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In memory of Arnold Z. Arnside, the world’s greatest unpublished storyteller…

… and…

… to those who believe that buying an album is better value for money than going to a gig…

… financially, you are correct. But…
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GOING TO A GO-GO

The online ticket scrum didn’t always exist. There was no internet in the 80s, so there was no virtual gun being held to your head with the ultimatum that you have four minutes and 20 seconds to complete your purchase. Even the internet’s predecessor, the ‘speed dial, redial, curse and try again’ ritual had no place in society. In the 80s ticket purchasing was far more gladiatorial than that, and facing a disgruntled cashier who just wants to say ‘next’ enough times to get to the end of their shift was a truly intimidating experience. And there was always the chance that you would be the one who queued for hours only to reach the ticket window in time for it to be slammed in your face. Nobody wanted to be THAT PERSON.

Some things, though, never change and bands jacking up interest in their upcoming offerings prevailed as much then as it does now. It’s just that the marketing platforms were different.

Not that anyone from the 80s would have talked about marketing platforms. In fact, all talk of platforms had been left behind in the 70s. Music press, radio shows, posters, word of mouth. That was good enough to get the word out and there was one band in particular who only had to snap the fingers on their 10 collective hands and the world would come running.

***

So, I’m sitting at work one Thursday morning in May and The Shugmeister calls. This was not entirely unusual. But the urgency in his voice was. He needed answers – now – no time to lose. He had heard it on Radio Clyde. If I wanted in, I had to say yes, there and then, otherwise…

He had pleaded with his boss for some time off, at short notice, like today, like now. The boss’s last name was Furrie. Pronounced Fury. The phonetic pronunciation was more reflective of his personality. He knew there was no point in resisting.

I had said yes. Of course I had. Opportunities like this only came round once in a lifetime. All previously arranged engagements could be rescheduled. I hung up the phone and waited… and trusted… and hoped.

***

The operation was precision personified, although the strategic details were unknown to me at the time. There was a dual purpose. Tickets for The Concert and tickets for Scotland v England. Two acquisitions of gold dust in the same morning? Surely it wasn’t possible?

The Shugmeister couldn’t drive, but he knew someone who could, someone who had a vested interest in all of this, too. It wasn’t difficult to get in touch with that someone, as he was sitting opposite. It made negotiations with The Furrie more difficult. Not one, but two of them wanted to be excused. It was a two-man job. It was the only way it would work. The Furrie was having none of it but promises of ‘making up the time’ and ’you won’t regret it, boss’ won him round and the mission was on.

They knew the queue would already be forming so time was of the essence. The Driver would take The Shugmeister right up to the door. The Driver would then depart the scene and pick up the briefs for Hampden. That was a done deal, but they could only get two so I was out. The Driver would then return to The Apollo and circle the building, as many times as it took, until The Shugmeister emerged victorious with the treasure.

They hadn’t banked on the queue being quite as long as it was. The power of Radio Clyde and the worshipping musical faithful had come together as one. From the door of The Apollo the queue went down Renfield Street, round the corner and into Sauchiehall Street. If you started at the door of The Apollo and tried to find the end of the queue it would have been a very disheartening experience indeed.

In fact, even after you found your place in the queue and crawled at a snail’s pace to the door, you had to factor in the real sting in the tale. The door wasn’t the end of the journey. Once you made it inside, the sight that greeted you made your heart sink further than the depth of the ocean. The queue stretched on, through the foyer and on, up the stairs, and on, and on, and on and who knew where it would end. And who knew if today was the day that you would be THAT PERSON.

This was the dilemma that greeted The Shugmeister as he took up his place. All he could do was wait. All he could do was hope. There was no point in checking his watch. The queue would move whenever the queue moved. The prize was more important that the detail. Promises had been made. Four tickets required. One for him, one for The Driver, one for me and one for the other guy. Let’s just call him A.N. Other, like they used to in the Green Citizen or the Pink Times when they didn’t know the names of all the players in the teams of lower league clubs.

The queue snaked on and The Driver continued to circle. Gradually, Sauchiehall Street became Renfield Street. Time was going on. It was getting close to lunchtime. Burger King had been resisted, as had Lauders Bar. The Furrie would only tolerate so much. The next landmark was Renfrew Lane. Once The Shugmeister got past that he was near the door. Once he was in, he would see the queue continuing, but he knew about that part. He looked upstairs. He pictured the sight. He knew the tickets would be disappearing. He didn’t want to be THAT PERSON.

