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PART ONE:


Before/Life



















I





Once or twice in the pages that follow I step back for a moment and think about the implications of what I am doing.

















II





Notes for a narration by the author/for a BBC 6Music radio retrospective of Joy Division broadcast in May 2005 – the 25th anniversary of Ian Curtis’ death.




It has taken 25 years for the story of Joy Division to travel from the dark underground into the commercial light. 25 years for Joy Division to go from rumour, from obscurity, from the ordinary streets where they lived, to being officially named as one of the greatest rock groups of all time – they were influenced by the very best things to be influenced by – the Stooges, the Velvets, Roxy – and they have influenced all the very best things since – Depeche, U2, Nirvana, Radiohead – and no serious modern group can escape their shadow.


No group that wants to do something original and special using guitars, bass, drums, voice and studio can avoid the sound and vision, the sound and fury, the sound and beauty, the sound and space, the sound and time, the sound and delay, the sound and Manchester of Joy Division.


It was 25 years ago that the frantic story of Joy Division came crashing to a shocking stop, and 25 years since the story slowly began. A group, two years old, that was on the go, full of go, forward, always moving into the future, broke up into pieces. Going, going, gone. Eventually, compilations and repackagings and anniversaries and films and memories and books and the enduring strength of their songs would put these pieces back together again. Joy Division have been put back together by time, and something that at the time seemed wasted and wrecked is now remembered with words like these …


25 years ago the Joy Division singer Ian Curtis committed suicide two months shy of his 24th birthday.


29 years ago he had four years to live.


Around the time of Ian’s twentieth birthday, in July 1976, Curtis saw the Sex Pistols play the Lesser Free Trade Hall in Manchester, not then aware of the presence of his future colleagues Bernard Sumner and Peter Hook. The two shows the Pistols played in Manchester that summer are the beginning of the Manchester music life that includes the Fall, Buzzcocks, Magazine, A Certain Ratio, the Smiths, Stone Roses, Oasis, Doves, and the Pistols shows were the beginning of Joy Division. The Pistols inspired Manchester music fans to realise that they could make music as well as listen to it. They could be musicians.


In a broken down, bleak and spacious Manchester taunted by the ghosts of the Industrial Revolution and hemmed in by hills, moors and dull grey clouds, Sumner and Hook formed a group with Curtis and drummer Steve Brotherdale that for a brief moment were the Stiff Kittens, and were then Warsaw, named after a Bowie track from Low, ‘Warszawa’. Their first gig was in May 1977, supporting the Manchester Buzzcocks and the Newcastle Penetration. They sounded more like a slow northern Damned than cosmic rearrangers of rock dynamics, more like a group that couldn’t really play than a group who might one day match or even reach further than Bowie’s Low.


Brotherdale left in August, to be replaced by Stephen Morris, who, like Curtis, was from Macclesfield. Warsaw produced an undernourished homemade EP, An Ideal for Living, less the Damned than before but not yet in any way damned. They changed their name because of a London punk group called Warsaw Pakt. They became Joy Division, a name they found in an obscure book about the German concentration camps, The House of Dolls, written by an inmate, Ka-Tzetnik, prisoner number 135633. The ‘joy division’ was a term used to describe units where female inmates were forced to prostitute themselves for Nazi guards.


A group with a name like that had to make music of sensitive, complex power and rare insight to avoid being condemned for indulgent frivolity, for messing around with things beyond their understanding.


By the time they first appeared as Joy Division, at the Pips club on January 25th 1978, around the time Rotten left the Sex Pistols, strangely, they were becoming stranger, and darker, and wilder, and beginning to sound like a group called Joy Division. Space and doubt were creeping into their music – blocky riff music was transforming into something sly, nebulous and alien.


They were ambitious. They took part in a Battle of the Bands record company competition in April at the Rafters club – a sort of Punk Idol display by fifteen local bands desperate to get the attention of the London label Stiff. It was their third show with their new name. Joy Division went on last, way after midnight, worked up into a frenzy by the possibility that they might not get a slot, and a fierce desire to impress that shot straight into the heart of their music. Local television celebrity Tony Wilson instantly saw something – in their eyes, limbs and rhythms – and was further intrigued, even delighted, when Curtis insulted him for not putting Joy Division on his Granada TV show. Also around at the time – local promoter turned record producer Martin Hannett and the Rafters resident disc jockey Rob Gretton, who had managed crude Wythenshawe punk popsters Slaughter and the Dogs.


Their anger was not that of banal punks lobbing scowls at the everyday targets of frustration, but more mysterious, less domestic – rage aimed at time, history and the gods, aimed at the self, and fate. Hook, Morris and Sumner all played as if they were the lead instrument, and Curtis’ voice sometimes drifted behind the sound. But he was discreetly dominant, truly the voice, the mind, the body of the band. Slowly, he started to move onstage, slowly, he started to move faster, slowly, he turned into a performer possessed, flailing across the turbulent rhythms as if he was physically representing the wired state of his imagination.


They worked with self-sustaining determination during 1978, and gained strength and self-belief. With anti-South philanthropic purpose, Tony Wilson and friend actor Alan Erasmus had launched a local club dedicated to supporting and promoting local talent, and the first night of their Factory Club on June 9th 1978 featured Joy Division, beginning to sound like they’d slipped through the doors of perception, into a wonderland where Manchester could be the charged centre of the universe, yet completely adrift from it.


Local design student Peter Saville produced an eye-catching poster for the show even though he delivered it after the concert was over. The poster for the Factory show was FAC 1 – the very start of Factory Records, the first thought, which would lead to another thought, and so on, until there were so many thoughts they needed to be numbered.


Mr Television Tony Wilson issued his invitation, and Joy Division appeared on Granada Reports, the Northwest six o’clock news show, performing ‘Shadowplay’ – a bare set, the intense group paraded on podiums like a downbeat sixties pop group, moody shots of the city centre as a backdrop, as if Manchester was located on the dark side of the moon.


Wilson and Erasmus turned the Factory club into the Factory record label. They would be joined by Gretton, who backed into managing the group, and who then protected them with his life, Hannett, who as Martin Zero had produced Buzzcocks’ punk ground zero single Spiral Scratch, and enigmatic imagineer Saville. The name Factory was as much out of the Lancashire mills, the local industrial past, as it was a knowing nod to Warhol’s Manhattan community of freaks and dreamers. Also, when most factories in the area had closed down, here was one that was opening. Eventually, as the result of various fun and games, and associated heartache and decision making, the label would have a catalogue of over 400 items, some of which were musical, some of which were ideas, some of which were mere fancies and failed experiments, and some of which were to do with the teeth, hair and travel arrangements of the directors. There was also a nightclub, because Factory understood that the quality of a city’s nightlife can have a strange effect on mundane daily existence. Eventually, largely because of this nightclub, which began a little sadly and then ended up a little madly, the stylings, humour and pretensions of the label would influence the city itself, somehow infecting its very atmosphere and appearance.


The first Factory signing was the chamber-punk Durutti Column, remembering music they’d heard in their dreams, or heard whispering in from the moors. Factory decided to release a sampler of northern talents, Joy Division amongst them. The group went into the studio with Martin Hannett to record ‘Digital’ and ‘Glass’ – group had found their producer, producer his group, and Joy Division’s primitive outlines of ideas about how to make music that incarnated their sense of isolation, intensity and insolence were transformed into grand sonic sculptures by someone who made sense of existence through the shaping, scraping and taping of sound. The Factory Sampler, a double seven-inch single, featuring ‘Glass’ and ‘Digital’, was smartly packaged as an art object, as if it was a piece of glass, a shiny object of desire that set the template for the anonymous, glamorous and mischievous Factory artwork. The catalogue number – FAC 2.


On December 27th 1978, just about a year old, Joy Division played their first show in London, at the Hope and Anchor. 30 people paid to get in.


The first NME of 1979, a look forward to acts likely to break through that year, and Ian Curtis was on the cover, photographed on a Saturday when Manchester was covered in snow. He looked like he belonged there, like there would be many more occasions when he would grace the cover of music magazines. He looked like there was something on his mind. He looked like he figured if you look long enough at anything it will become extremely interesting. He didn’t particularly look like he’d booked a trip to the unfathomable abyss. Perhaps he was just wondering about the strangeness of snow.


   Meanwhile, in Ian’s real life, which was accelerating as crazily as his singing dancing alternative life, he had been diagnosed with epilepsy. He was prescribed strong medication. Strobe lights could trigger a fit. The diagnosis and his sense of always being on the edge of control, of breaking down, seizing up, hitting the ceiling and falling through the floor, would feed directly into the dynamically disjointed ‘She’s Lost Control’, one of the classic songs that were now bursting, seeping, leaping, thrusting up from inside his mind, and inside the group, which were becoming one and the same thing. The fact that there was a positive response to what they were doing intensified Division’s self-motivating urgency.


Early 1979 sees their first session for John Peel, a major sign that they were moving outside Manchester, into an outside world which had influenced them, and which they were to influence so much in return, even as they never in the end really left Manchester.


