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            FOREWORD

         

         I love vinyl, and if you’re reading this, you probably do too.

         I buy CDs and cassette tapes and even the occasional download, but nothing really beats vinyl for me. Tim Burgess is the same, which is why he’s written this book. He looks back at great records and how he first heard them, and great record shops too. For me, it was Bruce’s in Kirkcaldy, a cramped dark space where I could loiter of a Saturday, deciding whether my pocket money was best spent on that bargain-bin Doctors of Madness LP or a picture-sleeve punk single. I remember sending my mum along to Bruce’s to buy me some Christmas presents, and the shocked look on her face when she returned home. She’d never experienced anything quite like it in her Max Bygraves-loving life.

         Wherever I’ve been in the world, I’ve always sought out local music, which means finding the best local emporium. There’s a certain bittersweet feeling, knowing fewer of these places exist than previously – it’s the same with independent bookshops. Yet these were a whole generation’s education and escape, places where we could meet kindred spirits, learn from the knowledgeable staff, and begin a lifetime’s adventure.

         That adventure is ongoing for Tim Burgess. From the first records he heard to his latest explorations, this book charts a world of sound, colour and infinite possibility. So lower your eyes onto the opening track – and start reading!

         
             

         

         Ian Rankin

         
      
    

         
      
    

      

   


   
      
         

         


         
            INTRO

         

         So, I’d written Telling Stories and the question arose of writing a follow-up. The first book was about pretty much everything that’d ever happened to me.

         Well, not everything but, hopefully, everything of significance.

         The year since it had come out had involved a couple of huge events in my life, albeit not quite the amount of highs, lows and in-betweens I’d experienced from birth to late 2011, when I finished Telling Stories. But I loved the process of writing and enough people were asking if there’d be another book. I joked that Tim Book Two would be with them soon, although I had nothing more than a title, and I doubt this is even called that anyway …

         I needed a something – a subject, a story.

         I’ve always thought that I was defined by records. Not just ones I’ve been involved in recording but every one I’ve ever loved, bought, fallen out of love with or that has soundtracked a particular chapter of my life. They are like punctuation marks. If I need to think back to an event in my life, it’s easiest to do it with singles and albums. The Cure’s ‘Boys Don’t Cry’ transports me to being fifteen and a romance with Helen Birkenhead, who was from the posher part of where we lived. I was the boy from the wrong side of the Northwich tracks, like Cheshire’s answer to James Dean, or that’s how I saw myself. If I ever hear ‘Rain’ by The Beatles, the world stops and Rob Collins is in my mind, standing beside me, whispering in my ear, telling me about a melody he’d just come up with that would be the greatest song we’d ever recorded. As clear as day, I can hear his voice and remember our times together.

         ‘The Piña Colada Song’, or more technically ‘Escape (The Piña Colada Song)’, by Rupert Holmes never fails to put a smile on my face. Martin Duffy brought a copy to a Charlatans Christmas party while we were making Tellin’ Stories. That song, to me, is Martin, beaming broadly and reminding me of why I love spending time with him.

         My mate Simon Owen had an older brother, Nick, who was into Wham! and Japan in equal measure. When I hear Japan, I think of Wham!, and the other way round. There are no real rules – you might have the same thing, but with two completely unrelated bands or songs. They don’t have to be from the same time, just from when you crossed paths with them. So, in the real world Forever Changes by Love came out in 1967, but, for me, it represents the summer holidays in 1983, when Spud Taylor’s older brother left it on the turntable at their house. We came in from playing football and were curious as we’d seen the psychedelic logo embroidered on lots of jackets in town. It had made an impression on the world a generation before, but we got Arthur Lee’s take on things when we were sixteen, and it defined a time for us – watching One Summer on TV, reading Record Mirror and borrowing Smash Hits from my sister; leading a life that had few responsibilities. Everyone has this – it’s what makes songs so powerful. Everyone has their own musical DNA that can stop you in your tracks in the supermarket or make you shed a tear on a flight. Some of that DNA is shared with the people closest to you.