He was on the stairs now. Near the top. He could see the ticket windows, tantalisingly close. Someone moved away, tickets in hand. The next person moved up. That person wasn’t going to be THAT PERSON. They moved away, gleeful look on face, tickets in hand. And the queue moved on. Only a few in front now. Please don’t let him be THAT PERSON. And the queue moved on. He couldn’t be THAT PERSON. And the queue moved on and it was his turn next and the person in front moved away and the window didn’t close and that’s when he knew. He was not going to be THAT PERSON.

***

‘Four tickets for The Stones please’, he said, sweat on his brow, cash in his hand.

‘They’re limited to two per person.’

Time stood still. He struggled to gather his thoughts. His life flashed before him. Why had he made those promises? He was the one who made the sacrifice. Him and The Driver. They were the ones who were in debt to The Furrie. But how was he going to explain it? Two people were expecting him to appear with tickets to see The Greatest Rock ’n’ Roll Band in the World. He did the only thing that any self-respecting person could do in the situation. He pleaded, but anyone who has ever pleaded with a bored ticket seller on the other side of a window in The Apollo will know that this only ever had a limited chance of success.

‘It’s very clear. Two tickets per person. Do you have anyone else with you?’

‘No, but…’

‘Well. You can only have two tickets then. There are hardly any left… and people are waiting.’

‘I know but… you don’t understand… can you talk to your boss?’

‘There’s no point. Two tickets per person. Do you want two tickets or not?’

That was it. There was no way out. He would just have to explain it to me and A.N. Other. He was sure we would understand. He had tried everything. He knew we would be disappointed but it would be OK, wouldn’t it? But the feeling in the pit of his stomach was bad. He ran his fingers through his hair, put his head in his hands and turned away in disgust. Maybe he thought this show of displeasure would make the ticket seller change her mind. Maybe she would make an exception, just for him.

But the agitated sight he saw behind him made him realise he had to act fast. The natives were getting restless. The woman behind was struggling with a little boy, a toddler for whom the novelty of being there had worn off long ago. The faces of those behind said one thing and one thing only. If there are no tickets left by the time I get to that window your life won’t be worth living. There was only one thing he could say.

‘Excuse me, would it be alright if I borrowed your son?’

***

Genius! The mother consented. Of course she did. It provided welcome respite for her, the prospect of a little entertainment for the boy and some much-needed progress for the queue.

The toddler was presented on the counter at the ticket window.

‘Four tickets for The Stones please.’

The ticket seller protested.

‘I’ve told you. Two tickets per person. That’s the rules.’

‘Two for me and two for him.’

‘Oh, come on. You’re trying it on. I’ve told you the rules.’

‘Could you check with your boss?’

She turned and looked for support. She motioned towards The Shugmeister but her boss had seen everything. He shrugged his shoulders. Two tickets per person. That was the rule and there were two people at the window. So, The Shugmeister left The Apollo with four tickets, the toddler left The Apollo with a pocket full of coins and The Driver screeched up to the door after his 48th revolution and they headed back to face The Furrie who turned out not to be too furious after he had been told the story of just what an ingenious worker he had.

***

When the phone call came through to confirm, I was elated. The Stones had been announcing gigs on local radio at one week’s notice, stoking up a frenzy among their fans. That meant we only had a week to wait, so the arrangements were made. Next Thursday, The Ivanhoe, in The Buchanan Hotel, just beside the entrance to the subway, and then on to The Apollo to see The Greatest Rock ’n’ Roll Band in the World.



CYMBALS AND SYLLABLES

What was the first record I ever bought? I can’t give you a straight answer. Not because I can’t remember but because I didn’t buy just one. I bought two. I had a pound to burn and you could get two 7in singles for a pound in 1971.

The Shugmeister tried to influence me. If there was new music coming into the house, he wanted to tilt things in his direction. Being nine, I had my own ideas.

Eventually a compromise was reached and My Sweet Lord by George Harrison was purchased along with The Pushbike Song by The Mixtures. Later that same year, The Shugmeister’s influence prevailed again. I wasn’t feeling well and my dad was going into town. He said he would buy me a record to make me feel better. Apparently, I chose You’ve Got a Friend by James Taylor. I wasn’t so sure at the time but was grateful to have it later.

***

What was the first gig I ever went to? I can give you a straight answer to that one. Slade, Glasgow Apollo, May 1973. Clearly my taste in music had become more sophisticated!