In April 1979, after a false start with an RCA album, angry at corny overdubs that softened and sweetened their music, they started recording tracks with Martin Hannett for their debut album. Unknown Pleasures was released in June 1979 – the sound and clatter of a young group from a bruised and battered Manchester escaping their disconnected surroundings and their fractured lives through sound and energy, the sound and fiction of a punk group who wanted to experiment with sound and feeling, the sound and resolution of four idealists produced by a north-western Phil Spector, a post-punk George Martin, a Pennine Eno. He took the zipped, razored riffs of Barney, the plunging, plangent trebled bass of Hooky, the lost, lonely voice and defiant words of Ian Curtis, and gave each contributor all the room they needed – they were in their own zone, miles away from each other, and yet on top of each other. Most of all, he embellished the popping, capricious drums of Stephen, pulled the idea of rock rhythm apart, and then nailed it back together using stoned time and dream space. As he said, he made the drums go bang, but not in an obvious way. This was a subtle, extreme rerouting of the sonic possibilities of rock. Hannett added and removed space, dropped in random rumours of sound, amplified emptiness, created a hollowed out impression of volume and violence. He put the bass and drums way into the future, and the guitar somewhere odd, solemn and disturbing.


   Peter Saville designed an audacious, opulently minimal sleeve that said little about who, what, where, when, why, but which said, in an unsaid, unfussy, unconventional sort of way, everything about the music and the makers, who were clearly something of a mystery, sending traumatised signals back from a spaced-out place where nothing was as it seems and Manchester was disappearing into the darkness.


‘Transmission’ was recorded during the April Unknown Pleasures session, but Joy Division were the kind of group and Factory the kind of label not to spoil the flow and integrity of an album by putting on a track that didn’t quite belong – it was released as a single in July, and although it sounded like a hit, and would now be heard everywhere instantly, back then it was the kind of visceral exploration of blissful possibilities that stayed a certain secret for the NME/John Peel community.


Major labels started calling, but the group loved the madcap Factory, and Factory loved them, and together they made up things as they went along, not looking towards commercial success, but their own version of succeeding, through the power of their music, and the way it changed in response to their artistic needs, not industry demands imposed from the outside. Another exploratory Peel session in November 1979 further established how Joy Division along with Factory were inventing many of the ways independent music would make itself known.


In July 1979, they made another appearance on Tony Wilson’s Granada channel, performing ‘She’s Lost Control’. This was the northern equivalent of the Pistols appearing on Grundy – no swearing, no mock controversy, just a focussed, intense presentation. They didn’t appear many times on television, but when they did, they always commanded attention. Later that year, on September 1st, they recorded ‘She’s Lost Control’ and Transmission’ for BBC2’s self-consciously worthy youth programme Something Else. It was broadcast two weeks later. The Jam are on the same show, but it’s Joy Division who capture the imagination and make history with an incandescent performance that would be studied for years. A dazzling, driven Curtis, in glamorous glistening greys, with everyday combed hair, looks severely wiped out, in a kind of agony, and yet ready to storm the barricades of eternity. When the music picks up pace, and Curtis starts to move, staring right through time, flinging his body against the space around him, it’s as though he’s challenging the whole world to pay attention, to dare consider that what he’s doing, what he’s singing about, is in any way ordinary.


After each live show during 1979, their cult status increased. Ian Curtis had mutated into an explosive performer who was dragging his life, his woes, his responsibilities, his fears and anxieties into the songs and then right onto a stage. The young man who dreamt of being a rock star was now launching himself into stardom by scrupulously revealing his nightmares. The seriousness of what he was doing, using music to escape a life that he was using music to describe, overflowed into live shows that were becoming more and more manic. That his dancing now often teetered into seizures that seemed like mere extensions to the demented choreography added to the danger and excitement of a Joy Division show. A Joy Division song, a live performance, an Ian Curtis display of concentrated desperation was now creating expectations in their followers, it was creating more and more momentum which the group seemed compelled to maintain, at whatever cost. There was no release of tension – Curtis explored all the horror again and again, reliving his torment for those who just thought it was spectacular, demonic show business. There was no stopping Joy Division, and Ian Curtis. It seemed that nothing could stop them.


A combination of a conscientious, grafting work ethic, a basic rock and roll need to enjoy and exploit the attention that was coming their way, and perhaps the bullying of Factory, kept them writing and touring. In late ’79, they supported a now chart-topping Buzzcocks on a major UK tour. They recorded ‘Atmosphere’. In January, they were touring Europe. In March they started recording their second album, plus ‘Love Will Tear Us Apart’.


At home Ian had a wife and a young baby. At work, in the heat of the Factory, the heat Factory was stoking up led by the greedy, myth-making Baron Manchester Tony Wilson, Curtis was becoming an avant-garde rock god with, he felt, a reputation to uphold as someone who could drive himself to the limits, and then beyond, and be composed enough to report back on the dilemmas and demons he was facing. At work, the work of an apprentice pop star, he had a girlfriend, artier, it seemed, and more provocative than what he could find in a Manchester he was leaving behind, or dismissing using his imagination. He was being torn apart, by love, work, stress, songs, and the first distorted signs of a fame that would in the end only come after he had died.


He sang ‘Atmosphere’ as if he felt that, despite the pain, he was going to live forever.


He sang ‘Love Will Tear Us Apart’ as if he knew the exact moment when he was going to die.


He sang the songs on Closer as if he knew that he was going to die sooner, one way or another, rather than later – even if it was just the death of Ian Curtis the family man, or Ian Curtis the rock singer, one cancelling the other out, not actually Ian Curtis the death of the man.


In March 1980, a French label, Sordide Sentimental, released 1,578 numbered copies of ‘Atmosphere’, backed with ‘Dead Souls’ – ‘Atmosphere’ was Hannett’s finest, most deranged yet smoothest moment, as if primetime Spector had produced a Martian Doors, as if Kafka had written a song for Sinatra. It typically came as an extravagant gesture of opposition to the rock-star cult of personality, an opaque, epic representation of intimacy packaged in a gothic gatefold sleeve complete with an essay that quite naturally locked Joy Division into a history of the fantastic along with the Marquis De Sade. Ian had copy number two.


‘Love Will Tear Us Apart’ was a song about the death of love, ghosted by a shadowy love of death, delivered as if it was a near-cheerful pop tune.


Closer was not written or titled to be the majestic close of everything, it just looked and sounded like it was. At the time of recording, all the anguish that Ian was articulating, that the band was supplying the volatile soundtrack to, that Hannett was technologically anchoring, just seemed what was happening at that moment. It was a passing phase: it was a storm they were passing through. When they got to the third album, they presumed, they thought, that the pressure, the emotional and social climate, would all be somewhere else. But no one was really thinking. Everything and everyone was moving too fast. Nothing and no one was moving as fast as Curtis towards a destination he had encoded into his songs.


‘Love Will Tear Us Apart’ does not appear on Closer, just as ‘Transmission’ did not appear on Unknown Pleasures.


In hindsight Closer was a series of blatant suicide notes to a number of people in Ian’s immediate vicinity, who at the time simply looked upon the songs as immensely powerful representations of emotional collapse that had appalling, yet liberating clarity – not actually an emotional collapse.


   The guitars, never as responsible for the melody as the voice, the bass, the drums, or even Hannett’s disquieting way with ambient space and incidental noise, were slipping even further into the background, anticipating a Joy Division that never happened, one that might be more Can and Kraftwerk than Iggy and Reed. The drums that previously seemed to follow or provoke the whirling limbs of Ian’s dancing now seemed to slip into the spaces between order and chaos.


On April 2nd, 3rd and 4th 1980, Joy Division played four concerts in three days, including a support for the Stranglers during which Curtis smashed into the drum kit. April 1980 was torrid for Ian – more illness, more stress, more fits, a fumbling suicide attempt that forced Tony Wilson to consider guest replacements for Ian in the group while he recovered.


April the 8th, a concert in Bury turns into a riot, as if symbolise to Curtis a world that was disintegrating, a life that was over.


   On May 2nd 1980 Joy Division played their last ever show, in Birmingham, in High Hall at the University. The last song they played was ‘Digital’. Joy Division shows often had the speed and fury, and drama and tension, of a conclusion to something, the last time anything so intense could be summoned up for the sake of a night’s entertainment. This one was no different, except not only did it seem like their last concert, it really was their last concert. Joy Division had taken just over two years, less than a thousand days, to leap to this conclusion.


The tour that would have followed the summer hit that ‘Love Will Tear Us Apart’ became never happened – jingling, but mostly jangling, in the charts, the song sounded weirdly bright, if a little numb and preoccupied. The commercial success that the melodies, atmosphere and scale of Closer suggested was just around the corner never happened.


On May 19th Joy Division were due to start their first American tour. Ian was fretting, tossed and tormented by anxiety, struggling to get himself organised, split by his duties to wife, daughter, girlfriend, himself, group, label, album, America, fans, art … struggling to feel well when all around him, life and reality and Manchester and music seemed to be dissolving …


Late on the night of the eighteenth of May, Ian watched a film by Werner Herzog and listened to Iggy Pop’s The Idiot.


