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FOREWORD







it’s difficult to tell the story of my love of music without devoting a large portion of it to the Specials. Let me give you some context. At the time of writing (winter 2008) I am a 46 year old survivor of Glam, Prog, Punk, New Wave, Power Pop, Acid House, Baggy, Big Beat, Britpop and any number of those less enduring musical genres and movements. Each of them usually came into my life in the same fashion. I’d hear the music on the radio, usually on the John Peel show, and then I’d read about them in inkies such as Sounds, Melody Maker or the New Musical Express. And then, depending on their success or hipness, I’d get to see them in action for the very first time on either Top Of the Pops or the Old Grey Whistle Test. Living in the hinterlands of Essex on a limited income, my own gig going didn’t really take off until I got my first job in the wines and spirits department of Tesco’s in Basildon at Christmas in 1980. Early shows I took in were by Blondie, Siouxsie and the Banshees, the Members and the Clash. The last two bands were my own favourites because of their integration of the downbeat grooves of reggae in amongst the power of their electric guitars. I vividly recall moonstomping my way through the Members’ ‘Offshore Banking Business’ or the Clash roaring through a spirited version of Junior Murvin’s ‘Police And Thieves’. The co-ordination required to make the downshift from the chaos of pogo-ing to the loopy grace of the skank remains of my favourite memories of the whole gig going experience.


Towards the end of the Seventies, I was blagging my way through Sixth Form College. I remained academically incompetent while having the time of my life socially. Unruly teenage mobs of us armed with our meagre Saturday job earnings would get the train into Fenchurch Street and then on to venues such as Hammersmith Palais, the Music Machine, the Rainbow, Hammersmith Odeon, the Marquee, the Lyceum and many others to spend a scant couple of hours feeling like young lions with the world at our feet. The Ship in Wardour Street, the Marquis of Granby in Covent Garden, the George Robey in Finsbury Park, we would always go and get pissed before the show in nearby pubs, our adrenalin battling with the alcohol for dominance of our robust teenage constitutions. No matter how much we tried to time our arrival at the venue to a tardy, cool perfection, we always somehow arrived just as the support band was finishing up their set. Those of us who had saved up enough would invest in some badges or a tee shirt, those who were thirsty enough would pay the exorbitant venue price for watery lager. Then we’d slowly but surely edge our way towards the front of the stage. Each venue had its own pitfalls. At the Palais, you had to edge in from the sides, at the Music Machine you’d just barge your way forward through the frantic mob and at the Marquee, it was every man for himself in the sweaty melee. For my contemporaries, the ritual of the whole gig going experience was rooted in the familiar, the journey, the pub, the banter, the queue. The gig itself started to become just the excuse for a boozy night out, and often we were so drunk that we could barely remember the shows we had seen. Then one night at the Palais for me that all changed. 


The Specials were already firm favourites on my turntable at home. The debut album was a lesson in dance floor economy, brilliant track after brilliant track would burst out of my speakers with all the bounce and energy of a live gig. They cemented their reputation with the Number 1 ‘Too Much Too Young’ EP, seven essential inches of vinyl that perfectly captured a great live band at their frenetic best. By this point in time most of my cash was being spent on a then girlfriend who was at a university some miles away. The result of this was that I didn’t get to see the Specials until they toured their second album.


The London shows for the More Specials tour took place at Hammersmith Palais, and our tickets were picked up from a branch of Keith Prowse in the City. The month spent waiting for the date to come dragged by incredibly slowly. But once I was inside the sprung floor splendour of the legendary venue, my heart began to race. Earlier that year I’d seen the Clash, who were quite extraordinary. I was not expecting that experience to be bettered but it was.


Many critics and fans had not taken to Jerry Dammers’ lounge psychedelia dub vision of the Specials. The second album had taken a sharp left turn from the upbeat precision of their debut. Swirling organs, mariachi trumpets and electronic rhythm boxes underpinned the bleakness of the lyrics. Tales of sexual infection, despondency, misery and drunkenness never sounded so good. The chaotic rhumba of ‘Stereotype’ giving way to the savage mosh of ‘Gangsters’ is to this day the finest transition between two songs I’ve ever seen at a gig. Our journey homewards on the X1 bus on the A13 was a muted affair. Usually we’d be bubbling with tales of how close we got to the front, chatting up girls by the bar or how we nearly got dragged into somebody else’s ruck. But that night we were quiet and reflective, through a mixture of exhaustion and wonder. The meaning of Dammers’ lyrics started to seep into our consciousness, the maturity of the arrangements sent me hunting for ever more eclectic sounds in my own record collection, the sheer energy of their live show made us all feel we’d made erroneous career decisions. It was in short a life-changing gig.


For me they remain a life-changing band. A few months ago, I stood in the pouring rain, six miles from the place of my birth on the Isle Of Wight and watched open mouthed as six of those life-changing individuals took to a stage once more. I recalled that the last time I saw them I was in exactly the same position in the front row, pressed up against the barrier at the Rainbow. It was as if I’d shut my eyes in 1981 and opened them again in 2008 and everything was as it had been.


