five miles home, congratulated themselves on using second gear in the fields. Ian was not mechanically minded, not really relishing getting his hands dirty. He always had a fascination for fame and the glamorous side of life, but the practical considerations that go with it escaped him. When he was older he would speak of owning a prestigious car, yet he shied away from learning to drive.


Ian took his hobbies very seriously. Rather than just kick a ball around the field with a few friends he organized a football team called the Spartans – his childhood admiration for the Ancient Greeks helped him to choose the name. He arranged fixtures by advertising in a magazine. His approach was always to decide how best to get something done; failure was not an option. Ian appeared to get what he wanted and Tony Nuttall could never decide if Ian was spoilt or whether he was able to make things happen through sheer determination. Either way, he was always able to find the initiative when he wanted something badly.


The first band Ian formed was with Tony Nuttall, Peter Johnson and Brian McFaddian. Peter wore his spectacles on the end of his nose and was considered respectable and studious. He played the piano in a radical way by plucking the strings with a pencil. Later he went to the King’s School with Ian, where he became interested in classical music. Brian was a guitarist whom Ian and Tony had met while caddying for pocket money at Prestbury golf club. Ian chose to play bass and Tony bought himself a drum kit. Very young and obviously ahead of their time, Ian’s first band died an apparently painless death shortly thereafter.


In the late 1960s, the large community of back-to-back terraced houses behind Macclesfield railway station was demolished to make way for a new complex of council flats. Each block was indistinguishable from the next. With their long, shared balconies and lonely stairways, they were destined to become more insalubrious than the housing they replaced. Unaware of their impending fate, the Curtis family were pleased to be allocated a flat overlooking the football field. With a pleasant view and in close proximity to Macclesfield town centre the new flat seemed ideal. They left their comfortable house with a garden and friendly neighbours, and moved nearer to the town centre.




*





Ian began a new phase in his life when he passed his eleven-plus examination and was admitted to the King’s School in Macclesfield. It was and still is a school with a good reputation, although intelligence is no longer the only entry requirement, and the cost today would be prohibitive to a typical working-class family.


Ian was understandably apprehensive about the type of people who would attend such a school. Socially it was a long way from his home in Victoria Park. Nevertheless, he soon made a very mixed bunch of friends. The first was Kelvin Briggs, whom he recognized from one of his football fixtures against a team from Adlington. A few of his new friends were to some extent rather plummy, but Ian remained unpretentious and did not try to blend in with them. He grew his hair longer than the others so that it was difficult to see his face. This may have been the intention as at this time his face was still chubby and his jowled appearance had earned him the nickname of ‘Hammy’. He was also quite tall and his ubiquitous limbs were awkward,  as if he didn’t quite know what to do with them. Yet when he channelled his energy in the right direction, he was a competitive rugby player and enjoyed sprint training. Of course, this didn’t prevent him skiving off lessons for the all-essential cigarette.


Most people felt either drawn to Ian or rejected by him, depending on how they interpreted his demeanour. He is described by Mike Kelly, a childhood acquaintance who lived nearby, as a person one would cross the road to avoid merely because his eyes said: ‘Stay away.’


Oliver Cleaver found Ian intriguing, partly because of his background and image, but also because they shared the same view on the educational system at King’s. They kicked against the rigidity of the school timetable, feeling that it discouraged individuality in its pupils. Part of Oliver’s rebelliousness involved friendship with Ian. The two of them challenged the ritualistic life of the school whenever possible. Both Oliver’s parents were teachers and Oliver’s sister was at university reading Russian. The prospect of knowing Ian Curtis must have seemed like an ideal opportunity for Oliver to break away from his ordered and relatively safe life. However, Ian was always very well behaved when introduced to anyone’s parents and came across as a quiet, serious young man. His recalcitrance could be well hidden when necessary.