         The power is such that a song can be off limits once it has soundtracked a damaging period. A friend’s dad would goof around each time ‘Shaddap You Face’ by Joe Dolce came on the radio, totally embarrassing his son. After his dad died, my mate would not be able to listen to the song without tears streaming down his face. To everyone else it was just an annoying novelty hit, but to this kid it brought back memories of his missing dad. For lots of people, there’s a context to songs that’s not necessarily linked to the songwriter’s original intention.

         I became hooked at an early age on the influence that records had. The first time I heard ‘Stay Free’ by The Clash, I was floored. I was transported from my teenage bedroom in my comfortable suburban home to a pub near Streatham – people playing pool, two lads not much older than me, one about to become a rock star, the other a petty criminal. The poetry we were studying at school never hit me as hard as that song. Records controlled my emotions as a teenager. Within seconds of dropping the needle onto the vinyl I could be celebrating the start of the weekend with Sham 69’s ‘Borstal Breakout’, and two days later the melancholy of a Sunday night would be amplified by ‘I Just Can’t Be Happy Today’ by The Damned.

         Record shops were where you could go and dive headlong into this world, like an external hard drive of emotions. In the 1970s every town had one. Market stalls would sell records too. Woolworths still existed and an HMV could be found on most high streets. Even Boots sold records – a chemist’s that sold records. Electrical shops where you could rent a TV, they sold vinyl as well. But most towns also had a shop that specialised in records. In 1977 they became somewhere I could spend my increasing independence and free time. They even came with their own in-built form of entertainment, with the guy – it was always a guy – behind the counter and his repertoire of highly unlikely stories concerning most of the bands you ever mentioned. To us kids, he would spin yarns of boozy adventures with the Sex Pistols after their Free Trade Hall gig, or the time The Ramones stayed at his house – ‘Joey ate a full jar of Marmite and Dee Dee chatted up my mum,’ or some such nonsense. When real grown-ups came in, he invariably served them in total silence, sparking the story back up as soon as they had left. 

         Maybe he had no tales about the bands who made the records they bought, or maybe we were just deemed gullible enough to be told them. Either way, me and my friends felt at home. It could be argued that my whole life in music came from hanging around in record shops, in particular Omega Records in Northwich – it was owned by The Charlatans’ first manager. (If this was one of those classic music biopic movies, there’d now be a scene with my disgruntled parents lecturing me that there was no future to be had from spending all my spare time in record shops – while myself and the audience would share a knowing smile.)

         These places had a smell, a feel and a sense of reverence. If you got the name of a band wrong to the guy behind the counter, there would very likely be some mockery headed your way. James Murphy told me of the disdain he received after asking for a record by the Smith Brothers, the guy making sure the whole shop knew he’d goofed up The Smiths. Or they would often correct an errant ‘The’. ‘It’s Sex Pistols, mate. Not The Sex Pistols. I’ll let you off this time but that’s your last warning.’

         The names of the bands whose records you loved the most made it onto your school bag, flying a flag that could get you a nod of recognition from an older, cooler kid at school, or a sneer from some dusty teacher who saw it as a portent of the downfall of civilisation.

         Record shops became somewhere I could take refuge. Years later, on tour, there would be TV stations, hotels, minibars, parties, drug dealers and other distractions, but where I felt safest and calmest was in a record shop – especially after a heavy day of minibars, parties and drug dealers. There was something that linked people who worked in them all around the world. Regardless of whether they spoke the same language as you, there’d be the same kind of tut, via a nod of satisfaction, as you asked what record was being played. That would be followed by a growing friendship, through little more than band names, album titles and enthusiasm. 