When I talk to other fans about the Specials, they get quite enthusiastic; it seems I’m not the only one who was affected so deeply by their work. So was Paul, who wrote this book, and I bet you were too…




 





Phill Jupitus


December 2008






















From JA to UK


THE ORIGINS OF SKA





tO UNDERSTAND the ‘Dawning of a New Era’ in the late Seventies, when ska became a household word in Britain through the explosion of 2Tone, you may want to know a little history…


‘Ska’ is a strange but exciting looking word, fittingly suited for the music it depicts. But ska isn’t something that just exploded one day into an unwitting world. The origins of this hypnotic, up-tempo music we call ska essentially began life way back in African culture and tradition. The source of all Caribbean music can ultimately be traced back to the slave trade. In the late 17th and early 18th centuries, white European slave masters enslaved thousands of Africans and sent them to work in various parts of the British Empire, a large influx finding themselves on the islands of the West Indies. These slaves were sold off to land owners and in the process tribes and familes were split up. The result of this abhorrent practice was that, because of the mix of numbers of Africans from so many different and places and cultures, a fusion of traditional African musical styles developed. When the differing styles merged into one the music still heavily relied on rhythm. Later these fusions would draw in some European influences from the slave owners.


Moving forward to the late 19th century and early 20th century the sound of the Caribbean was calypso, which originated on the island of Trinidad. Calypso-style songs of the time were often risqué (a trend exploited by the Jamaican ska scene some decades later), topical to the islanders and sung in an African/French patois. The main topical verse was sung in an African language, whilst the chorus was made up of a local patois. Calypso, coming from the African word ‘Ka’iso’ was used by slaves to ridicule their owners without fear of reprimand, reprisals or worse. This form of musical insult was in the tradition of the African ‘Griot’ or ‘Jali.’ The Griot was a poet or wandering musician who collected and memorised a repository of oral traditions. These were important to the African tribes and therefore to the slaves who had no form of written history. The Griot chronicled their collective of histories, ancestry and genealogy. He would know many traditional songs off by heart, but also used his vocal talents to improvise and ad-lib on current events, incidents and the scenes he beheld. Griots had devastating wit and entertained through history, gossip, satire, and political comment. This is reflected in black music today through ‘Toasting’, as demonstrated by Neville Staple of the Specials, and is present in rap and hip-hop.


While calypso became Trinidad’s main genre of music, in Jamaica, originally an island home to the Arawak Indians, a style of music was emerging from ‘Kumina’. Kumina was introduced through the slave trade and it is believed its roots lie in the Congo. It is an amalgam of religion, music and dance and is the most African of Jamaican cults. During a Kumina ceremony, the exponents call on their ancestral spirits to guide them through events such as births, deaths and thanksgivings. The ceremonies consist of a dance ritual, similar to the polka, set to Kumina music. Kumina music has a heavy bass-line, which was originally played through the branch of the ‘trumpet tree.’ The music includes two types of drums, which provide a rich and highly charged musical background for the dancers, and helps to invoke the spirits of the ancestors. The larger and lower-pitched drum plays a steady 4/4 rhythm with accent on the first and third beats. This is significant to ska music as it could be seen to be the forerunner of the offbeat rhythm, which is unique to the Jamaican sound. Other instruments used are ‘scrapers’, (usually made of a simple kitchen grater which produces a scratching sound when another metal object is pulled across its surface), ‘shakas’ (gourd or tin-can rattles), and ‘katta sticks’ (two pieces of sticks used to play a steady rhythm on the back of the drum). Sometimes an empty rum bottle tapped with a spoon was used as an impromptu instrument. This style of music was most prevalent in the parish of St Thomas and is still played today.


After World War 2, the island’s music began to transform. By the end of the Forties calypso was still prevalent in Jamaica but the country was quietly developing its own musical identity and mento was becoming the more popular sound. Mento is a laid-back, acoustic style of music with a distinctive rural or folk flavour. It was originally described as ‘country music’ by those who played it on the island. Mento draws on the musical traditions brought over by the slaves. The tradition of the Griot is reflected in the lyrics, which deal with aspects of everyday life in a light-hearted, humorous way and comment on political topics such as poverty, poor housing and other social issues. The lyrics also include thinly veiled sexual references and innuendos (often said to be the precursor of ‘slackness’ in dancehall music). Also reflected are aspects of the Kumina with its makeshift instruments cunningly crafted from what was available. Mento uses a huge range of more traditional and hand-crafted instruments including the saxophone, flute, banjo, bamboo fifes, PVC pipes, acoustic guitar, katta (or rhythm) sticks, shakas and the rhumba box. The rhumba box is a large ‘thumb piano’ made from wood. A number of tuned metal tines are stretched over a circular hole in the box; they are plucked to produce bass notes. The music of this period in mento, distinguished by its many instruments, was a prototype of what is known today as the reggae chop.


The influence of European music on mento is also strong. In the days of slavery, slaves who could play musical instruments were often required to play music for their masters. The Masters were enthusiastic about the ballroom, or set, dances of the courts of Europe such as the quadrille, and the lancer. After slavery ended the harmonies and melodies of these dances and accompanying music continued to contribute to the mento sound. Mento is also sometimes known as ‘Jamaican Rumba’ after the Australian born pianist Arthur Benjamin. Benjamin reproduced the mento form in his ‘Jamaican Rumba’ composition, which was published as sheet music in 1938. The music, akin to what was later known in the UK as ‘Skiffle’, brought him popular acclaim in the UK and made him a household name. The Jamaican government gave him a free barrel of rum every year for his contribution to making the country known.