Ian’s main love in life was music and many lunchtimes were spent at the Victoria Park flat listening to the MC5, Roxy Music and the Velvet Underground. His fanaticism for David Bowie, and in particular his version of Jacques Brel’s song ‘My Death’, was taken at the time to be a fashionable fascination and merely Ian’s recognition of Bowie’s mime, choreographed by Lindsay Kemp. The fact that most of Ian’s heroes were dead, close to death or obsessed with death was not unusual and is a common teenage fad. Ian seemed to take growing up more seriously than the others, as if kicking against it could prolong his youth. He bought a red jacket to match the one James Dean wore in Rebel Without a Cause. He wanted to be that rebel but, like his hero, he didn’t have a cause either. Mostly his rebellion took the form of verbal objection to anyone else’s way of life and, if he thought it appropriate, a sullen or disinterested expression. Because he was different, people wanted to be included in his circle of friends. He could draw in a person with his enigmatic charisma, which even then was obvious.


It was impossible for Ian to afford the albums he wanted as well as cigarettes and drink, so it wasn’t long before he resorted to going to the indoor market in Macclesfield wearing a great coat. Records stolen beneath the coat one week would be resold to the same stall a week later. Ian and his school friends would often visit an off-licence, stuffing small bottles of spirits up their jumpers before the little old lady came out to sell them a Mars bar. Ian’s actions were always more considered, he never took any real risks, while Oliver always felt that if he got into serious trouble his family would be there to fall back on. Ian was less blasé, possibly because his father was a policeman, but he enjoyed flirting with authority. He relished choosing outrageous clothes, perhaps wearing something in heinous taste and with eye make-up to draw attention to himself. He and Tony Nuttall would go for an under-age drink at the Bate Hall in Macclesfield because the local CID drank there. Sometimes during school lunch hours, Ian would visit The Bull in Victoria Park flats with his King’s School friends. They would take off their school ties and chat up the girls, thinking they were men of the world with their half pints of lager. Kelvin remembers being caught in a pub leading to a one-week suspension from school, but fortunately he was able to intercept the letter that the school wrote to his parents.


Ian and his contemporaries were able to smoke dope, sniff solvents and still leave time for studies. Although it was obvious to his friends that Ian was clever, he never seemed to do any work. His studies may have suffered, but he still managed to gain seven O levels in English Language, English Literature, Religious Knowledge, History, Latin, French and Mathematics. He was even awarded prizes in his favourite subjects – History and Divinity. Ironically, despite his admiration of the pomp and power of Germany, he failed O level German. He never spoke about furthering his education or which university he would like to attend. Although it was seldom discussed,  the other boys had realistic career plans, but Ian always talked of a career in the music business. He and Oliver would bicker about who would be the singer in the band, but Oliver never took the conversations seriously. It was clear to Oliver that groups such as the Beatles became famous in the music business by practising laboriously. No one ever saw Ian learning to play the guitar and he never stood up and sang. His posing antics in the bedroom were taken as part of the fun, not a serious commitment to stardom.




‘It was a big leap for me to think beyond being a fan of the music and wanting to emulate the lifestyle of the performers. The kind of musicians we liked were on the fringes of normal life.’


Oliver Cleaver





When Mott the Hoople’s ‘All the Young Dudes’ hit the charts, Ian began to use the lyrics as his creed. He would choose certain songs and lyrics such as ‘Speed child, don’t wanna stay alive when you’re twenty-five’, or David Bowie’s ‘Rock and Roll Suicide’, and be carried away with the romantic magic of an early death. He idolized people like Jim Morrison who died at their peak. This was the first indication anyone had that he was becoming fascinated with the idea of not living beyond his early twenties, and the start of the glitter and glamour period in his life.


By 1972, taking easily available household drugs became a pastime taken for granted by Ian. Tony Nuttall was often included in these escapades, but was unable to take to some of Ian’s new chums. Despite being friends for so long, they began to drift apart. This was exacerbated by the fact that Tony had failed his eleven-plus and attended a secondary modern school on the other side of town.


It was customary at the King’s School for certain boys to do ‘social services’ on Wednesday afternoons. This involved either going to play bingo with the elderly people in their retirement homes, or visiting the more agile in their own homes or the alms houses where some of them lived. While playing bingo, Ian and his friends would sniff at their handkerchiefs which previously had been soaked in drycleaning fluid in an effort to make the afternoon more enjoyable. The old people found the boys very entertaining as they were so lively and laughed a great deal.