‘On Sunday I am turning up my trousers, getting ready for the tour,’ said Stephen Morris. ‘On Monday morning I’m screaming.’


The shock of Ian Curtis’ suicide, as much as the brilliance of his words, would account for a fame that was now heading his dead lost way.


On 29th July 1980 Bernard, Peter and Stephen gave their first appearance without Ian at Manchester’s Beach Club. They were no longer Joy Division. They were not yet New Order.
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Introduction to Piece by Piece/a collection of writings by Paul Morley about Joy Division from 1977 to 2007.


 


When I first started writing about Joy Division halfway through 1977 they weren’t called Joy Division. This is one of the many reasons why, when I first started writing about Joy Division, there wasn’t much to say. For almost a year, as the group struggled vainly to make an impact in a suddenly lively city that suddenly had two or three noted local punk groups, and quite a few not so noted locals, I had nothing much to say about the group. My Joy Division vocabulary was particularly limited. So was theirs.


Initially this was because they weren’t even called Joy Division, and then eventually, even when they were called Joy Division, this was because they still sounded like the group they were before they were called Joy Division. Reading my first brief, tentative reports of the group that was yet to be Joy Division, often brief words buried in reviews of other bands that they were supporting, I was nowhere near completely dismissive, but never particularly sure. There was something about them I quite liked, an idea trying to connect with itself, an impressively misshapen bass guitar turn of phrase, a sudden drop in guitar noise, a stray word of wonder and darkness coming up for fresh air, a look in the eye that was somewhere between scared and momentous, a sudden fitful movement from their lead singer that fell about somewhere between sweet, nervous twitch and sweeping leap into the unknown, but I always seemed to be writing about their potential, what they could become, rather than what they were. For a while I was willing something to happen, sometimes more optimistically than other times. The group themselves, experts at keeping themselves to themselves from quite an early stage, were also willing something to happen, to calculate perhaps how to fit together the bass with the guitar, to come to some conclusion about how the voice would find a place, and what the drums should be doing so that they opened everything up, specifically those earthly factors connected to space and time, rather than pinning everything down to the floor, with punk flatness, where nothing could move.


Enjoying my first few months as a gig reviewer for the New Musical Express, I was already relishing, without really understanding, the power and influence I had to celebrate or condemn, and was happy to slam and knock groups who didn’t live up to my specific but unfocussed standards. I didn’t know it, but in a way I was learning how to write, even as I was writing and being published in a famous, and notorious, national music paper. I was learning how to write while covering the work of local bands whose members I knew and went to gigs with, and who were in their own way learning to do what they were doing as they were doing it.


The young men who were first Warsaw, and then something else entirely, were learning as they went along just what it was to be a rock band, just as I was learning as I went along how and what it was to be a music writer. We knew only too well what we wanted to be, the high, heavy and mind-stirring standards to aim for. We were sure what our dream of achievement was, and we set off with a mixture of naivety, optimism, stupidity, excitement and crude, instinctive talent to try and make it all come true, not really sure if that ultimately meant ever being known beyond a few people in a small local community. But we had to try, because the alternative was staying who and where and what we were, sticking around the time and place we found ourselves, buried in a dusty, desolate post-industrial North that was heading nowhere but back and beyond into its own fixed and to us at the time irrelevant history. The past was all around us, dominating, crushing the present, and what we wanted was the future, a future that would take us with it, to a place wonderfully unspecified. Somehow we knew that the best way to find this future was to help imagine it, to think it up, to force it into place. Without ever really explaining it to ourselves in this way, we were on a mission.


As Joy Division slowly put themselves together, survived their unsteady early months, found their name, searched for a sound, discovered their allies and colleagues and supporters, taking almost a year after their first show to begin to become the group we now think of, I was never entirely convinced, but always stayed positive. I vaguely knew the members of the group. I went to gigs with them, drank in pubs with them. I can’t remember the details of what we might have talked about, but then I can’t remember any conversations I had with anybody during 1976 and 1977. I can only make guesses about where I was and what I was doing and who I was with based on the fact that I started writing about music during this time, and this became a kind of diary offering clues as to who I was and what I was up to.


This slight friendship may account for the fact that, whenever I reviewed the group who were to become Joy Division, I was never as hostile as some. Some reviewers were so hostile it seemed they were instantly dedicated to wiping the group out of history, as if they were metaphysical warrior-spies travelling back in time to ensure that Joy Division would never, in their own time, exist, and be what we now think, or know, or are finding out, that they were, and are. These spies had information that Joy Division would produce important material that would become a major factor in some unimaginable 21st century ideological war.


It was vital that they were stopped, when they were merely Warsaw, of no use to anyone, a group that just vanished overnight after a few earnest performances, stomped on with seemingly inappropriate force by agents anxious that the provocative, imaginative stimulation of Joy Division never took place. How else to account for the need of some early reviewers to so quickly decide that this group, after a little rehearsal and a couple of shows, were so definitively hopeless? Warsaw, though, perversely took strength from the aggressive negativity of some early reviewers, and the indifference of many of their audiences, and used this initial antagonism to fire their energy. It took some time, though, for this energy to build.


I didn’t sneer at the group’s early efforts, but I didn’t wholeheartedly cheer. I never claimed after their first few shows that here, shockingly, gloriously, out of nowhere, wearing grey trousers, Cheshire frowns, Lancashire shoes, serious ties and neatly ironed shirts, was the greatest rock group of all time. However friendly I was with the group, and however much I would like to have said it, it just wasn’t true, and it would have looked like stupid and transparent local favouritism. I took my role seriously enough to make sure I never made absurd claims about the local Manchester musicians. I knew enough to make sure that when I announced in the pages of NME that, say, Howard Devoto was the most important man alive, there was some kind of justification for it.


Oddly enough, I could justify the statement about Howard Devoto then, and actually now more so, now that the history of the time has begun to settle into hard, irreversible shape. (In a few short months, Devoto promoted the Sex Pistols performances at the Lesser Free Trade Hall, played a dozen or so scalding, compressed shows with Buzzcocks, as if Ornette Coleman had fused with Iggy Pop, recorded the austere, incendiary potted punk history of Spiral Scratch and bossily formed Magazine to send the language of punk spiralling off into a multitude of potential directions. His mighty, particular brain was leaking all over the city, and as a consequence, as he said in one of his songs, the future ain’t what it was.)


With Warsaw, quiet, inarticulate lads whose brains weren’t really bubbling like Devoto’s, I could tell, perhaps, that even though the kind of group they talked about being hadn’t yet materialised, it was always worth giving them the benefit of the doubt. They were working hard, even as they had day jobs, to achieve their dream, the first stage of which was to give up those day jobs, and become full-time musicians. I think we talked about Brian Eno, Patti Smith, John Cale, Kraftwerk, Can, Iggy and David Bowie, which would have been about as intimate as we were going to get, and perhaps I was subconsciously intrigued enough to be patient enough to see how they could turn their influences into their own sound.


Possibly, we didn’t talk about music at all, and I am merely guessing in hindsight that this is what we must have talked about. I presume we must have talked about new records, and upcoming gigs, and what Howard Devoto’s new group Magazine were going to sound like. I suppose we agreed on the kind of new punk music that we liked, and the kind of punk music we were disappointed by that just seemed to be copying the early pioneers, the Clash, the Pistols, Buzzcocks. I think we were taking very seriously the idea that it was important to invest our time and energy into music that was intelligent and innovative rather than superficial and obvious. But I might just be assuming that’s what we were talking about, considering everything that has happened since.


Perhaps we lent each other albums that we had saved up for and bought at the tiny new Virgin Records store just off Piccadilly. Perhaps we made plans to travel to the nearby cities of Liverpool or Sheffield to see X-Ray Spex and the Rezillos. Perhaps we stood next to each other and nodded knowingly, or jumped about like thrilled white kids struck dumb and lucid by something so new it just seemed entirely right, when Talking Heads and the Ramones played at the Electric Circus. Morrissey was just a few yards to our left, his head in his own particular clouds. Perhaps we just gossiped about girls and football. Did we mention Jean-Luc Godard, T. S. Eliot and Neu? I don’t think we ever did.


I think, after guitarist Barney showed me some artwork he had designed for the debut Warsaw EP, that we might have talked about swastikas and sundry nazi imagery, just so that we all knew where we stood in terms of our relationship to the particular kettle of fishiness, but, again, I am just assuming that’s what we must have done, because what has happened since indicates that this is how it must have been. History takes shape based on the events occurring after the fact as much as at the time, as facts, guesses and memories are pummelled into a shape that resembles something we might call truth, until we decide we might as well call it truth.


At the time I never factored in the reality that, as the Warsaw boys and I talked in tiny back-street Manchester pubs, about Manchester City and/or the relationship between Sun Ra, Ezra Pound and the MC5, I was already something of a professional. I had become the local Manchester critic for the New Musical Express, able to give exposure to local groups in an influential magazine where every week we would read about mythical giants like Bowie, Eno, Ferry, Jagger, and the mysterious seeming new New York where the future was forming by the drugged, driven second around the mouths, hair and t-shirts of punk pop poets like Richard Hell, Patti Smith and Tom Verlaine.