         Being in a band I’ve worked with quite a few people who have had to stick to a rigid routine, whether it’s the gym or 12 Step – recovering alcoholics or former drug users who have to look for an AA or NA meeting as soon as we hit town. It was a major part of their recovery, but it was also a place of comfort in the world of motorway service stations and tour-bus antics – their beacon that they had to make it to, to keep them from the temptation of transgressing; their lighthouse among the rocks and waves. For me, the comfort came from time spent digging through racks of vinyl while surrounded by gig posters, like minds and the ephemera of band merchandise. I’d head to shops like Amoeba, Aquarius, Rough Trade, Sister Ray, The Thing, Piccadilly Records, Waterloo Records and Groove Store Disquaire. They are the places where you can find others who not only share a love of music but probably share views on films, books and generally opting out of regular life, even if it’s just for a short while – like a table of guys grumbling in a pub, but with a more positive slant and a brilliant soundtrack.

         I can always remember who gave me which record or who recommended I buy it. If the recommendation is a dud, I question how much they know me and even whether we can remain friends. Maybe it’s not that serious, but it might mean a narrow-eyed look next time I see them. There’s even a power that can change a record because of who loves it. A tour-manager friend had unerring good taste, and we’d spend hours listening to My Bloody Valentine, The Lemonheads and Spacemen 3 together, but in among this stood an obsession with The Vengaboys. It wasn’t to seem off the wall nor was it done with any sense of irony. He genuinely really liked them. Now, I’m not saying I’d ever want to be a passenger on the Vengabus, but if I hear them on the radio I’ll listen to the end, wistfully thinking of drives across Europe – without that link, the station would have been changed pretty quickly or something might have been amicably chucked at whoever was guilty of choosing it. 

         Lots of records I’ve bought a few times over – I think I’m into double figures with Forever Changes, Pet Sounds, After the Gold Rush and Sandinista! too. I always give them away and replace them when the need arises. Records are like the Rosetta Stone from which almost everything can be worked out. The girlfriend you went to see Sonic Youth with has broken up with the guy with all the Hootie and the Blowfish CDs? Aw, man, surely that was written in the stars. And there’s even a world beyond those with dodgy taste in music: those who don’t ‘get’ music at all – best avoided. I’m not sure what I’d talk to them about anyway.

         Record shops have hit hard times, though, and like some endangered species they need our help. Maybe I’m just being selfish but what am I meant to do if they disappear? Did anyone think of that? I’m still an avid collector and I still love what it is that I share with other collectors – from sleevenotes to etched run-out grooves to amazing bargain-bin discoveries. Don’t get me wrong – I’m not some kind of Luddite who wants to set fire to the Internet, shouting, ‘Witchcraft!’ But we need to stick together so that future generations can flick through alphabetical racks separated into genres, from Belgian industrial through to crunk, J-pop and K-pop – so they can eye up the rare, signed box set in the ‘these are worth a fortune’ bit behind the counter while they take their first foray into vinyl by Talking Heads, Wire, Indoor Life or whoever.

         More and more often I’d get to a place I’d not been to for a while and head off to find a record shop, only to discover that it’s no longer there: Reckless Records, Selectadisc, Revolver, Replay, Rare Records, Avalanche – all gone. Rising rents, online prices, creeping gentrification – all sorts of reasons are given but the upshot is that lots of towns and cities no longer have any kind of independent record shop.

         Recently there has been a bit of a rallying cry and vinyl sales are at a ten-year high. Shops like Pie and Vinyl in Southsea and Rise in Bristol have realised that a shop maybe can’t survive on music alone, but add pies, events and coffee and you can create a thriving new hub – a place to which bands will gravitate, where scenes will germinate and, years down the line, performers may tip their hat for inspiring or assisting them.

         Shops like Dig in Liverpool and Rough Trade in Nottingham have opened fairly recently, bucking the trend, and there may be better times around the corner – young kids buy vinyl. Maybe it’s Record Store Day, maybe it’s some kind of cyclical retro thing, but whatever it is we need it to stick around.

         So, a new book. They say write about what you know. And I know about collecting records. I may not know about writing about collecting records, but stick with me and we’ll see.