Visiting the homes of pensioners living alone was much more lucrative. One boy would keep the old person talking and the other would pretend to use the bathroom in order to steal any drugs left in the bathroom cabinet. On one particular occasion, Ian and Oliver managed to obtain some chlorpromazine hydrochloride (brand name Largactil) which was considerably more dangerous than what they had stolen previously. Unbeknown to them it is prescribed for schizophrenia and related psychoses, and the emergency control of behavioural disturbance. Its side effects include drowsiness, apathy, depression, agitation and blurred vision. The following Thursday, unable to face the prospect of double History, they each took three tablets.


This was a normal dose for the tablets they usually took, but the Largactil was stronger and something that they had not tried before. The teacher woke them up and they went off to separate lessons. Oliver’s next lesson was Drama, but he was sent home because his tutor thought he was drunk. Ian was also sent home and there he gave Tony a couple of the tablets.


When Kevin Curtis returned to the flat he listened outside his son’s bedroom and could hear nothing but the sound of a record clicking around the turntable. He banged on the door to wake them up. Tony was in a confused state, yet after trying to put on still more clothes over his jacket, he was able to walk home to Hurdsfield. Ian was taken to have his stomach pumped. On leaving the hospital Ian met Oliver, who was only just going in. He had gone straight to bed when he got home, but his mother was concerned. She had called a doctor who said that he did not know what was wrong with Oliver. By midnight, when she had trouble finding his pulse, she sent for an ambulance.


Ian said he had taken the tablets for a laugh to see what would happen. Oliver’s explanation was more dramatic and with his tongue lodged firmly in his cheek he said flippantly that he was trying to kill himself. Sadly, Ian’s welfare was forgotten and his more humorous friend spent every Wednesday for the following six months having counselling. There were repercussions at school, of course. Both of them were suspended, Ian longer than Oliver for some reason. It may have been Oliver’s lie that prevented the boys from being expelled. In the end it was Stephen Morris, in the year below Ian and Oliver at the King’s School, who was expelled for over-indulging in cough medicine.


The stomach-pumping incident hadn’t deterred Ian. Many more lunchtimes were spent in Sparrow Park – an oasis of peace behind the bustle of what used to be a market place, behind St Michael’s church in Macclesfield town centre – sniffing dry-cleaning fluid or popping pills in relative seclusion.


Sometimes when Ian took his friends back to his parents’ flat, he would mime to records on his acoustic guitar. He had made a brief, half-hearted attempt to learn to play, with little success. The drugs they took dulled their senses and Ian would often inflict pain on himself to see how much he could bear in this anaesthetized state. He used cigarettes to burn his skin and would hit his leg with a spiked running shoe. His pals would laugh at the blood, but were never inspired to copy him. Yet Ian’s violence was not directed at anyone else. Friends found him extremely loyal. He would decide whom he was going to ‘do right by’ and stick to them. His stubborn streak meant that he seldom changed his mind about a person.




*





I was six months younger than Ian and attended Macclesfield High School for Girls, which was considered at the time to be a sister establishment to the King’s School. I was born in Liverpool, but my parents left the city when I was three in order to bring up my younger sister and me in a more rural and less fraught environment. After spending a couple of years in Wiltshire and Sussex, we had finally settled in Macclesfield, Cheshire.


The Victoria Park flats were situated half-way between Macclesfield High School and the bus station, so it became a habit for me and my friends to stop off at the family advice centre there before catching the bus home. The centre and the youth club were run as a joint venture and provided help and support for the residents of the council flats. An odd assortment of people would hang out there.