When three members of the group that became Joy Division, plus a drummer who was to drop out of history the way some drummers do, played their first show, the advance literature advertising the show – I imagine a few posters and leaflets, but mostly just word of mouth – announced that they were to be called Stiff Kittens. This was a name offered to them by the manager of Buzzcocks, Richard Boon. A keen, active part of the local music community rapidly forming during early 1977, he was pleased to help out these eager, slightly distracted young lads. For a while, rumour suggested that the name was in fact recommended by Pete Shelley, the Buzzcocks guitarist and new lead singer following Devoto’s smashing, melodramatic exit. He thought of the name possibly because his pet cat gave birth to some kittens that quickly died. At the time, the idea of using a name given to you by someone who was to some extent a local pop star seemed to give your group a kind of boost. You were flattered by association. Buzzcocks, after all, had already released a real, if defiantly surreal, seven-inch EP record on their own New Hormones label, Spiral Scratch, which had received great reviews in the national music press and was selling thousands of copies around the country. They were negotiating with major labels in London. They surely knew what they were doing.


The group had been leading up to this show for a few months, and somehow their indecision about a name symbolised that they were not really sure about what they were and who they were. You need a great name to help create a truly great group, a name that uses language to almost invent new words, representing a new approach not just to pop music, but to life, art and the very next day. A great name for a group can make every day seem like it’s going to lead to a great very next day, not least because of the songs this group produces on the back of their great name.


They, the group who were to become Warsaw, and then something else, just wanted to be in a group, because in Manchester, in 1977, a few months after the Sex Pistols had visited the city on four occasions with noisy, hysterically precise messages of support and inspiration, new groups were forming by the week. Hidden away in derelict rehearsal rooms and cramped houses across an area that stretched from the mazy centre of the city out into the unassuming suburbs nestled on the edges of hostile moors, scores of concerned young men were forming themselves into the shape of some kind of new rock group that mixed glamorous rock history with rock-solid local accents. Some of these groups imagined that being in a group like the Sex Pistols, causing trouble and potentially even threatening the stability of the government, the music industry and the nation itself, would be some kind of laugh. Some of these groups were quite happy to sound like the Sex Pistols, as if that was easy, just a case of cutting your hair, rubbing together a couple of chords, smashing drums, and shouting loudly about snot and royalty. Some of these groups knew that to sound like the Sex Pistols or the Clash was utterly missing the point, that to capture the spirit of those groups you must not sound like them, but sound like the next step on, even the next step after that, if not the one after that.


When the group that would be Joy Division played this first show, on Sunday May 29th, in 1977, at the Electric Circus, supporting Buzzcocks and Newcastle’s Penetration, they were known as Warsaw. The name was an improvement on Stiff Kittens, but only just. Its source was a David Bowie song from the Low album – which contained music that seemed to drift up from someplace that was exactly between Manchester and Mars – but you couldn’t really tell. It seemed a little dull, a little dented, and even a bit thick compared to the names of the Manchester groups that belonged to the intelligentsia. The Fall – with its blunt, cloudy hints of the mind of Albert Camus – and Buzzcocks and Magazine, these were the groups Warsaw had their immediate eye on, groups that had been inspired by the Sex Pistols – and Bowie, Eno and Can – not to sound like they were merely copying others, but to sound worthy of existing alongside the greats. It was early days, already Buzzcocks and the Fall sounded like they might actually have created cracking uniqueness … and forming in the shadows, somewhere between the Manchester Ship Canal and the view from Franz Kafka’s office window, you could just tell from the name Magazine, and rumours that they were covering Captain Beefheart and setting Beckett to song, that Devoto’s new outfit were not going to be routine. Warsaw sounded like they’d just opened up an atlas, as if their imagination didn’t travel further than just nicking the name of a city, or turning an exotic Bowie title into something flat and featureless. (Oddly enough, Low would have been the better name, but at the time that was a bit like calling yourself Hunky Dory.)


This first Warsaw show was reviewed in the New Musical Express, because I was the local reviewer for the paper, and I was at the show, excited as always to be reviewing Buzzcocks, the first group I ever wrote about for the New Musical Express. At the time, I didn’t think about it, because what was happening was just happening, and I took it for granted that I was reviewing for the New Musical Express, the best music paper in the world, even though it had been my ambition since I was fourteen to write for it. Now that I was writing for NME, it seemed absurdly natural, or it was a dream that I didn’t want to ruin by thinking about it too much. I didn’t think about how odd it was that Warsaw were playing their first ever gig as a group that was roughly based on the idea of a group, and their first nervy, tentative moments were going to be reviewed in a national music paper. I hadn’t yet fully realised that when my reviews were published in the NME, the local groups who were reviewed didn’t see pale, skinny me from Stockport, just turned twenty, with crude new Richard Hell haircut and cheap straight trousers, proud and stunned that I was getting space in the NME, actually having my name in print, but the NME itself, which was kind of a big thing. They were, in a way, however new and fresh and unformed, being seen by the nation. It might be important for their careers, even their lives, that they got positive attention in music papers like the NME.


The first thing I wrote about Warsaw was this review of their first ever concert. I didn’t write it thinking I must be careful about what I say because it might become something read in years to come, saved not just by books but by a vast new electronic saving system which will hang onto just about everything ever written and become a version of the consciousness of the entire planet. I wrote it, I think, thinking, I want to be a great writer, better than I was last week, and I want to get across the feeling of what it is like to be in this very special place at this very special time, and for whatever reason I happen to be the one getting a chance to write about it. I might just have thought, I hope the NME accept this review, and print it without changing it much, and don’t give it too silly a headline. I may well have written it wondering whether I should send it by first class post, or second class.


At this stage, I was posting my reviews, which created, for me at least, an intoxicating kind of magic – I would post the reviews at my local postbox around the corner from our Heaton Moor house, addressed to the slightly intimidating and quite cryptic live editor Phil McNeill, and then, a few days later, this review would appear in the copy of the NME that I would buy at the newsagents a few yards from the postbox where I had posted it. Sometimes the review I had written might be on the same page as something written by the established NME writers such as Nick Kent, Charles Shaar Murray and Ian MacDonald, writers I had read and loved since the early 1970s. It was almost too much to bear, seeing a piece of my writing actually printed in the NME underneath a review by Kent or Murray, who were so famous they would actually have their own pictures in the paper at the top of their interviews. I would buy the NME at the newsagents, check my review, and walk in a kind of daze back to my house, daydreaming about how astonishing it would be if one day my photograph would be printed in the paper above something I had written.


The second thing I wrote about Warsaw was in a piece for the NME about the Manchester music scene as it was forming in the months after the Sex Pistols concerts during 1976. I barely mentioned them, mainly because they barely existed, had hardly played, had only a handful of songs, and it was not possible to detect the shape, and depth, of a future Joy Division in the way they played. There was no way anyone could have predicted that such a thing, such a noise, such a story lay ahead. Warsaw seemed destined to fade away, perhaps becoming a kind of footnote to the Manchester post-punk history, like the blazing, magnificently primitive Worst from unsunny, unlikely Preston. I said as much about Warsaw the second time I wrote about them, an opinion based, more or less, on a couple of quite rocky shows, and possibly the fact that as friends of mine, people I actually knew, like school friends or something, they seemed to be just an example of the kind of workmanlike local group that never went beyond their own area. The only thing, perhaps, on their side, which I seemed to be detecting, as if through a swirling mist, was their absolute self-belief, and their commitment to the making of themselves into something special.


They hadn’t begun to master how to turn their ideas and ambition, their references, taste and style, into their own music. This same inability to turn dream into reality was also true with my writing, which, like Warsaw, was full of hopeful energy, and ambition, and primitive technical ability, and a desire to avoid dispiriting cliché. I wanted to invent new ways of writing about music, because the writers I liked best tended to write about music in a way that almost verged on a kind of fiction, underpinned with what seemed to me to be fervent intellectual bite. My ambition to be a new Richard Meltzer, Nick Tosches, Lenny Kaye, Nick Kent was not yet achieved, beyond the occasional worked-up hint that I could be more than a keen, curious fanzine writer lifted above my station by a music paper looking for new writers to report on the new post-punk music that was emerging fast and furious around the nation. During 1977, I was proving quite useful for the NME, writing not only reviews of established bands visiting Manchester – my first live reviews for the paper after my life-changing Buzzcocks review were of Mott, David Essex and Cockney Rebel – but energetically and conscientiously covering the Manchester music inspired by punk. The editors at the NME might not have believed that what was happening up north was as vital and fascinating as I was making out, but they were content that a thriving new area of musical activity was at least being covered.