         
            *

         

         I’d never really thought that writing Telling Stories had made me into an author. I read the reviews but I definitely didn’t count myself alongside anyone else who’d written a book. I imagined other writers to be wearing a frown and a sun visor, hammering at a retro typewriter while knocking back bourbon, sweating in some unforgiving heat under a creaking ceiling fan. (Ironically, that might just be the most author-like thing I’ve ever written.) Although I had the sun visor, my method of writing was more like chewing on the end of a pencil and scribbling down the longest ‘What I did in my summer holiday’ essay ever. I’d heard that it’d be cathartic but that it could take over. I even heard advice like ‘careful it doesn’t start writing you’ – I didn’t know what that meant but it sounded like something real authors would fear. I felt like I’d got into some exclusive club, but perhaps only because someone had left the door open. Maybe Hunter S. Thompson had left it ajar while whacked out on mescaline. Anyway, I was in but I wasn’t sure what to do. I checked and double checked and the reviews in The Times and the Independent both veered close to what good reviews seem to aim to be: glowing. Either that or I’d selectively read the glowing bits.

         After the book came out I got asked to do some literary events. I knew about gigs and music stuff, but I’d kind of left the drink and the drugs behind, so maybe this was going to be my new life. I was imagining reciting chapters in an olde-worlde reading room, with polite ripples of applause at the end.

         Onstage we were used to people cheering and losing their minds, or at least losing their trainers, while we performed, and I wasn’t sure if the literary world was going to be for me. There’s an old saying that giving up drink and drugs doesn’t make you live longer, it just seems like it does. Various things had been dubbed the new rock ’n’ roll but I was always happy with rock ’n’ roll just being rock ’n’ roll. But offers came in and old churches and small theatres were booked. I was interviewed in front of audiences by people who were part of the story – Dave Haslam, John Robb and John Niven. I would nervously read a few pages and hope my answers to their questions were entertaining enough. I found a couple of chapters that people seemed to like, and they got laughs or intakes of breath in the right places, which gave me more confidence – from the Isle of Wight Festival to Glastonbury to Aberdeen University via Paris. If this was a film, there’d be a montage bit now with an aeroplane and some photos of me by various city landmarks.

         In August 2012 we played a gig at Edinburgh Picture House as part of our Tellin’ Stories shows – our 1997 album, track by track, followed by an hour of singles and favourites. I’d invited Ian Rankin to the gig via a tweet, and he said he’d love to come along and that we should meet first; he could show me around Edinburgh a little. Now, Ian is the kind of person that is the ideal example of a real author. I bet he has a typewriter and a rickety fan. 

         We walked around Edinburgh and he told me that he organised events as part of the Edinburgh Literary Festival and that he’d like to invite me the following year. He would interview me in front of an audience. It was about then that I realised that even though I didn’t see myself as an author, someone had, in fact, left the door open, and I had sneaked my way in. In some kind of turning of the turntables I invited Ian to DJ before our next Edinburgh gig at Usher Hall. He accepted and was suitably brilliant. You can often get defined by one thing, but it’s always good to try something outside of your comfort zone.

         
            *

         

         Two days before I travelled to Edinburgh to meet Ian in 2013 we received the most tragic but, by then, not unexpected news that Jon Brookes, our drummer – a founding member of our band and our brother for the previous twenty-four years – had died. I was asked by The Times to write an obituary for him. I’d spent a couple of years writing about our couple of decades together, and I had half a broadsheet page to try to sum him up. Jon had written about his illness, and I’d included some of what he wrote in Telling Stories, as it was a first-hand account of what he was going through. Sadly, Jon’s fighting spirit wasn’t enough. This is his obituary:

         
            I first met Jon Brookes when The Electric Crayons, the band I was in, supported his band, The Charlatans, at Northwich Vics club sometime early in 1989, or it may even have been late 1988. I knew then that he was one of the best drummers I’d ever seen; I saw him play only a few months ago and he was still one of the best I’d ever seen. The first time I spoke to him properly was at what turned out to be my audition to become the singer of The Charlatans, the band he had started with Martin Blunt. I shook his hand and he winced. ‘I bust my hand breaking into Dudley Zoo last night. I climbed in with some mates for a party,’ were his first words to me. With that, they started playing a song they’d been working on, Jon’s drums sounding like ‘Tomorrow Never Knows’ by The Beatles driving an organ-fuelled garage monster – it sounded like it was going to take off. We called it ‘Imperial 109’, after a flying boat I’d read about. It became our opening song for the next three years.