In the Fifties mento had many popular stars but its best known exponents were the Jolly Boys, Lord Flea, Lord Fly, Lord Power, Lord Kitchener, Harold Richardson and the Ticklers and Count Sticky. The mento genre was given exposure by early Bob Marley and the Wailers recordings before he moved on to ska and ultimately Reggae, the area in which Marley went on to achieve global acclaim. Joseph Gordon, better known as Lord Tanamo, despite being known as one of Jamaica’s top ska performers, was in fact an established mento star before he later turned his hand to R&B and then on to his court on the ska and reggae scene. When Jamaica became a huge favourite of tourists in this decade, mento bands performed at the docks, and by the pools, beaches and hotels up and down the island. Laurel Aitken, renowned worldwide as the ‘Godfather of Ska’, began his career performing his blend of mento and calypso for the Jamaican Tourist Board to entertain visitors alighting at Kingston Harbour. 


It had been during World War 2 that the stationing of American Military forces on the islands first allowed Jamaican youths to listen to military broadcasts of American music, predominantly Big Band music and Jazz. During the Fifties the prominent radio stations on the island were ‘Radio Jamaica Rediffusion’ and the ‘Jamaica Broadcasting Corporation’, who were mainly responsible for churning out the contemporary pop sounds of North America. The youth of Jamaica, however, were simply outgrowing this mainstream fare and were ready to expand their musical tastes. They turned their attention to radio transmissions from the Southern United States which, weather permitting, the islanders could receive. The majority of these broadcasts came from stations in New Orleans and Miami, and for the first time they heard full-blooded R&B played by the likes of Count Basie, Fats Domino, Louis Jordan and Professor Longhair. These sounds lit up the Island’s youth and it wasn’t long before musicians incorporated the style into their own forms; by the mid Fifties the musical tide was turning in Jamaica. There is a theory that the delay effects (an important ingredient in the ska/reggae sound) may have originally been inspired by the oscillations in the radio signals from these faraway stations! With renewed energy and vigour, Jamaican bands and musicians began covering the US R&B hits they heard and interpreting them in their own style, which by now included jazz as an essential component.


Also at that time, smaller musical groups were superseding the Big Bands in America with a more Bop/R&B sound. This influence was brought back to Jamaica by Islanders who had travelled to the States. In the mid Fifties that sound combined with jazz and mento created yet another new form called shuffle. In the earliest days of shuffle, songs were all instrumental but the style was extremely derivative of North American artists. It was around this time that artists began to record their music for the first time. The shuffle sound gained ground as a favourite through the works of artists like Neville Esson, Owen Grey and the Matador Allstars. Many of the acts used studio musicians and so the mantle ‘Allstars’ was added to credit the back-up bands on records. By now, recording studios and like-minded companies began surfacing to hone new-found talent. The Jamaica Broadcasting Corporation, once cast as a somewhat generic station, brought their shows up-to-date with the developing popular sounds of the Island. This, in turn, stimulated young musicians into delving deeply into their respective genres.


Perhaps motivated by a desire to have recordings of local music to sell in his namesake department store, Stanley Motta was the very first producer to recognise the mento style and issue a few 78rpm records on his fledgling MRS (Motta’s Recording Studio) label. In 1951, Motta built a small studio at 93 Hanover Street in Kingston, just around the corner from his department store. The studio itself was hardly a studio at all. Situated in the back room of a woodwork factory, it consisted of a 12 to 14 foot square space with insulated ceiling boards. The bands, musicians and their equipment were all crammed into the same small space. Recordings were captured through one microphone and the cutting machine only had one volume knob. Motta also utilised the one recording desk at the Rediffusion Radio Station. Stanley Motta is known as one of the first Jamaicans to produce records and would later set up a licensing deal with Emil Shallit’s ‘Melodisc’ label for mento tracks to be released in the UK. Musical matters shifted again when the Sound Systems came into vogue and R&B dominated. This new form had a pulsating, raw, and heavy beat, a sound welcomed across the generations, both young and old succumbing to its infectious rhythms.


Sound System owners travelled to the States to buy the latest records, or employed agents to ship over the sought-after discs. Competition between the systems was fierce and the battle was to get the newest, freshest sounds for your system. Popular songs were repeated throughout the night as the systems brought in the crowds. Two sound systems well and truly above the others were located in Kingston, with Duke Reid formulating his legendary Trojan Sound System, and the celebrated Clement Dodd developing his famous Sir Coxsone Downbeat. These two icons of Jamaican music competed for over ten years and their eagerness to outdo each other meant they became major channels for the growth of the Jamaican music industry. Originally, the systems had no choice but to play American records, until Stanley Motta changed things when he built his recording studio. In the ghettos of Kingston, the DJs would set their system up by packing a truck with a generator, turntables, and huge speakers and then set up street parties that would rage for hours. Eventually, in order to move on from playing nothing but records from the States, the two sound system legends turned their keen eyes to record production. Initially, they produced only singles for their own sound systems, which came to be known as ‘Exclusives’. The Jamaican producers introduced to their work some of the original elements of the indigenous Jamaican sound, rhythm guitars strumming the offbeat and a snare-drum emphasis on the third beat.


This new musical form became more popular and both Dodd and Reid moved more seriously into music production. Coxsone’s production studio became the world famous Studio One‘, later dubbed the Motown of Jamaica. It soon became home to artists such as Theophilius Beckford, The Skatalites, Don Drummond, Bob Marley and Lee Perry, to name but a few. Meantime, Duke Reid would go on to found another JA giant, ‘Treasure Isle’, named after the family store he ran after being a police officer for ten years. He recorded the likes of Justin Hinds, U-Roy and Dennis Al Capone and would later specialise in Rastafarian roots music. All this recording activity meant that ska was burgeoning on the horizon.