I didn’t mention it at the time, and I’ve since learnt that it sometimes does help to reveal personal background to what you are writing, to explain certain passions, even the occasional inconsistency, but my Manchester piece was written a few days after my father committed suicide at the age of 40. It might be a surprise to you – it is to me – that I write in the piece that ‘Manchester is a great place to be’ just days after my father had in a deliberately suffocating way issued his ultimate verdict on the quality of the area. I think I was trying to convince myself that all was well, give or take the obvious, which I was obviously going to keep to myself, or at least I was keen not to let my father’s rude interruption spoil the party that I was having as new Manchester venues opened up, and new people, who I could call my friends, were forming a community that I had a part to play in.


The review of Buzzcocks, Penetration and Warsaw was published the week before my father drove from Stockport down to Gloucester and dramatically cut off his supply of oxygen, until he was in no need anymore of oxygen. It was published a couple of weeks after I posted it to Phil McNeill, who sometimes took his time working out whether what I had written had any grounds in reality. Sometimes he just waited until he had a hole to fill, was lacking review copy, and would slip in one of mine. Sometimes the post was slow, and a review of mine would trundle into the live reviews section a couple of weeks late.


I only realise that this was the last review published in the NME before my father died as I write this, that this review is perhaps the last thing he ever read that I wrote – if indeed he was interested in reading what I was writing, or was in any kind of state to be bothered, although in his briefcase, found next to his body, there were a number of copies of my fanzine Out There, which contained the first thing I ever wrote about Buzzcocks.


I think new things about my father’s death just about every day, especially now I am ten years older than he was when he died and the amount of history and experience that accumulates in my imagination ready to be sorted through reaches sensational proportions. This growing memory often features an appearance by my father, who died just as I was becoming the someone I am today, the writer, and indeed the writer of large amounts of material about the year 1977, when my father died, as well as Bolan, Presley and Groucho, and I saw the first concerts by Warsaw, the Fall, Pete Shelley’s Buzzcocks and Magazine.


I think of him heading toward certain death, a position he had practically established for himself, reading this review of Buzzcocks, Penetration and Warsaw, wondering what on earth I was going on about, but perhaps relieved that I might be able to survive, somehow, without him, because I had found some kind of odd calling, and, at least, had a job. I had found work, which I often think he worried about – that I would never really find a job, a career, in the way that he never did. That I would drift from one failed occupation to another, until finally I drifted into a kind of cul-de-sac of hopelessness, where the only occupation that seemed likely was a final cancelling out of ambition, a dive into a vacuum where you do not, as far as we know, need a job.


Apart from his funeral, and the inquest, writing the Manchester article is the one vivid memory I have of the dense, done-in days following his death. Our sprawling, depleted semi-detached house in Heaton Moor was still and somehow always dark, and I sat cross-legged in the front room at a large, pale green, metal office typewriter my father had salvaged from somewhere he was working and gave me for my eighteenth birthday. I was sat on a brand new carpet, which I believe was the colour of death, that he had himself cut and nailed into position the weekend before he matter-of-factly set off for the abyss.


Using all the inside knowledge I had picked up going out just about every night in the few months leading up to my dad’s fairly inconvenient self-destruction, I made what was happening in Manchester at the time seem, almost, to be a matter of life and death. I might have written it in such a way even if my father had not died, but the feeling that I am on some kind of adventure, determined to put Manchester on the map, and therefore put me on the map, is infused with a sense that, offstage, off the page, just beyond my immediate thoughts, something else is going on, or emphatically not going on. Something has apparently just happened that forces me to cling onto reality by exaggerating, or just honestly relating, but with a sense that I have just been issued with some kind of challenge, the nature of things at the time.


There is no doubt that, after the suicide in our family, my writings, about music, Manchester and myself, all of which fused for a while into one mysterious element, were written with a sense of urgency and importance, as if somehow I could escape this ferocious blow to my universe, or make sense of it, by concentrating on my imagination and its immediate surroundings. Eventually, the band that became Joy Division became the focus for this intense concentration, but at the time of writing, the Manchester piece in the NME was the first sign of how I was trying to deal with the shock of what had just happened. Howard Devoto, my first real local music love, was attracting all my striving, excited attention, and the thought of him, how I could write about his volatile alertness, was influencing my desire to write about music in a way that matched, and then surpassed, my favourite writers. The Fall, roughly magnificent after just a handful of their own shows, their very first at the end of May, six days before Warsaw’s, seemed to be another way I might target my urgent need to find – as anxious, learning writer and grotesquely disappointed, shook-up and aimless Stockport lad – hope, salvation and certainty.


In the end, the Fall, as anchored to the bastard backstreet eloquence and snappy, stubborn extremism of their singer Mark E. Smith, were just too committed, wonderfully but savagely, to writing songs that appeared to me to be always locked in a place that reminded me too much of the place I found myself in the seconds, minutes, hours and then, to an extent, months and years after I learned of my father’s suicide. Mark E. Smith didn’t provide me with the idea of change, of rebirth, that I was looking for. He was exactly what he was always going to be as soon as the first Fall played their first show, as if he had already picked out in his buggered, brilliant head the songs and albums and jackets and rhythms and melodies and gigs and drinks and arguments and shoes and musicians and marriages and blackouts and birthdays he would live through in the decades to come. He couldn’t possibly pack all that livid, lived-in life into one first night, but he could begin as he meant to go on, knowing that it was going to take about 50 years to spew and splatter his existential pop spleen right into the jerky heart of a cold, unforgiving universe. When Warsaw began, there was no such plan, no such sense of destiny. There was just a vague idea based on a vague urge connected to a vague feeling that ahead there was a sort of vagueness that it would be quite pleasing to somehow sort out. I identified significantly with this kind of vagueness. Mark E. Smith’s coruscating confidence in his own terrible, fully formed genius verged on the indecent, and, although extravagantly entertaining, did not point me towards intellectual and emotional salvation.


There was absolutely no way at the time that I would have imagined that I would one day transfer my antic, nervous, post-death-of-father allegiances to my raw, profoundly unsure mates, Warsaw, or what – would you believe it? – they were to become. After all, by the time I wrote the Manchester piece, they were so young, they were so new to being, that they didn’t yet know how to walk, or talk, or come up with a combination of riff and rhythm that could, depending on the circumstances, call into question the very foundation of consciousness. They were still crawling, and any consciousness, and questioning of, was only appearing in the most basic, blatant ways.


In the Manchester piece, making my second quick, friendly mention of the group that were to become Joy Division, I almost relegate them from history before they have a chance to properly apply for a place. Oddly – possibly because of where my head was as I wrote the piece, somewhere inside the typewriter I was banging on as grief gathered around me in my house, settling on my shoulders like a kind of breathing, seething dust – I express near-affection for Slaughter and the Dogs. This group had almost caused me to be thrown out of the second Sex Pistols performance at the Lesser Free Trade Hall, for heckling their lead singer, and, I am ashamed and/or pleased to say, throwing peanuts at him. I am not too sure why I had peanuts with me at the time, but they seemed to be the correct missile for hurling at a group who I considered to be, let’s say, not quite as sensational as the other group who supported the Pistols that night, Buzzcocks.


However it happened, writing in my Heaton Moor front room under a darkened sky, strapped in by a determination to finish the piece – because you never know, having just been through what I’d been through, I might never write again – I seem almost jauntily confident about Slaughter and the Dogs’ future. I had made my mind up after what must have been maybe three performances by Warsaw that their future was not so assured. My predicting skills seem a little shaky in this piece, possibly because I was a little disconcerted by the abrupt removal of my dad, who had been clearly amazed that I had done what I said that I’d do, get a job on the NME, which I think to him was about as likely as me reading the news on the BBC from the heart of the sun. He was so amazed he decided he might as well finish his life early, not bothering to hang around and wait for the moment I would interview, say, Mick Jagger. I might also have been a bit erratic in anticipating the ultimate direction of pop history, because everything in Manchester was happening so fast that the few days I had taken off, due to unforeseen circumstances, from my main task of going out and maintaining contact with the very scene I was here commenting on meant that I was momentarily out of touch. I wasn’t around to witness what was happening, and I momentarily lost my grip on the history that was forming around me.


Luckily, in my very first mention of Warsaw, who would end up as Joy Division, who would end up ending up, I finish on a fine note of optimism. This is how it should be. It is a necessary part of the history that the writer who ends up writing for 30 years about Joy Division first mentioned the group, or the group that were to become the group, in a favourable light. He spotted something, just, at the very beginning of a story that eventually would be told in a number of different ways, in a number of different forms, including the way he chose to tell it, which included as much speculation, if not more, than fact.


And so I found myself at the beginning of the story of Joy Division, which was removed, slightly, from my own story, which was connected, immensely, to the story of my father’s suicide, which, as you can imagine, was the end of his story. There might, indeed, be something in the idea that as my father’s story ended, the story of Joy Division more or less began, which gave me something to write about, and which also ended in suicide. Even with my experience of suicide, and the way suicide takes you by surprise even when you knew it would happen all along, that second suicide was still a hell of a surprise. Along the way it might be that as I wrote about one suicide story I was writing about another suicide, even if I didn’t know it, even if at the time one suicide hadn’t yet happened, even if I didn’t admit that just as much as there was a suicide in the story of Joy Division, there was also a suicide in my story.