Considering I was only 11 I assume that a responsible adult was involved but I have no memory of this. I think I was with my school pal Stewpot, but can’t be sure about that either. We had the same birthday, Stewpot and me. Still do. Big Hendy, too. Three boys in the same class with the same birthday. What are the chances of that? And Robert Burns for good measure. But he wasn’t in my class at primary having been dead since 1796.

Anyway, I can’t remember the peripheral details because the peripheral details were not important. Only the music was important. I had worn out the stylus at home playing Get Down and Get With It from ‘Slade Alive’ so I knew what it sounded like live on vinyl, and I wanted to hear it live on stage. By that time Slade had conquered the charts with number ones being totted up regularly, and my main concern was that Get Down and Get With It wouldn’t make it onto the set list. I needn’t have worried.

There was the usual tedium of the support act to deal with. Not easy to tolerate when you are 11 and all you want is to Get Down and Get With It. Not easy to tolerate when you are viewing the show from a great height and some gruff vocalist with a voice too deep to be audible is drunkenly groaning into a microphone that seems to be too close to his mouth. On top of that, the music barely gets going and, all in all, it is just too much of an inconvenience when you are 11 and your parents have paid for you to come and see a proper band.

Intervals are funny things. When you are 11 they just represent even more of a delay in seeing who you came to see. But it does mean you can go to the toilet and see if there are any sweets to buy. It also meant that The Sensational Alex Harvey Band were finished.

***

There isn’t any need to describe Slade’s show in detail. Noddy wore a comedy tie. Dave Hill had a stupid haircut. Jimmy Lea played his violin and Don Powell crashed muscularly on his cymbals and drums. The hits were churned out, one after the other. People got up and danced. People Got Down and Got With It. The audience shouted for more. Slade gave them more. The lights went on. Everybody went home. And nothing was ever the same again.

***

Sometimes, tickets just dropped into your lap. You didn’t always have to queue from Sauchiehall Street, turn into Renfield Street, go through the foyer and up the stairs. Sometimes, someone would phone up and offer you a ticket. That’s what happened to me and we shall call that someone Carduzzin.

Carduzzin probably doesn’t know this, but he played a large part in teaching me what you can do with music. You can listen to it, obviously, but you can feel it, use it, play with it, get lost in it. It can make you dance; it can make you laugh; it can make you cry. It can make you sit on the floor at your best friend’s engagement party, in a puddle of beer, pretending that you are rowing a boat just because the DJ played The Gap Band. But anyway...

When tickets drop into your lap you have a decision to make. It is unlikely to be tickets for a Beatles reunion. More likely to be for a band that the original purchaser is prepared to forego because a better offer has come their way. Either way, you have a decision to make. Take it or leave it. Cockney Rebel?

‘Mmm… not sure… there is that one song… oh, and that one too… eh… OK… let’s go for it.’

I expect that’s what Carduzzin heard when he asked me to go along with him.

Almost two years had passed since that first Slade gig and I had been back to see them the following year. Slade were clearly a band that I wanted to see. Cockney Rebel? The truth is that, for me, their songs on the radio were great. Cockney Rebel on stage? Playing tracks from their album? Playing new music that nobody had heard yet? That was going to take some getting used to. I suppose my doubts would be answered, one way or another, once we got inside The Apollo, but that’s when the confusion started.

***

The queue round the corner and into Sauchiehall Street wasn’t just for when tickets were on sale. It applied equally on nights when bands were playing so we joined the queue and dug in for a long wait, on a cold night in February 1975.

Finding things to do in a long queue can be a challenge. Conversation is the obvious starter, but this tends to tail off after a while. Landmarks become important. A shop doorway, a street corner, the lane, the chippy. Tiny, incremental movements towards your destination. The gaps between these landmarks are tortuous. You try listening in to other people’s conversations.

‘Have you seen them before?’

‘Do you have any of their albums?’

‘Have you heard their new single?’

In other words, the same conversation I had just had with Carduzzin.

Then, it’s time to look at the tickets. There is something comforting about a concert ticket. This is the confirmation that you have permission to enter. Permission to see the act in question. If your companion has been in possession of the tickets, there is something reassuring about just feeling the paper between your fingers. Cheap, tissue-like, raffle ticket quality it may be, but it brings with it a wave of serenity and excitement in equal measure. Never before has the name of a promoter seemed so intriguing.

‘M.A.M. in association with TRIGRAM presents…’

Who cared what it meant? For me, it meant I would get into The Apollo. I would get in from the cold. I would get to see live music and I would get to see it tonight, Tuesday, 10 February 1975.