There are various schools of thought about the development and naming of this new exciting genre. Guitarist Ernest Ranglin laid claim to the naming the sound with the term he coined as the ‘skat! skat! skat!’ scratching guitar strum. Double-bassist Cluett Johnson claimed that he had instructed Ranglin to ‘play like ska, ska, ska’ during a recording session, although Ranglin denied this, stating that Johnson could never tell him how to play! Another theory is that it derived from Johnson’s word ‘Skavoovie’, the phrase he was known to greet his friends with. Founding Skatalites member Jackie Mittoo insisted that the musicians themselves called the rhythm ‘Staya Staya’ and that it was Byron Lee who eventually shortened this term to ‘ska’. The last theory about the origin of ska is that the genre’s biggest export and worldwide star, Prince Buster (born Cecil Bustamente Campbell) had created it during the inaugural recording sessions for his own new record label, Wild Bells. The session was financed by Duke Reid, who was supposed to get half of the songs to release. However, he only ever received one, which was a track by trombonist Rico Rodriguez, another talented musician who would go on to be an integral part of the Specials in 1979. It was during these sessions that Prince Buster told guitarist Jah Jerry to ‘change gear, man, change gear.’ The guitar began to emphasize the second and fourth beats in the bar, creating a completely new sound, which he complimented with a traditional Jamaican marching beat drum. In essence, to generate the ska beat, Prince Buster had essentially flipped the R&B shuffle beat to emphasize the offbeat with the assistance of the rhythm guitar. There will always be debate over who was the founder of ska, but we are all happy about its ultimate creation! 


Early ska had few vocals and relied heavily on instrumentals. There was also an emphasis on horns and saxophones, which came as no surprise as the majority of ska artists were primarily experienced jazz musicians. The first ever ska records were created on Coxsone’s Studio One and WIRL (West Indies Recording Limited) Records in Kingston, Jamaica with the chief producers being Coxsone, Reid, Prince Buster, and Edward Seaga, the owner of WIRL who dramatically went on to become the Prime Minister of Jamaica in 1980. The early records were about the Jamaican ‘Rude Boy’, or local gangster, who became staple subject matter for ska artists. The ska sound coincided with the celebratory feelings surrounding Jamaica’s independence from the UK in 1962, and the event was commemorated by songs such as Derrick Morgan’s ‘Forward March’, The Skatalites’ ‘Freedom Sound’ and Lord Kitchener’s ‘Jamaica Woman’. Byron Lee and the Dragonaires performed ska with Prince Buster, Eric ‘Monty’ Morris, and Jimmy Cliff at the 1964 New York World Fair as the Jamaican sound was taken to America.


As music changed in the United States, so did ska. In 1965 and 1966, when American soul became slower and smoother, ska changed its sound accordingly and evolved into rocksteady before reinventing itself into what is known as reggae. The mass immigration to the UK from Jamaica via the ship Empire Windrush in 1948 meant that Jamaican influences and styles would inevitably follow, but it wasn’t until the mid to late Sixties that the styles and sounds would be appreciated by the British. Artists such as Prince Buster, Laurel Aitken, The Pioneers, The Maytals, Harry Johnson, The Ethiopians, Desmond Dekker, Pat Kelly and Max Romeo made a huge impact on the UK music scene and it was their sounds that brought together young white, working-class youths and young Jamaicans in dance halls. This mix brought about the Skinhead youth cult, as the styles of the Jamaican Rude Boy were blended with those of the British mod as a celebration of the melding of the two cultures.


In Coventry, during the late Sixties and early Seventies, the throbbing beat of ska captivated a young man called Jerry Dammers and he began to formulate a plan. If ‘You’re Wondering Now’ then read on…



















PART ONE


THE DAWNING OF A NEW ERA







“We don’t play Jamaican music…We play English music.”


Jerry Dammers 1980





iF YOU ask anyone to name a city known for its contribution to music the answer will no doubt be London, Liverpool or Manchester. Few would think of the City of Coventry, but the town which nestles in the Midlands of England, better known for the antics of Lady Godiva, World War Two bombings and that enigmatic phrase ‘being sent to Coventry’, was also, in the Seventies, the birthplace of Britain’s last great youth movement, 2Tone. 2Tone grabbed the British music charts by the throat, and for a short and volatile time turned the country into a sea of black and white chequers. The seven young men at the heart of this musical revolution were the Specials, a band whose music and ideals would leave such a legacy that, even today, their momentum is still felt on the on the face of the fickle British music industry. The Specials led the way for other bands that joined the 2Tone movement, such as the Selecter, Madness, the Beat, the Bodysnatchers and the Swinging Cats. Their music gave a voice and cause to disillusioned youth up and down the country, showed them how to stomp on the dancehall floors and shake the dust from the rafters. If you were young at that time and embraced the sounds and styles, you got a real sense of belonging. If you were part of it then you know how it felt. A simple Specials’ button badge immediately linked you with total strangers who treated you like part of the club, and that’s what 2Tone was – one big club. To be part of it all you needed was a love of the music.