            It was the perfect introduction. Jon’s lust for life shone through in everything he did – from that moment until the recording session Jon came to at the studio a few weeks ago. He spoke about a couple of songs he’d written for the band, and we were sharing ideas for our next album. The very last time I saw him was less than a week ago. We’d been told by his family that they believed Jon could have only a matter of hours before he’d slip away. Two days later, he sat up, asked if someone could get him a bottle of Chardonnay and chatted with members of his family who had lovingly cared for him since he collapsed onstage in Philadelphia in 2010. But the recovery we all wished for was cut short when I got a call at 6 a.m. confirming that Jon had died at 2 a.m. on Tuesday 13 August.

            Jon loved being in a band – he loved being a drummer. He loved being a West Brom fan. He loved being a dad. He was going out with Debbie when I first met him. I never even asked how long they’d been seeing each other – it just seemed like they belonged together. They married and had three beautiful children. They were together on the day Jon died. Watching his kids grow was taken away from him and they lost their dad. However we try and come to terms with what happens in life, the sadness of someone being taken from their family is tragic.

            Jon’s drums were loud. I always thought they sounded like they had a voice. I always knew his drumming, I’m not sure why – he had style. He was definitely one of the top three drummers of his generation. When hip hop sampled drummers it was John Bonham they went for. When the Chemical Brothers needed beats they called Jon Brookes. Jon just loved to play. Even after his diagnosis he was performing shows with Lew Lewis, the harmonica player who’d recorded with The Clash and The Stranglers. It’s just what he did. 

            In the early days, Jon and I would do all the press interviews – my indie moodiness offset by his genuine love of communicating about our band. When we travelled together to Huntington Beach, LA, just for some interviews in 1990, we felt like the band had gone international. The Beach Boys we were not. The major thing we learnt was that we were definitely from Salford and West Bromwich. But there we were, somewhere we vaguely knew about because we’d seen it in films. We felt like chancers but we definitely wanted to be part of that world. When we came home I’d stay at Jon’s. We’d drink in his local, The Village. His dad would come and join us for the last hour. He was so proud when we made it onto the jukebox in there; he’d sing along enthusiastically, seeming like the biggest Charlatans fan – which, he was happy to admit, he was.

            Once we started recording, The Charlatans had the perfect start. Our debut album went to number one in the charts. Our second record, Between 10th and 11th, came in for a critical mauling, though. But it was Jon who picked up the mantle with the follow-up, Up to Our Hips – he’d picked up a copy of the Beastie Boys’ third album, Check Your Head, from a hapless radio jock who had dismissed it as the bargain-bin fodder of a band past their prime. It was the soundtrack to our US tour in 1992, and we’d dance around the tour bus, mini Maglite torches in our mouths, Jon reminding us of why we’d all wanted to be in a band in the first place. Jon lived for gigs – we became less concerned about reactions to the records, and it definitely helped us as a band. He would arrive at practices telling us he’d sorted a gig in Brazil or Cyprus, anywhere hot – he was always trying to get us a show in Hawaii. Hawaii definitely suited Jon.

            Rob Collins’s death hit us all hard but it was Jon who was the driving force within the band to ensure that we carried on. We had the Knebworth gig planned and a decision had to be made. He was the first to say, ‘We’re definitely doing it.’ It was a hugely emotional day and we knew we could rely on Jon. Behind his smile he was a rock-solid presence – exactly what you need when the going gets tough.