I watched Warsaw play their first shaky, innocent show, in close proximity to Manchester’s finest and most fundamentally, but deliciously, eccentric. Suicide, anyone’s suicide, was a long way from my mind. First of all, I had to think of something to say about this new group who I liked as people, and who I wanted to be good, even great. Once that was out of the way, once I’d found some words that to some extent accurately set up the situation, words that in the long run would reasonably fit into the history that words like this help provide, who knew what was going to happen?
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Live review – Buzzcocks/Penetration/Warsaw, Manchester, 29 May 1977, New Musical Express (published 18 June).




 





There is undoubtedly a great deal of refining and cleaning to be done on Buzzcocks’ material before the album they can so definitely record comes along, but the essential material exists. Their established repertoire is one of the most packed and highlighted of any new band, only its unfinished quality and Pete Shelley’s occasionally faltering voice standing between the band and a welcome, traditional pop album full of catchy, danceable potential hit singles.


The qualities of Buzzcocks’ tunes lie not in any aggression or rawness but in their tightness, pace, in their ability to lay a ‘memorable melody’ over a basic drone riff, to surprise with twists and hooks and often to equate words with music.


Buzzcocks are, dear Sun readers, a pop group not a punk-rock group. It needs either Mickie Most or Brian Eno to be brought in to emphasise that point. The band have the material; now it’s all down to performance.


Their development as a pop group – closer to Herman’s Hermits than the Velvet Underground but with sharpness and sympathy, anger and frustration bleaching the teen romance with realism – dates perhaps directly back to the time the legendary Howard Devoto left the band. Where Devoto would quote Georg Büchner – ‘Every man’s a chasm, it makes you dizzy when you look down in’ – Shelley would quote Gary Glitter – ‘D’you wanna be in my gang?’


The songs from the Devoto period, including all four tracks off the multi-levelled EP Spiral Scratch, are still played, but less harshly, often with a sense of naïve vulnerability. The new songs are sheer Shelley and more directly commercial than previous tunes. They are mostly love songs, but they have things to say, without forgetting the little things in life. They are very poppy: ‘What Do I Get?’, ‘Love Battery’, ‘Whatever Happened To’, and ‘Fast Cars’, produced properly, are all hits.


At the Electric Circus at the end of May they played a spirited if hardly inspired set, interrupted by faults and buzzin’ and things. Being local heroes they could do no wrong. Their first encore was ‘Love Battery’, the second a repeat of the standard ‘Boredom’, during which Shelley’s amp packed up. They departed to cheers. Buzzcocks are unique: time will tell.


The Fab Four were ably assisted with supplying all with a high above average quidsworth by two bands and two almost legendary local characters.


Warsaw have been searching for a drummer for many weeks, their stickman for the night uncovered only the night before. There’s a quirky cockiness about the lads that made me think for some reason of the Faces. Twinkling evil charm. Perhaps they play a little obviously but there’s an elusive spark of dissimilarity from the newer bands that suggests that they’ve plenty to play around with, time no doubt dictating tightness and eliminating odd bouts of monotony. The bass player had a moustache. I liked them and will like them even more in six months’ time.


Manchester’s one and only new wave beat poet then ambled up to the mike, the stringy, impossibly wordy John Cooper Clarke. His genuinely individualistic poems are thick, funny, rhythmic and plentiful. An eagerly awaited first volume of word shots is a guaranteed best-seller.


Penetration travelled down from Newcastle, and are the kind of new wave muzak exponents every town should have. They seemed nervous and oddly angular except for the faintly erotic boiler suit clad chick singer, who aimed hard for psychotic stares but seemed put out by the vigour and enthusiasm of the Manchester audience. There was an overeager reaction to Penetration’s unimaginative and bulky set, but any band who can conclude with such a compact version of ‘Free Money’ I’ll go see again.


The evening was finished off by the new wave’s very own Alf Roberts, Jon the Postman, whose acapella ‘Louie Louie’ routine, executed with the vigour of a starving puma – snarls, swearing, punching – is a well loved treat on local stages. Buzzcocks may well bring both Jon the Postman and John Cooper Clarke along to future gigs. You have been warned.
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An early summary of the Manchester music scene, post-Sex Pistols – New Musical Express, 30 July 1977.




 





Manchester as a Rock and Roll town just didn’t use to exist. It fed dutifully off London, and there were frequent visits from groups to the big halls; Free Trade, Belle Vue and Hard Rock.


Manchester had its place on the provincial touring lists alongside Birmingham, Newcastle, Liverpool, and Glasgow, but towards the end of 1975 it looked like losing even that position among the groovy out-of-town venues.


There were a few low-lit dives where bodies jerked moronically and automatically to what was at times termed ‘progressive’ and ‘underground’ rock; records churned out repeatedly and monotonously until it reached a stage of spoon feeding. A few local bands performed proudly, regurgitating the same spoon-fed sounds. Some of them smiled occasionally.


I tell you, it was a very boring place to be – it had no identity, no common spirit or motive. It was probably a reflection of the country at large.


Just as Manchester was about to fizzle out completely, Howard Devoto formed a group, Buzzcocks, and wrote the words to a song, ‘Boredom’, ‘You know me I’m acting dumb. You know the scene, very humdrum. Boredom, boredom, boredom.’


A year later, people smile, know each other, help each other, are part of each other. It’s a recognisable community. There are more venues, smaller and friendlier; the glorious Sunday nights at the Electric Circus, Rafters, the late lamented Oaks and the Ranch Bar. A lot more minor groups visit and 90 per cent of the time are eager to return.


Manchester is a great place to be now. There is grimness, determination, humour and awareness. The scene has unfolded rather than exploded but it’s very much there and alive.




 





Howard Devoto is not acting dumb anymore. The scene isn’t humdrum anymore. Certainly not in the Devoto vicinity. He resides comfortably among his favourite homely artefacts in a place called Lower Broughton, and spends his time answering the phone, taming weasels under the cocktail cabinet, and smiling at the quasi-Brechtian get-up-and-go influences in a great deal of what is quaintly termed ‘new wave rock’.


Lower Broughton lies messily, with plenty of those red-brick, cracked-window locations popular in mid-sixties pop snaps, just outside Manchester. And right now Manchester is the centre for a happening, menacing, attitude-rich movement that – to use an easy and no doubt misplaced equation – rivals the mythical creative flush of sixties Liverpool in its fun, potential, and importance.


Things are happening in Manchester. Devoto knows, quietly. Devoto is important, quietly. Unique; a stupid word, but in this case true.


Devoto used to be the singer and lyricist for Buzzcocks, Manchester’s first new wave band, but he discovered that he is perhaps more a dramatist than a performer. Typifying his skilful, almost absurdist dialogue technique with lyrics is ‘Boredom’, surely a genuine classic. The song is a curious assimilation of the central force behind Samuel Beckett’s play Waiting for Godot, which, equally curiously, relates to the initial idealism of punk/new wave; that the pattern is desperate and yet the movement paradoxically hopeful.


Devoto left Buzzcocks six months back, one of the reasons being a cleverly masked reluctance to perform on stage. He’s still searching for a comfortable way to perform his work. His importance, and that of Buzzcocks, cannot be overlooked in terms of Manchester’s growth to what it is now; a pretty hot place to be.


For a start, it was Devoto who first brought the Sex Pistols up to Manchester – twice – thus establishing an early reputation that Manchester was a good place for punk bands to play. This was back in June ’76. Devoto realised the importance of the Pistols from early on; ‘The Pistols certainly helped lead the way for me. Some of our songs had been around not quite formulated for a few months before I saw them play. I’m not very good at envisaging finished musical product. I knew what I wanted to say but I couldn’t see how. The Pistols made me realise how I could express what I was trying to say.’


The Pistols were the final influential ingredient in a strange creative stew. Devoto already knew that the music should be fast: ‘…The Stooges, obviously. It was so simple almost anyone could play it, but it was effective. That was what I wanted.’


Devoto is an individualist, more in love with vitality and vigour of personality than morality. He has more control of language than any of his immediate contemporaries and more complexity. This was another factor in his quitting Buzzcocks: a frustration that fans and critics alike tended to overlook the subtleties of his presentation, ignore the rich and lively language of the songs.


‘I formed Buzzcocks’ – a pop group whatever else – ‘because I wanted to get across what I was saying in the market place, not in a small office in a tower block. People, I wanted people to hear.’


That people largely missed in performance the intense overlay of repetition in ‘Boredom’; the vain and humiliating urgency of desire in ‘Time’s Up’; the sharp fusion of terror and habit in ‘Breakdown’; and the odd surrealistic vitality of ‘Friends of Mine’ (all tracks off their Spiral Scratch EP) is, to understate, unfortunate.




 





For the first few months of what must loosely be termed ‘the Movement’, Buzzcocks evolved alongside the Clash, the Damned, the Pistols and the rest to much the same universal misunderstanding and were the only new Manchester rock band.


They played one of their first gigs at the Ranch in Manchester, the congregation centre for those with pins in their sleeve, frustration (however mild or forced) in their heart, and action in their mind; much the same as the lower level of the Roxy. ‘It was from here that we thought that something would happen, that bands would form,’ says Devoto. ‘A lot of what Buzzcocks tried to do in the early days was inspire.’