The musical, political and social vision behind 2Tone was the brainchild of just one man: Jeremy David Hounsell Dammers. Jeremy, later to be known as Jerry, made his way into the world on May 22nd 1954 in Ootacamundi in Southern India, son of the Right Reverend Alfred Hounsell Dammers and his wife Brenda. Jerry’s father lead an amazing life dedicated to serving others through the church. Born in 1921 in Great Yarmouth, he became known as ‘Horace’, a name given to him by his teacher after the Roman poet. He was a staunch Labour Party supporter all his life and a Cambridge scholar who, during the war years, became involved in the church and slowly rose through its ranks. He travelled extensively before arriving in Coventry in 1965. Eventually he became the Dean of Bristol where he set up a chapel used for peace and anti-apartheid vigils and supported the city’s homeless and other minorities. In 1972, he founded the ‘Life-Style Movement’ that encouraged people to give up their luxury items, he also wrote several books on the subject of faith. Jerry’s father had a profound influence on his son’s ideals and beliefs, especially on the anti-racist front.


As a child Dammers had been made to sing in church choirs, something he detested, and as he grew he started to rebel. It became apparent that his strict, respectable upbringing was going to lead to a clash of personalities and that trouble would follow. Jerry was certainly the most unconventional member of his family. His brother went on to become a doctor and his two sisters took up social work. He had been into music at an early age when, much to the amusement of his brothers and sisters, Dammers recorded a tape and sent it to John Lennon! Aged 13, Jerry was forced to take up piano lessons but he soon gave them a wide berth, although in hindsight they were to prove invaluable in his later life. At 15, he became what he later described as a mini-mod, before adopting the hippy look, hair and all. Together with a friend, he escaped the humdrum of reality and fled to a small island off the Irish coast that John Lennon had previously bought for use as a commune for peace-loving dropouts.
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Very early Specials flyer








“God, it was awful.” Jerry later recalled, “They put us to work ploughing the fields and every night we’d be given a bowl of flour and water. The fields were laid out in the letters of the word L-O-V-E. That was when I stopped being a hippy and became a Skinhead.”


Aged 15, Dammers gained his trademark missing two front teeth when he went over the handlebars of his bike; he was left with a huge brace and stitches in his face. One night at a youth club in Baginton, a village just outside Coventry, a progressive rock band were playing, albeit terribly, and after they had left the stage, the disco erupted to ‘Liquidator’ by Harry J’s Allstars, an original reggae track. As Dammers watched the few Skinheads in attendance diving around to the tune, something switched in his head: “Once you’re hooked on Reggae,” he explained, “it becomes a bit of a cause. ‘Live Injection’ by The Upsetters is probably the most ecstatic dance record ever made. Of course, I thought it had something to do with Skinheads then, I didn’t know it was Lee Perry working his African magic across continents – but we were all misled and still are. I might have been stupid but I can remember thinking then, if only the skins weren’t, according to the stereotype, kicking the shit out of hippies or immigrants, or each other at football, if only all that energy and anger was directed into something positive and against the system, which brutalised them in the first place. I was very idealistic, some might say bonkers.”


Jerry left school at 16 with one art ‘O’ level to his credit, which scuppered his mother’s plans to send him on to university. Instead, he became a student at Nottingham Art School for a year or so before transferring to Lanchester Polytechnic in Coventry. He spent most of his time there making films and cartoons, drinking and getting into youthful trouble. His career of vandalism came to an abrupt end one day when he started to jump up and down on the roof of an occupied car and fell straight through! Luckily, nobody was injured but Dammers collected a £250 fine and the gravity of a court appearance put him back on the straight and narrow. While at college, he made three intricate animated films. One concerned the Fifties boxing match between Rocky Marciano and British champ Don Cockell, another was entitled Disco, which included a reggae soundtrack composed by Jerry and a fellow student from the year above whom he had befriended and whose name was Horace Panter.


“Disco was about two minutes long,” said Jerry, “there was a lot of work in all of them and I did all the animation myself. The soundtrack was pretty good and I was really pissed off when I discovered it had been nicked from college.”


Jerry’s third film was an epic: “It was a mixture of live film and animation set in Seventies Coventry. It started with someone walking down the street and you’d see all these people doing things. Then suddenly it would change to animation. There was a bloke running along, a sort of football hooligan, who throws a brick through a window and in animation, you saw the glass smashing. Then there was this old tramp, a mate of mine really, who falls over and spews over the pavement. The camera zoomed into on the spew and it was all bones and things bubbling away. There was an old woman crossing the street who gets run over. Some of it was full animation, but a lot of it was done with cut-outs, a very tedious business. It was about that time the IRA were going round and at the end a bloke puts a bag under a car and the whole street gets blown to pieces, guts flying everywhere.”


Tom and Jerry it certainly wasn’t! Dammers eventually got his degree, but dismissed it out of hand: “The actual degree was irrelevant, really; that was just a by-product of what I was really doing which was just using the college facilities to do what I wanted, which was to make cartoons. I hate the idea of degrees and all their connotations of privilege and success. I hate privilege, that’s why I never collected my degree from them.”


Apart from film, making music was another of Jerry’s burgeoning passions. He based his decision to become a musician on two things; one was hearing Graham Parker’s number ‘Not If It Pleases Me’ that made Jerry think that he could do things on his own. The other was when he saw the the Who perform ‘My Generation’ on TV, although he was taken solely by the music, rather than the band’s approach. His own musical preferences included reggae from his Skinhead days and a whole range of bands from the Small Faces to Slade. His first taste of ska came courtesy of his brother: “I borrowed my brother’s records all the time. One day I was sitting on the floor sifting through them when I found Prince Busters ‘FAB-ulous Hits’. I listened to it and it had a great effect on me. I really took to the record.”