            We travelled the world; we were a family. Members of the band started their own families, but the five of us were like brothers. We had varying degrees of success, but Jon was always undaunted. He was always excited about what we were doing next, just as he was about what we were doing right now. He was solid and reliable; it came through in his drumming as it came through in his character. He led from the back; his drum fills and splashy cymbals often took the lead. Everyone has their own stories of Jon – fans who he remembered at each gig, other bands who’d used his kit instead of having to lug theirs in. We got to work with musicians like Ronnie Wood and Johnny Marr, and Jon always impressed. When we were making Wonderland in LA in 2000, Jon had some down time, as we were recording vocals and guitars. Instead of grabbing a piña colada and sitting by the pool, Jon got a music magazine and booked himself some drumming lessons, which he’d diligently attend while we were drinking piña coladas by the pool. On the same album, we asked Jim Keltner to record some percussion for us – he was the session drummer favoured by three of The Beatles, along with Bob Dylan and Joni Mitchell. It was amazing to see Jon hold his own with such a legend. Jon was in his element. As brilliant a drummer as he was, he was always looking to improve.

            As well as continuing to learn, Jon used the experience he’d gained in twenty-three years of putting out records and touring by setting up a record label, One Beat, and putting on gigs. He managed a couple of bands too. In December I played a solo gig in Birmingham and Jon came along. Duffy from Primal Scream was on keyboards and Mark from The Charlatans was on guitar. The four of us went out for a curry, like we would have done at any point in the previous two decades. I told Jon I was about to become a dad for the first time and we were expecting a boy. The last time I saw him was last week. He was in hospital recovering from a serious brain operation and was fighting his illness with everything he had. His first words as I went into his room were, ‘Hey, Tim, how’s your little boy?’ He had the broadest smile I’d seen on anyone that week. He spoke about recording drums for our new album and his plans to go to the Hawthorns for the new season to watch West Brom.

         

         
            *

         

         So, Jon had gone and I was a dad. In some ways, the biggest events of my life had happened in the couple of years after Telling Stories rather than in the forty years before. We really wanted to do something special so that Jon’s family and friends and fans of our band could get together – the funeral was celebratory rather than sombre and even had moments of humour. John’s coffin was a classic flight case – a drummer to the end.

         We were contacted by Simon Moran, who had put on our first gigs. He’d watched the band grow, and we’d seen his company become one of the best-respected concert promoters in the country. He asked if we would like some help putting on a gig, and we knew it was definitely what Jon would have wanted. While Jon was too unwell to play, Pete Salisbury had taken up drum duties for The Charlatans. Pete had been the drummer in The Verve since they formed in 1990, with extended breaks as the band split and came back together. We felt Jon willing us on with the whole project, and it was a sign to everyone that we planned to carry on.

         Between us all we decided that the Royal Albert Hall was the most fitting venue – many of Jon’s heroes had played there and it was like nowhere else. We knew it would have got his vote.

         A date was set for 18 October, which gave us a few weeks to sort out a line-up. Liam Gallagher was the first to get in touch – he’d spoken to Bonehead and said we could count them in. It would be their first performance together since Bonehead left Oasis in 1999, and Liam’s first public appearance since a big story had broken about him in the tabloids. He could have easily decided to stay away, but his love for Jon was such that later that evening I watched The Charlatans for only the second time without me as the singer. No disrespect to my predecessor, Baz Ketley, but I think Liam might have inched it.

         The Chemical Brothers offered their DJing services. Stephen Morris, one of Jon’s favourite drummers, said he would play. James Dean Bradfield volunteered, as did Gillian from New Order, Winston Marshall from Mumford and Sons, and Freddie and Arni from The Vaccines. Between us, we played solo and formed super-groups for one night only.

         Dumb were the first band on. Jon had been their manager. It was tragic circumstances for them to be playing the Royal Albert Hall, but they knew he’d have told them to make the most of the gig and to make sure they got a decent rider.