In fact, not a lot happened. Slaughter and the Dogs gradually remodelled their ideals, and the Drones cautiously materialised out of some hazy previous incarnation. Little else.


At the end of ’76 Manchester had two visits from the ‘Anarchy’ tour, which undoubtedly intensified the city’s reputation as a place to play and inspired many more fans into the fold, so to speak.


During 1976 Buzzcocks had led the way in Manchester, showed what could be done. Early 1977 was when Devoto bade farewell and Spiral Scratch was released. Buzzcocks now gained Pete Shelley, whose warmth and sympathetic psychological acuteness is in direct contrast to Devoto’s mystery and invulnerability, and who contributes Peter Pan vocals and off-the-wall guitar. Steve Diggle plays furious elbow-tugging rhythm guitar, Garth is on courteous bass and John Maher on almost technoflash drums.


Their abstract avant-garde style has set them way apart from anyone else on the Manchester scene. Shelley’s new songs are propelled by genuine social and personal indignation, his interpretation of Devoto’s work possibly the correct procedure – a natural performer idiosyncratically delivering the songs of a natural writer. There is something precious, special and different about Buzzcocks that’s still waiting to be exploited.


Howard Devoto, meanwhile, has not disappeared. No way. His involvement with Buzzcocks still exists, via both management and New Hormones, the label which released Spiral Scratch, and which he co-owns with Richard Boon, Buzzcocks’ manager. But it’s as an artist that Devoto can and should excel. Devoto is not a minor writer! As far as I can see he is not content to sit back and accept a passive role. Like Samuel Beckett, who has surely influenced Devoto more than anyone or anything, his prominent theme is the absurdity of existence.


Devoto is forming a group to play ‘fast and slow music’, probably for record only. Wait.




 





From highbrow to glorious lowbrow pop music and Manchester’s two top shots for the huge gap only Eater and the Hot Rods ever looked like filling; Fast Pop. The Drones and Slaughter and the Dogs are the groups in question, and if Buzzcocks are by far and away number one, then these two bands have worked admirably hard for the number two spot in popularity.


It’s been a good few months since I viewed the lamentable debut gigs of both these bands, and since then it’s been intriguing and gratifying to see them both sharpen their ideals, dragging their previous faiths into new disciplines. Surely this is the initial basis for what has sprouted into an increasingly ugly monster – speed, aggression, beat enthusiasm, a variable amount of ego fulfilment plus frustration and that essential anti-apathy ingredient.


The differences between the two bands date from previous incarnations – the Dogs very much Bowie-Ronson/Reed, the Drones a wishful attempt to supply the missing link between Quo and Iggy. Probably both would still be turning out the same thing if not for the Ramones, Rotten and Strummer.


And that’s the point; their songs are now faster, tighter and sharper and more exciting. Both bands are unrecognisable compared to their beginnings, and that’s the way it should be. Both have commercial possibilities and neither mind a little manipulation as long as they’re stars and get to sign a few autographs. There was some talk a while back of them doing a tour together, which would have been a whammer if not for conflicting personalities (aah … healthy rivalry) and difficulties about who would go on first (it would’ve had to be a sharing arrangement!).


The development of the Dogs has a slightly perverse quality about it. At the beginning their hammy theatrics detracted from whatever quality their flashy glam rock had, but gradually the frills were dropped and they concentrated emphatically on sheer musical impact. Playing with the Damned in London at the end of last year they were a shameless bubble-gum rock band, thrashing out with enthusiastic abandon rough, cute, speeded-up ‘Suffragette City/Queen Bitch/Sweet Jane’ variations that couldn’t but fail to delight.


They played it refreshingly straight visually, which was thought by many to be a hindrance. Playing with the Damned didn’t help, and these days the Dogs are visually just plain silly. Lead singer Wayne Barratt covers himself in talcum powder, which once was a neat idea, and guitarist Mike Rossi, who knows all the right moves, mercilessly crams them down the audience’s throat. Visually they impose when they don’t need to; their music does it all for them. Simply, the band seem to have become sloppy, appear reluctant to continue the shrewd sharpening of their approach and, since the beginning of the year, have become static.


But who can deny that they’ve a great future? I want to see them on Top of the Pops. It’s their natural habitat.


The Drones’ natural habitat is the stage. At times they echo the thrill and thrash of Quo at full throttle, but their songs are too short and well constructed for any monotony to set in. They have no great songs but a series of up-front sharp moves that aim purely for the body and the feet.


Their improvement since the early days is marked. The difference between, say, the early version of ‘Hard on Me’ (a track off their new EP Temptations of a White Collar Worker) and the new version is like the difference between Kiss and the Ramones. On stage they refuse to let up, and although it’s difficult to see in which direction they’re heading, they are fine entertainers and definitely for you if Led Zep flipped you until the Damned swayed you.




 





If these are the three biggies there are others aiming to challenge. It’s since March things have noticeably developed. The nice people at the Electric Circus wisely booked new wave acts for each Sunday, and the late lamented Oaks in Chorlton saturated May ’77 with little-known London groups like the Genet-nasty Siouxsie and the Banshees, the Vibrators, the Adverts, and the degraded beauty of the Slits.


The two literary catalysts for Manchester activity – Ghast Up and Shy Talk – stuttered out their first editions; primitive popzines, potentially important, nervously requesting interviews, urging involvement. Manchester buzzed.


As Buzzcocks’ Spiral Scratch sales reached the 8,000 mark, as Slaughter and the Dogs’ single ‘Cranked Up Really High’ was released on their Rabid label, as the Drones prepared their Temptations EP the next wave of Manchester bands finally surged into view, cementing the city as perhaps the healthiest, most uncluttered new music centre. The Fall, Warsaw, Ed Banger and the Nosebleeds, the Worst; something for everyone.


The Fall have prompted quotes like ‘I thought the Clash were political until I saw you.’ Their approach is perhaps too serious – maybe they strip rock of its fun? Perhaps they’re not even a rock ’n’ roll band? They are. The guitarist’s slashing chording is the anger of frustration solidified into burning sound, the simplicity of the lady keyboardist’s embellishment a self-mocking intrusion. The singer is an angry, concerned narrator, the rhythm clever and neutral.


Their words are voiced, clipped ideologies, entertainment for radicals maybe – but they have something to say and they try to say it to as many people as possible. A Henry Cow approach, the contradictory collision of form and content always apparent in such earnest and undiluted political quests should prove an interesting barrier to overcome.


With the sad demise of the Derelicts, the Fall could stand alone as a genuinely committed, politically agile rock ’n’ roll band, without, say, the Clash’s superficial fluency.


Warsaw are one of many recent new wave functional bands; easily digestible, doomed maybe to eternal support spots. Whether they will find a style of their own is questionable, but probably not important. Their instinctive energy often compensates for the occasional lameness of their songs, but they seem unaware of the audience when performing.


Ed Banger and the Nosebleeds are interesting but only in a mild, smirky way. They used to be a terrible collection of directionless yobs carving out laughable mish-mash songs for largely uncaring audiences, until a guy called Vini – who used to run the Oaks – grabbed hold of them and shook them into the disciplined, artless new wave functionals they are today. With correct manipulation – and Vini has the consciousness and fingers to work the strings wonderfully – they could fill the gap left by Hello.


There is no gap for the Worst to fill. Only the Slits’ early gigs or the odd Prefects passages give some idea as to the Worst’s expressionist style. They are a Punk Rock group; new wave is such an effeminate term. They stand for all the freedoms that can be imagined. They voice brutal imaginations of blurred everyday themes – urban alienation, distortion, depersonalisation – and their style is, by liberal intellectual standards, destructive and antisocial.


The band use the most primitive techniques and riffs imaginable, and their singer squalls words about oppression, depression, and most other -essions with a Kevin Coyne-like intensity.


Their act is split into five or six sections, each of which is different each time it’s played. They improvise words on the spot, most often distilled shorts; Daily Mirror rape stories, dole statistics, Forum explanatory articles, all crudely illuminated with terse verses, and demands for action.


Dole queue rock? ‘Fuck, I’m glad to get paid for doing nothing,’ singer Allan explains. The song ‘Gimme the Money’ greedily explores his attitude while ‘Police’ is a furious account of paranoia as awareness. The Worst are agonising and totally enjoyable.


With Buzzcocks, the Fall, and the Worst, Manchester has two genuine new wave rock groups (new as in … new), and possibly the only genuine punk rock group. They are certainly three of the most provoking, eccentric and entertaining of new (and thus all) British rock bands.




 





The cause of Manchester buzzing so hard on the new wave front (the beach?), not only in terms of music but with an undeniable sense of communal comradeship and involvement, is difficult to explain completely. It’s been a cumulative effect, painfully slow initially, that’s sped almost too fast to see lately. It was initiated certainly by the first two Pistols gigs, continued by the second two on the ‘Anarchy’ tour, and maintained by Buzzcocks’ steady willingness to remain in Manchester and be repeatedly, often derogatorily tagged a ‘Manchester Band’. Then there was this merry month of May when the Oaks venue brought two London bands up who proved that if you had something to say you could say it with narrow technique (Slits and the Banshees). It all helped.