After college, Jerry played in a number of bands that weren’t really to his satisfaction. Some of them had curious titles including Cissy Stone Soul Band, Peggy Penguin and the Southside Greeks, Ricky Nugent and the Loiterers, and the Lane Travis Country Trio but undoubtedly the best was Gristle. He also had a stint with Ray King. Ray King was a local Coventry legend and it is fair to say that without him the 2Tone phenomenon may have never got off the ground since the majority of 2Tone musicians cut their musical teeth with him. His real name was Vibert Cornwall, and his band, well respected in the local area, was originally called Suzi and The Kingsize Kings. He acquired the stage name Ray King and the band mantle changed to the Ray King Soul Band. Their reputation quickly grew, and they were soon asked to play at the Playboy Club in London. They later recorded an album at that venue and signed to major labels such as Pye and CBS before splitting in the Seventies.


Ray had acquaintances in the town of Gloucester called Lynval Golding, Silverton Hutchinson, Desmond Brown and Charley Bembridge, all of whom later became big players in the 2Tone movement. Ray moved the Gloucester boys over to Coventry and formed another band, with himself on vocals, called Pharaoh’s Kingdom. Hutchinson had a friend called Neol Davies who turned up to rehearsals and he brought with him Jerry Dammers. A couple of guys called the Smith brothers also joined up and a new group, Night Train, was formed. Ray King had wanted to play out-and-out ska but Dammers himself was not overly keen to play in this style at that time and left, and not long after Davies followed. Ray King himself carried on in music for a while, then ended up in management and devoting time to helping the local West Indian community.


With the advent of punk Jerry became heavily involved in song writing and took on the persona of Gerald ‘The General’ Dankey, most of his early compositions at this time being embryonic forms of future Specials tracks. He became well known in the close-knit Coventry music scene and by early 1977 was trying to put together his own band. Dammers joined forces with old friend Neol Davies to record some demos on an old Revox tape recorder in Jerry’s living room. They needed to involve other people and so recruited bass player and college acquaintance Horace Panter. Horace was born Stephen Graham Panter on August 30th 1953 in Croydon, and was later adopted and moved to Kettering where his nickname of ‘Horace’ was given to him by a schoolteacher. He was working as a van driver and playing bass with the soul band Breaker when Jerry went to see them play in Coventry and afterwards asked him to play on a track he had written.


“After the gig I remember Jerry coming up to me,” said Panter, “and as he talked he spat saliva over me. He wanted me to help him with some demos so I said okay. After he had gone I wondered what I was letting myself in for!”


In Horace’s book Ska’d for Life he said: “I did recall him from college, one of the new boys who were loud and aggressive and didn’t seem to give a toss, with his tartan trousers, sideburns and grown-out mod haircut.”


Jerry reflected on those times, and added: “We used to wreck the hippie parties, play Prince Buster records. I had this band playing dodgy versions of Desmond Dekker’s ‘007’. We used to gob at each other on stage. I was like a forerunner of punk but I suppose realistically punk was a bit of a musical dead end for me. I went to punk gigs but enjoyed the reggae they played between sets more. I thought the Sex Pistols played boring power rock, though I related to punk’s lyrics and anarchic attitude. People felt able to write their own songs and about their own lives. I got thrown out of a local band for wanting to play our own material so it was then that I decided to form my own band.”


Horace went along to rehearsals and was introduced to a true form of reggae, which he wasn’t used to playing. He eventually mastered the sound and became a fully-fledged member of the group, now going by the name of the Hybrids. The inclusion of Horace as bassist had a bitter taste for one young graduate called Andrew Calcutt. He thought it should have been him taking his place in history but it was not to be: “Straight after my finals I moved to Cambridge to join Jerry and a couple of local graduates, one of them a Coventry kid like us, in forming a band of wannabe rude boys,” said Calcutt. “I borrowed the phrase from Jamaican slang via the NME and introduced it at a rehearsal the previous summer, to general hilarity! Except that JD didn’t show up as I thought we had agreed. A year or so later I received a phone call asking me to go hear him play at an American airbase, (‘Soul Showband’ or ‘Rock’n’Roll Revival’, it could have been either) somewhere in East Anglia. When I couldn’t go, I got a message to the effect that if I wanted to join up where we had left off, I’d better get back to Coventry quick because of another good bass player in the offing. The other good bass player was Sir Horace Gentleman, and the off-ing happened to me, not him. Horace and I have a history, though we have only ever exchanged the briefest of pleasantries. He plays bass; so did I. He played bass in a band with Jerry Dammers; so did I (though when we started playing together, Jerry was still ‘Jeremy’). I gave Jerry my organ, the cast-off my dad got cheap from the church where he was priest-in-charge.”


Calcutt remained a musician and recorded with the band Ersatz, later going on to obtain an MA in Journalism and Society at the University of East London.


Dammers also grabbed the services of Tim Strickland, a gawky youth, on vocals. Strickland couldn’t really sing a decent note, a fact which Strickland does not deny. He told writer Andy Clayden’s ska and reggae website: “Hey! This was the time of punk mate, anything went! I was with the band for about nine months. Jerry had seen me perform, very badly, but enough to convince him that I was the one, at least for a short time, with a college band called Dave and the Ravers. I was the token punk although I thought I had more of a James Dean fixation! We rehearsed and gigged mainly in a pub called the Heath Hotel and regularly filled the place, which still amazes me! We were good, although I still never saw myself as musical or a pop star. I used to read the lyrics (all Jerry’s) off sheets of paper, which I thought was appropriately punk and used to sit on the edge of the stage through the instrumental bits. We did record three or four songs as demos live in the Heath Hotel but I don’t know what happened to them. Jerry invited me to rehearse with the band following a meeting on a train. I later worked at the Virgin record shop and as manager employed Brad (John Bradbury), later the drummer with the Specials, as assistant manager.”