‘We used to bounce between different groups of friends. Within each group there was a particular way you behaved. There was only one time I saw him in an extreme state of anxiety. One afternoon, me, Colin Hyde and Ian had taken a load of sulphate, which heightens your anxiety level, gives you a jittery anticipation. Staying together as a group was fine, we listened to records, etc. But then Colin and I had to go up to Hurdsfield and we left Ian on his own. When we were walking back down Park View corridor, we could see Ian pacing up and down in a manic way and he had a Hoover flexible hose wrapped around him. Anxiety was streaming out of him. His mum had come back and he couldn’t stay in the house. He was wrapping it around himself in a morose, jittery way – we thought it was a snake at first – and he had that drained look he sometimes got. It was a particular look, wasted, ashen. That was possibly the first time I had ever seen him with that expression.’


Tony Nuttall





Sometimes the family advice centre provided a cover for truancy which would otherwise have kept the local children on the streets, and I suppose it gave them a shelter without question or interference. Sometimes this went horribly wrong. On one occasion a group of youngsters hid themselves in a store cupboard to sniff ‘camping gaz’. When the atmosphere became unbearable, Colin Hyde leapt out and then tried to push the door closed on the others. Ian managed to struggle out, then Tony Nuttall, but Colin struck a match and threw it into the cupboard before anyone else could leave. The three remaining youngsters were lucky to escape with blistered faces and arms, and singed hair.


That summer after Ian had taken his first overdose, I met Tony Nuttall at the youth club. With his scruffy clothes, untidy hair and long nose, he resembled a cross between a young Rod Stewart and Cat Weasel, but his sense of humour and wide smile gave him an attractive appeal all of his own. He spoke of his friend Ian and was so excited at the prospect of introducing me to him that, one evening, I agreed to leave the youth club with him. Ian was living at 11 Park View with his parents and sister. As we walked towards the end of the landing and rounded the corner, I saw a tall figure staring out over the balcony and across the football pitch. I was intrigued, though not drawn to him. His hair was quite long, he was wearing make-up and eye shadow and his sister’s short pink fun-fur jacket. He nodded at me politely, but did not seem particularly interested in Tony’s new girlfriend. I felt like I was at an audition or waiting to be granted an audience. I got to know Tony through the club, but despite the fact that he and Ian were such close friends, I never saw Ian there.


Over the following months I spent most of my spare time with Tony and Ian. Our usual meeting place was Mr and Mrs Curtis’s flat. Although the other rooms were cosy, Ian’s room looked like a cell and reflected Ian’s minimalist attitude towards decor. There were two single beds – presumably for when Tony stayed the night – and a chest of drawers. Ian’s record collection was neatly held in a small box and although his taste could be varied, he was in the habit of changing his discs rather than extending his collection. His other prized possessions, namely his Oz magazines and his collection of music newspapers, were in the bottom drawer of the chest. Most telling of all was a black ring-file holding lined paper and cardboard filing cards. Each filing card was labelled either ‘Novel’, ‘Poems’, or ‘Songs’. I thought him rather ambitious, but he showed no signs of embarrassment about it.


Tony and I were rarely alone as a couple. When it was cold and wet, the three of us listened to records in Ian’s bedroom and if Tony and I wanted a kiss and a cuddle, Ian would sit and smoke. I didn’t notice Ian paying any particular attention to me and often wondered why he didn’t find himself a girlfriend so that we could make up a foursome, but he seemed content to lie back with his cigarettes and listen to music. My own taste included the Beatles, Creedence Clearwater Revival, T Rex and the Love Affair (mainly because of my crush on lead singer Steve Ellis). Ian’s was diverse and exciting, and quite different to the poppy Motown-type music that my friends were listening to.


These times were the best, as Tony and Ian didn’t take drugs if they were spending the day with me, but quite often they played truant together and would meet me after school. Sometimes they took Valium purloined from someone’s parents, or sniffed whatever toxic substance they could lay their hands on. Both their faces would be cold and pallid, and their breath heavy with the fumes of carbon tetrachloride.