I looked at the ticket for ages. Something wasn’t right. It was Tuesday, I knew that because the charts had been announced at lunchtime. But it wasn’t 10 February. It was 11 February. I always wrote the date at the top of the page when copying down the chart. All I had been told was that the gig was on Tuesday. Carduzzin never said the date. Was ‘Tuesday’ a mistake? Had the gig already taken place, on Monday the 10th? But why were all these people here, standing in the queue? I did some quick calculations in my head, like you do when you are trying to work out what day your next birthday will fall on. I worked out that 10 February would fall on a Tuesday in 1976. Were we a whole year early? I dismissed the thought. Why would all these people be here, standing in the queue? But then I could hear those people having the same conversation that was going on in my head. Some of them were in doubt too. The queue started to move and we got closer to the door but I still wasn’t sure if we were going to be turned away – 24 hours late or a whole year early.

I was overthinking it. We call them typos now. They can be resolved in a key stroke and confusion can be cleared up in any number of messaging formats. We didn’t have a proper word for typos in 1975. Spelling mistake, gaff, balls-up, cock-up. They all meant the same thing, but they weren’t official words, like ‘typo’.

Cockney Rebel for their part, no doubt oblivious to the confusion in the queue, delivered a perfectly acceptable set. We knew enough about them to know that any music we hadn’t heard before would be interspersed with a Judy Teen or a Mr Soft. There was theatricality about Steve Harley, who by this time had tagged his name in front of the band. He was, for the most part, Cockney Rebel and Cockney Rebel was, for the most part, Steve Harley. We didn’t have much notice of this gig and, at the time we heard about tickets being available, we had no idea what was to come. THAT SONG entered the charts THAT WEEK. We must have been among the first people to hear it played live and it still makes me smile today, just as it did on the non-existent Tuesday, 10 February 1975.

***

It takes a bit of a leap to get from Slade and Cockney Rebel to Lionel Ritchie. Despite the middle-of-the-road-radio-twoness that the name conjures up, Lionel Ritchie was a funk-a-teer at heart. The Commodores came to The Apollo in 1979 in the midst of a vintage spell for those who liked to groove. The Jacksons, The Average White Band, George Duke, Van Morrison and Bootsy’s Rubber Band had all been. Chic and Sister Sledge were still to come. Mix that with an assortment of Kinks, Stranglers, Stiff Little Fingers, Paul McCartney and Wings, Status Quo, Blondie, Roxy Music, Elvis Costello and Motorhead, and there was something for everyone. And, in case there is any doubt, 1979 gave us Chris De Burgh, Cliff Richard and Showaddywaddy too!

Standing in a very long queue to get into The Apollo didn’t seem quite so bad on a Thursday night in August. Ticket in hand, girl by my side, decent seats in the stalls and an encyclopaedic knowledge of The Commodores recent output all helped. ‘Machine Gun’, ‘Natural High’, ‘Commodores Live’ and an album simply called ‘Commodores’. They all had similar characteristics. Lots of brass, lots of bass, dripping with funk and at least one killer ballad.

Live albums can be hit or miss. Not ‘Commodores Live’. All it did was make you want to be there, and now we were. The live version of Zoom, despite its ballad-like qualities, demonstrated a real ability to work a crowd. The word ‘Zoom’ may have been highjacked by video conferencing and any mention of it accompanied by Fat Larry’s Band but, for me, ‘Zoom’ can only mean one thing – The Commodores.

Contrast that with the term ‘brick house’ which was intended to be complementary when directed at females, but I have a fair idea what would have happened to me if I had referred to any of the girls I knew as a brick house. However, the language of funk followed different rules and, even if they take the words away, the drum intro will still get me every time and the groove will live on.

The Emotions were the support act and they got things off and running and built up the required frenzy. Best of My Love was fresh in everyone’s mind and, of course, they had to give us Boogie Wonderland. That song is synonymous with Earth Wind and Fire but, although they got the main credit, it was ‘with The Emotions’. Maybe the girls were delighted to get their name on the record but for me it’s a duet. A duet involving a huge number of performers, but a duet just the same. It wouldn’t have been the same without them.

So, here’s how a normal gig works. The support act say goodbye, the main act come on, say ‘Hello Glasgow’, sing some songs, whoop up the crowd, plug their album, sing some more songs, tell you you’ve been the best crowd ever, say goodnight, do an encore, say goodnight again, go to the hotel and wake up another city.
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