Strickland moved into band management, later being involved with Terry Hall’s mid-Eighties combo the Colour Field and then becoming creative director of the doomed Museum For Popular Music in Sheffield that opened its doors in 1999 and closed in 2000. Also in the fledgling line-up was drummer Silverton Hutchinson who came from Barbados, and who was well known in close circles for his mood swings. He was an expert reggae drummer who had played with Dammers in Pharaoh’s Kingdom.


The man who would later give the Specials their essential offbeat ska rhythm, Lynval Fitzgerald Golding, came next. Lynval was born on July 24th 1951, in the Mendez District of St Catherine in Jamaica (a place that until the early Eighties didn’t even have electricity). Life changed forever for Lynval when he was 10 years old. His mother sent him and his sisters to Gloucester, England with his aunt who would eventually bring them up. Lynval recalled: “I thought my mother was coming with us. I had no idea my mother was staying behind. When I was going on the ship, I was half way up, looked back, and saw my mother on the dockside crying. I wanted to run back but my aunt was shouting at me, everyone was walking up. For years, I didn’t understand why she sent us away from her. Now I can see what an amazing, selfless act it was. It must have been the hardest decision she ever had to make. Sending her children to England because she believed it would benefit us. And she was right. I wouldn’t be sitting here talking to you if it wasn’t for that woman. I wouldn’t have done the Specials or anything else in music. I wouldn’t have had any of those opportunities. Can you imagine sending your children thousands of miles away because you knew they’d have a better life away from you? I’m forever grateful to her for the sacrifices she made to give me the life I’ve had. Before she passed, we had some very special moments that I’ll treasure forever. I learnt a lot from her.”


Lynval fondly told Rockers Revolt in 2008 about his early years in Jamaica: “It sounds like a cliché but we didn’t have anything in Jamaica. We made our own toys, jigs and trucks and played marbles. They were cheap to buy. I used to love when it rained. The downpours were torrential, but pass just as quick as they started. We loved playing out in them. Everyday, first thing, we’d go and fetch the water from the well; there was no running water there. Then we’d move the goats to feed, then back home to wash, then walk the two miles to school. It was a very simple life, but a very happy one, surrounded by love and music everyday.”


The transition to life in England was a hard one for young Lynval to make and he was miserable. He hated it here and thought it was very cold, missing the Jamaican climate, but the first summer he had in England was long and hot so that seemed to help him settle down. The family first lived in Southampton, then spent time in Birmingham and Gloucester, where Lynval went to school, before settling in Coventry. Once he had moved to Gloucester he enjoyed school, but after a while the larger kids at school subjected him to racial taunts: “School was the thing that got me. School in England was the first time I experienced racism. I didn’t know what it was! I had no idea! I couldn’t understand why these kids were calling me ‘gollywog’ and all these different names they had for black kids. I hadn’t experienced racism in Jamaica. We had three white kids in our school in Jamaica and we just thought our job was to look after them. School in England were the worst years of my life. I hated it. The older kids spat at me and called me names. I just wasn’t used to that kind of thing because in Jamaica prejudice didn’t exist. There was no ‘Oh, you’re white so I’m not gonna talk to you.’ In my school days in England there were only ten or so black kids, but nowadays it’s a lot more mixed with Asians and West Indians, so at least its better for them.”


Lynval’s only real interest was music. His first guitar, a Fender, was purchased from his own pocket at the age of ten and funded by money he had made doing odd jobs. When he was 16, he left school and desperately wanted to be in a band but he began to tinker around with car engines, which got him a job as an apprentice motor mechanic. However, music had a magnetic attraction for young Golding and he was soon in his first band, the Merrytones, a soul-influenced combo that existed on covers of Otis Redding and Sam & Dave. By the time he was 20 he was married with a daughter and was an accomplished guitarist: “I don’t think my father thought I could really make a creative career for myself in the music scene,” said Lynval “so I intended to prove him wrong.”


Later, as already documented, he teamed up in Coventry with Charlie ‘H’ Bembridge, Desmond Brown and Ray King in Pharaoh’s Kingdom and it was during this time he met and befriended Jerry Dammers. Lynval already lived a mere fours doors away from him, they met frequently in the local pub The Pilot, and the friendship blossomed, with Dammers eventually asking him to join his band, the Hybrids. They played their first gig in 1977 at the Heath Hotel and went down quite well, well enough anyway to gain them a fortnightly residency along with some punk bands.


It was just after this that Jerry spied a singer in a local riotous punk band called Squad. He had seen the band wrecking some show in Coventry and phoned Horace Panter stating ‘We need this guy in the band!’ Jerry dragged Horace off to catch the group and its sullen, enigmatic young singer a couple of times before it was decided that Tim Strickland would have to go. His replacement would come in the shape of the soon-to-be former singer of Squad, Terence Edward Hall, a volatile 18-year-old who was known to perform gigs with his back to the audience. He possessed a perfect punk sneer and stage presence, based around one of his punk heroes, Johnny Rotten.


According to Terry there had been a bit of hero worship: “He was amazing. It was just the way he stood on stage and gazed for half an hour. I’d never seen anything like it. His stance was like an extension of standing still, it was like a meaningful glare. But I don’t stand still.”