         It was the definitely the kind of send-off Jon would have loved. One of the final songs was ‘My Sweet Lord’, his absolute favourite. Bonehead and Andy Bell played guitar, and Liam sang lead vocals. Watching from the side of the stage, I felt a sense of pride I had never felt before. I also felt like a fan watching an amazing band put on an incredible performance.

         
            *

         

         Myself, Martin, Mark and Tony met back up after New Year 2014. Big Mushroom, our studio in Cheshire, definitely felt different without Jon.

         We had the first draft of what would become ‘Emilie’ and a nameless song that would end up being ‘I Need You to Know’. Jim Spencer, our engineer, even had some drum loops and ideas that Jon had passed on to him to help get us started.

         Jon had never written a complete song before, but we were handed a memory stick by one of his friends that contained a song he had not only written but recorded, with lyrics by Jon that his friend had transcribed while he was in hospital. The song was ‘Walk with Me’, and listening to it was the first step in the making of Modern Nature, our twelfth studio album. It was definitely a message that we were to get on with making another record. We included it as a bonus track on a special edition of the album, and it plays after we finish our live sets.

         Jon’s kit had been set back up in the living room of the studio. A few days before he died, he had phoned Derrick, our drum tech, and said that he was feeling stronger and would be behind his kit pretty soon. Sadly, he didn’t make it. Stephen Morris recorded some of the drums, as did Gabe Gurnsey from Factory Floor, with Pete playing on most of the tracks. But elements of what Jon had left behind made it onto a few songs too.

         While all of this was going on I’d take myself off to a record shop and pick up some vinyl. I’ve always been a fan of a good old quest – Hercules, Jason and the Argonauts, Anneka Rice. Heroic expeditions. But I know my limitations, so rather than wielding a sword against one-eyed winged beasties I’d decided to go for vinyl; and instead of the quest being set by gods on Olympus I would get in touch with people I admired and ask them to suggest a record to look for on my travels, as I took in record shops from Istanbul to San Francisco. I love recommendations; they give you an insight into what makes someone tick. I wanted to discover the strands of musical DNA of people I looked up to, hung around with and owned the records of.

         Also, it was a chance to find out where record shops were at – a kind of ‘state of the nation’. There were new ones opening, vinyl sales were up, but still shops were closing. I wanted to meet some of the shop owners and see how they were doing. Every record-shop owner has a story to tell, and I wanted to spend some time travelling round and listening to them. I make records, buy records and love everything about vinyl – record shops are entwined in so many aspects of my life that I wanted to spend some time showing them some love! It would be a celebration of vinyl, which has been such an important part of my life since I first played one of my dad’s records in 1972. Today, I listen to records with my son, and although he’s only two I can see what he likes before he’s even started to talk.

         I figured that the first job was to assemble the cast whose nominations would augment my collection and tell their story, including Iggy Pop, Johnny Marr, Stephen Morris, Bill Bailey, Paul Weller, Bill Drummond and many more. But these recommendations would not be just for me: anyone would be able to track down some of these gems to fill in the gaps or reignite a love for vinyl; or they could simply be the reason for a satisfying road trip.

         Texts, phone calls, emails and handwritten notes went out.

         Here’s the story of what came back.

      

   


   
      

         
            The Durutti Column, Vini Reilly

            Recommended by Tony Wilson

            Vini vidi vici

         

         Tony Wilson was an important figure in my life, from being on our TV at home to introducing The Charlatans with some glowing words when we played a TV special at Granada Studios in 1990. With the help of some nifty editing and a little bit of technology, it was the same Tony Wilson that introduced us onstage at our Castlefield Bowl show in Manchester in 2015, with the same words. It was a quarter of a mile from Granada Studios, and in a further nod to the studio our walk-on music for that show was the theme tune to Coronation Street.

         Had he been around to talk to, I would have definitely gone to him for a recommendation. But the first time I ever met him he held me by both shoulders and told me Vini Reilly by The Durutti Column was a record I needed to own.