Definitely apart from the bands that I’ve numbered, there are more in preparation, and yet more tentatively/rashly/cockily performing debut gigs, a lot of fans inspired more by what they see immediately about them than anything happening elsewhere.


The refusal of (inter)national record labels to venture away from London is unfortunate, but a blessing in disguise. It’s forced the big three Manchester bands to release the discs they were long mature enough to record on their own labels; Buzzcocks typically leading the way with New Hormones, and the Dogs and the Drones trotting frustratingly behind with Rabid and the ‘S’ label.


A side issue: both the Dogs and Buzzcocks were featured prominently on the Live at the Roxy compilation. In the same vein, the Bent label aims to release a Manchester compilation LP with a view to resultant singles, and both New Hormones and Rabid have solid plans for the future.


The ideal would be for none of the Manchester bands to have to resort to signing for the big labels, but Richard Boon has hinted that New Hormones could possibly continue and be distributed by whatever label Buzzcocks sign for, which would open the gates for the company to indulge themselves in certain esoteric experiments. Rabid also looks to be more than merely a vehicle for releasing the first Slaughter record, with Bent Records, set up by Dave Bentley, a brave attempt at setting up a liberal local label, maybe a Stiff equivalent.




 





Away from the, er, new wave buzz, Manchester’s Sad Café (now signed to RCA) are doomed for middling stardom with their lush bed-ridden rock. Gags, Bicycle Thieves, Harpoon, and a few period-piece heavy three-piece bands continue to juggle bravely out on a limb. The former three are quite competent and have been known to thrill, but in the light of what’s happening elsewhere it all seems a little uninspired.


The legendary Spider Mike King was doing seven years ago what Graham Parker did last year to gain respect. He’s still doing it now but that’s not the point. The point is his lack of confidence, which I doubt he’ll ever overcome now. And I know why; ignorance. No one cares/cared.


Tom Yates has met similar obstinacy from the punters. Yates sticks to his gentle and beautifully crafted originality as contemporaries like Roy Harper, John Martyn, and Richard Thompson claim deserved success, having turned to rock and electricity. Yates can hardly remain a cult for much longer, and his perceptiveness, guts, and timeless music deserve a far larger audience than the local folk club circuit. But … Manchester City will win the league.


And then, as sixties Liverpool had its literary scene, its Henris, Pattens, and McGoughs, so Manchester has its John Cooper Clarke, fitting snugly into the scene with a disarming modesty. His words dovetail neatly into Shelley/Devoto’s, much as the Liverpudlian poets’ did to Lennon/McCartney.


Clarke’s a total non-conformist, a grinning rebel, a comic, ironic, and relevant observer of the thing called society. Both New Hormones and Rabid want to sign him. His delivery is just right. He’s the next link in the chain after Rimbaud, Chuck Berry, Mike Harding and Pam Ayres. Significantly, when Clarke recited with Buzzcocks in Manchester, people were clapping, cheering, and even dancing to the biting rhythm of his poems. In London the reaction was (cough) lukewarm.


How too would Jon the Postman fare in London? A fan unable to merely spectate, his famous dance is a test for any visiting group; if the band’s winning, he’ll start twitching until eventually he’ll be in full flight, playing imaginary guitar on his beer bottle, sweat pouring pints. He’s also prone to climb on stage after a group’s performance and deliver a solid accapella version of ‘Louie Louie’. Local rumour has it he wrote it.




 





No, I’m not assuming that London’s dead, although it seems to run on automatic drive, self congratulatory; a little like that glossy supplement Sniffin’ Glue. And I’m not telling you that Manchester’s manna. But it has got an identity like London’s got a lump.


The only thing we ain’t got is an all-girl group (c’mon Denise!) and a central ‘factory’ to organise and help proceedings. Richard Boon is quietly working on that. To distort something Jon Landau said introducing his infamous ‘It’s Too Late To Stop Now’ article, ‘There’s a stack of excitement in the air.’

















VI





29 years after I wrote the Manchester piece for the NME, it was time, so it seemed, to write a large essay being nostalgic about the time I was making up Manchester for myself, and passing on the information in the New Musical Express for anyone who might be interested. I always find such exercises useful in helping me to piece together a memory that I discovered, after years of not noticing, or pretending not to notice, had been shattered by my father’s death.


After 29 years, a lot of the events and happenings that occurred in Manchester in the years after those two visits by the Sex Pistols had become increasingly well documented, even as they seemed to me to be something that happened in a dream. The early gigs, the bands, the venues, the characters, the cults, the crusades … the idea of Manchester as filtered through the warping magnifier of Factory Records, the idea of Manchester that had eventually twisted into a cartoon version of that early, curious, cocksure energy which became known as Madchester, eventually all of this meant that, after all that, some of which was life and death, most of which was song and dance, Manchester had established itself as a historic music city.


By the time I wrote the essay for The Observer, to publicise a box set of northern music that I had compiled for the Warners label, the momentum of Manchester, the speed of thought, the rapid motion that was carrying myself and others along out of our teens and twenties and into the 1980s, had drawn to a close. The burst of activity that had happened within the music had spread out into the actual geography and architecture of the city, and Manchester was clearly a changed place, a modern environment, largely because of the impact of pop culture, and the response the city had made to the ideas and thoughts of those early post-punk innovators.


It’s not as simple as saying Manchester slipped into the 21st century as a forward-thinking city because the punk generation found a way to connect its desires and determination with the traditional radical energy of the city, its history as the first industrial city, as a location with commitment to progress. It’s crazy, although oddly it can be done, to map a journey, some muffled, defiant adventure, from the suicide of Ian Curtis to the opening of a Manchester Harvey Nichols. It’s just as crazy, but I’ve attempted it and sometimes pulled it off, to chart a course from the shorts that A Certain Ratio wore as they danced to their very own barking, grievous dance music to the number of boutique hotels that existed in Manchester by the early years of the 21st century. What came out of the mouths and minds of Tony Wilson, Rob Gretton, Alan Erasmus, Peter Saville and Martin Hannett might well have meant that a fictional idea of Manchester took its place nestled within and around the reality of the city.


It’s too simple to say that the Manchester skyline has been transformed because of Peter Saville’s designs for Joy Division and New Order. It’s not quite right to suggest that a new Manchester rose out of the commitment of Factory Records to be not just a revolutionary independent label but to be above all a Manchester record label. There’s always money involved in such change, and the connection between money and politics, and in a way the new Manchester is more a commercial zone than an idealistic urban zone devoted to the poetic fusion of pleasure and intellectual liberation.


There’s no doubt though that Manchester moved into the future when for a time it seemed as though it was sinking back into a past it would never escape. The first people to really believe that Manchester could move into the future, that change was important especially in an area that had initiated some of the most important technological, creative and environmental changes in modern times – in a way, the birthplace of the modern – were those people that used punk music, and then post-punk music, to work out how ideas and ideals would keep alive this progressive spirit.


In this narrative, where Manchester punk music kept the city alive and ready to change when it was under attack from direct and indirect external forces, the story began when the Sex Pistols visited the city in June and July 1976 and played the Lesser Free Trade Hall. At the time it happened, even in the months that followed, we didn’t pay too much attention to these visits, as everyone was just getting on with the urgent business of responding in the ways that best suited the individuals’ talents to the taunts and provocation of Johnny Rotten. We didn’t dwell on them. It took time to start marking the anniversary of these visits, and to consider how much of an impact they’d had on the way the city looked, and how it thought about itself.


I didn’t write about those shows for over twenty years. One of the many things those two shows taught me is that there is no time to look back if you want to get things done. Johnny Rotten’s immaculate glare, his burning, fanatical stare of fury, pointed just one way – into the future. Whatever you took from the past was attached to you, and came with you without dragging you back.


The time to look back is when it’s time to move the events into history, and to make sure that the events make it into history with some of the original integrity and excitement intact. Eventually, for better or worse, I decided it was time for me to remember those times, or at least to work out how much I remembered. This piece for The Observer was one example of how I was, after nearly 30 years, starting to write about the times that had made me the kind of person that naturally loathed sentimentally looking back. I was looking back, but determined to make the events of those times seem as relevant now as they did then, because they were about something that was important, how a local community of sharing thinkers can make their ideas have real impact on their physical and metaphysical environment.


What follows is an overlapping sequence of events, a series of beginnings and recollections that are constantly changing as the writing draws up more memories, and more connections. Slowly, remembering something that at first seems to be remembering something that never really happened becomes the remembering of something that is as close to fact as it is possible to get, blending together memory, guesswork and language. I’ve started writing a piece about how the Sex Pistols’ visits to Manchester led to such emphatic change, always searching for some clue as to exactly why these visits ended up being so important. I’ve found that I have begun this piece on a number of occasions, and what follows are just a few examples of these beginnings, one of which temporarily completes itself as the Observer essay.
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