‘Taking Valium was meant to be fun. There was never anything sinister about it, but it got out of hand. That had a lot to do with this romantic image. Taking drugs seemed a good image. When I was told he had killed himself, my first thought was: “What an indulgent bastard he is.” There was no need to do it. What he really wanted to do was play rock and roll. I think he was doing what he wanted to do. The theatrical way he did it suggests … He did enjoy the theatre and he did enjoy his theatrics affecting other people. I think that was important to him. It wasn’t enough to dress up and go out; he had to get drunk and wind people up. We all thought it was fun and it was fun to an extent. But it was an indulgence – you could only get away with it between certain years.’


Tony Nuttall





Sometimes Ian would say he suffered ‘flashbacks’. He described situations where he would have a sensation of floating, as if he had taken drugs when in fact he had not. This was always assumed to be a side effect of whatever he had taken the previous week. No one thought they might have been early epileptic fits. Either way, he would not have told his parents about it.


Events such as these were too easily passed off as the effects of drug abuse. We attended a small gig held in a hut next to the public library on Park Green, Macclesfield. The band playing used a strobe light while they were on stage and after watching it for a time, Ian collapsed on the floor. He was unceremoniously pulled out by the armpits, heels dragging, and left to recover in another room.


Eventually, Tony Nuttall and I parted company. At the time I was mystified. There was no big row, no confrontation, nothing. One day I was flavour of the month; the next I had time on my hands. Luckily, I was able to pick up where I had left off with my friends. I remember the summer of 1972 as long, hot and balmy. All my pocket money was spent on Loons, love beads and joss sticks.


The King’s School had an innovative drama teacher called Graham Wilson. When putting together a production of Tom Stoppard’s The Real Inspector Hound, he decided to ask if any Macclesfield High School girls would be interested in sharing the project. As these two schools were the grammar schools in Macclesfield, it was only natural that they should try out some joint ventures. It was during rehearsals for the play that Oliver Cleaver first met Helen Atkinson Wood, who was head girl of our school. Like me, she was told she just had to meet this boy called Ian Curtis who wore black nail varnish. Ian and Helen had backgrounds which were poles apart, but they developed a close friendship. When the lanky, awkward boy from the council flat met the petite, effervescent blonde, there was a mutual interest.




‘There was always something that felt quite wicked about knowing Ian … He didn’t really need to talk about it because he had that self-destruct part of his personality, but you don’t even need to be talking about dangerous things, because you know that if somebody is actually doing that to themselves then they are looking for a different journey than perhaps the one you’re looking for or perhaps the one that anyone that you know is.’


Helen Atkinson Wood





Ian’s interest in Helen stemmed neither from her status as head girl nor her wealthy background. He was fascinated by the fact that at sixteen she had fractured her skull when she fell off her horse. Helen was unconscious for three days and took two school terms to recover. The idea of someone learning to speak, read, gain their memory and walk, let alone get back on the horse and ride again, made Helen all the more attractive to Ian. He embellished her story and retold it several times, which gave me a vision of Helen as Heidi’s friend Clara. Helen puts it down to Ian’s fascination with drama, but nonetheless his admiration for her obvious courage was central to their friendship. Helen was sure that the ordinary held no magic for Ian and, though he never actually said it outright, she suspected that he found the idea of dying young magic in itself and was not surprised when he carried it through.


On 23 December 1972, four of my friends – Gillian, Anne, Dek and Pat – decided to hire the Scout Hut on Fence Avenue and hold a double engagement party. Pat remembers Ian as a joking, laughing person to whom music was the only thing that really mattered. Ian rarely introduced his friends to his family. He would tear downstairs, push his friends into his room, lock the door and put the music on. Ian arrived at Pat’s party in a stupor and confided to me that he had a bet on with his friends that he would be able to kiss the most girls that night. Consequently I spent the remainder of the evening introducing him to all of my school friends. Finding it very amusing, they all acquiesced.


Before we parted, Ian asked me to go out with him and invited me to a David Bowie gig at the Hard Rock in Manchester. What thrilled me was not particularly the opportunity of going out with Ian, but more the chance to get out of Macclesfield and to be included in a crowd of people who did more than catch the train to Stockport for a weekly shopping trip. I was looking forward to seeing Tony again, though I never got the chance to ask him why he dumped me so unceremoniously as he kept his distance.
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