         It was an album missing from my collection, but it hadn’t been out long when he told me about it. Tony was always ahead of his time; it’s kind of fitting that he kicked things off for this project way back sometime in 1989. He died in 2007, having left his mark on a generation and a legacy in Manchester that will last for ever. It is so hard to encapsulate what he accomplished – on his headstone it says he was a broadcaster and a cultural catalyst.

         Southern Cemetery has more connections with modern music than many cities. The ‘cemetry gates’ (sic) are where Morrissey went on a dreaded sunny day. Legendary producer Martin Hannett is buried there, a short walk from Rob Gretton’s resting place – both men key characters in what was one of Manchester’s most creative spells. 

         In keeping with Factory Records folklore, Tony’s granite headstone, designed by Peter Saville and Ben Kelly, arrived three years after his funeral. On it is a quote from G. Linnaeus Banks’s The Manchester Man, including the line ‘People drop out of the history of a life as of a land, though their work or their influence remains.’ Sir Matt Busby is buried near by. To a generation who were in their teens in the late 1970s and ’80s, Tony Wilson’s importance cannot be overstated, just as Sir Matt Busby meant so much to Manchester United fans in the 1950s and ’60s.

         I arrived at the graveyard in the early afternoon, but nothing had been arranged and I’d left everything to chance. Southern Cemetery is the biggest cemetery in the UK and I wasn’t sure if I was going to be able to find Tony’s plot. I was looking for a piece of granite based on the time-travelling slabs in 2001: A Space Odyssey, somewhere among the thousands of angels, crosses and statues of the Virgin Mary. It’s only fitting that Tony would have a headstone inspired by a sci-fi film.

         They don’t have guided tours, but I found a hut by the gates and, by chance, Pete, who had worked at the cemetery for over twenty years, came over. He asked if I was looking for anyone in particular, and we started on an impromptu tour. It was remarkably un-macabre, even though we passed a victim of the Moors murderers, gangsters who’d been gunned down, people mistaken for gangsters who’d been in the wrong place at the wrong time, and someone who’d even been murdered at the cemetery. There was also the man who’d started the construction of the Manchester Ship Canal, the aviator Captain John Alcock – but not Lieutenant Arthur Brown – and L. S. Lowry. Pete left me at the final resting place of Anthony H. Wilson and I stuck around for a short time. I was with my son and took some time to reminisce about when Tony had been a part of my life.

         With The Durutti Column, Vini Reilly had recorded A Paean to Wilson in 2010. It was a bond between the two men. Where Vini was fragile, Wilson was robust. The first Durutti Column record that I’d listened to all the way through was LC. I was aware of the band as they were on Factory Records, a label I loved. Alan Erasmus, one of the directors at Factory, was a regular customer at the newsagent’s where my mum worked. One day he left some albums after she’d mentioned that her sixteen-year-old son was a music fan, and LC was one of them. It was released in 1981 but I didn’t get my copy until 1983.

         The record opens with Bruce Mitchell’s drumming – he was working with the band for the first time alongside mainstay Vini, a partnership that continues to this day. There was something so frail and delicate about the music, almost as delicate as Vini looked in photographs. The whole album has a beautiful simplicity, like sunshine glistening on water – songs about friends: ‘Sketch for Dawn’, ‘Detail for Paul’, ‘Portrait for Frazier’, ‘Jacqueline and Danny’. ‘The Missing Boy’ is about Ian Curtis, Vini’s friend who had died the year before. The music was so much subtler than everything I was listening to at the time – it was the sound of summer, the opposite of being punched in the head by clumsy rock music. There was a welcome gentleness that was missing from my other records. I bought every Durutti Column release after that, and in the years since you can hear the huge, often uncredited influence that Vini has had on guitarists and music in general. I found out recently that the title stands for ‘lotta continua’ or continuous struggle. Given that Vini recently suffered a series of strokes that threatens his ability to play guitar, it adds a sense of sadness to the beauty.
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