Born on March 19th 1959, Terry had a happy upbringing in the city of Coventry. His father, Terry senior, worked as a technical author at the Rolls-Royce Parkside car plant in the city while his mother Joan worked as a trimmer at the Talbot car plant. Hall spent his early childhood tucked away in corners avidly reading copies of The Dandy and Beano and recalled his only major upset as a child was at Christmas one year when he was given what he thought was a cheap Johnny Seven GI figure when he had set his heart on an authentic Action Man! However, as is often the case, his rebellious streak soon started to develop.


He thoroughly hated school. Whilst attending the Frederick Bird Primary School in Swan Lane he actually jumped off a wall in an attempt to break his arm so he wouldn’t have to attend. It didn’t work, although he recalled he had a sling made up to make him look the part! As he approached his early teenage years, he began to break away from his parents, particularly when the original Skinhead movement arrived in the late Sixties to early Seventies: “I remember I wanted a pair of real Oxford Brogues,” explained Terry “and my mum said she would get me a pair. She came back with these boots and they were (and I mean no disrespect to spastics) like spastic boots. I was supposed to be a Skinhead and I was going out done up like a spastic!”


Hall moved on to the Sidney Stringer Comprehensive School in Cox Street, now a community technical college, where he was duly picked on and constantly bullied. Terry said: “People thought that I was a poof because I didn’t go around pretending I’d slept with every girl in the class.”


His days of being tormented by the school thugs soon ended when one day three boys who regularly bullied him were waiting for him in a subway: “One of them hit me,” Terry recalled, “so I punched him hard in the mouth and kicked hell out of him. I felt much better for it.”


At the age of 13 he was a promising footballer and was signed up by Coventry City’s youth team as a centre forward but his destiny as a professional striker was cut short when he discovered the charms of the opposite sex. “I used to make a right twat out of myself when it came to girls,” he said, “I used to find them all difficult really. I never knew what to say to them. My first girlfriend was called Valerie and she was fat and quite horrible. We were both 14 and I used to blow kisses outside her bedroom window. It was acutely embarrassing. I wasn’t even aware I was going out with her until someone told me! As I got older, though, they became less and less of an irritation and more and more a pain in the arse.”


Terry realised there was more to life than going to school when he joined a local gang called Blackfoot. It was here he was involved in gang fights and where he first ran into a young Lynval Golding. He left school at 15 and never regretted it. He went straight into employment working with the disabled. He would often sort through the jumble sent in to raise funds and help himself to anything worthwhile, as did the other employees, especially searching out decent working radios. He later tried his hand as an apprentice bricklayer, as a clerk, and even considered hairdressing: “I remember working on a building site,” he said, “and I was bored and I thought I wanted to go off and cut hair for a change, but that’s as far as it got!”


His last main job was as a numismatist working for David Fletcher Ltd in Coventry’s Station Square where his elegant job description meant that he dealt in coins and medals. Fletcher recalled his young apprentice: “Yes, I remember Terry Hall; he was employed by me at our stamp and coin shop by Coventry railway station sometime in the Seventies. His main duties were packing orders and dealing with the mailing. He seemed a decent young man. I think working for me was one of his first jobs after leaving school. I was quite surprised to see him all over the Coventry newspapers and TV with his group.”


It was whilst sitting bored in this job that he realised his true vocation in life; music: “It may sound like a sob story,” Hall explained “but having left school with no qualifications I was just bumming around in and out of about 20 different jobs. The only thing that remotely appealed to me was singing and music. I loved the early days of being in the Specials. I was also a bit over-awed – I used to sit there like a good lad and listen and try to work out what it was all about. I was 17; I had a lot of belief in Jerry. He was about five years older than me; they all felt a lot older than me at that time. They felt like grown-ups.”


This led to Terry’s riotous romp with Squad and after seeing him in action Dammers wanted him in his band, now known as the Automatics. So, in a shot, they voted in the sullen, broody Hall and Tim Strickland was out: “The move to replace me,” said Strickland “was a little more organised. The band rehearsed Terry Hall, from Cov punk band Squad, and called round to take me for a pint and broke the news none too gently. I was already suspicious, as Jerry had never bought me a pint before! I was mildly pissed off but not really surprised and would never have had the dedication to go through what the Specials did after that. To my great embarrassment I did throw half a pint of beer over Terry one night when they had a support slot at Tiffany’s!”


Strickland worked with Hall many moons later and there were no grudges borne over the beer-throwing incident!  


The line up of what was to be the Specials took another major step forward with the conscription of lead guitarist Roddy Byers, known locally as ‘Roddy Radiation’. Roderick James Byers was born on May 5th 1955 in the mining town of Keresley near Coventry, where he would stay for the first 18 years of his life. His father, Stan, played trumpet for a number of bands in the sixties and was very well known around the Midlands. When Roddy was 11, Stan introduced him to the trombone and his brother Chris to the trumpet, but a couple of years later young Byers found what he was looking for in the shape of rock ‘n’ roll. Out went the trombone and in came the electric guitar. Roddy joined a few school bands and gained a few youth club gigs and it was in these early days when he first encountered Jerry Dammers. The 15-year-old Dammers was in a band called Gristle when Roddy tried out for the group but it was only years later that they both realised they had been in the same band!


“Jerry was playing drums but he was a terrible drummer,” said Roddy, “but the guitarist was even worse. I really didn’t like him but he was someone to play with. The trouble was that no one else liked him either so I was always getting beaten up for playing with him!”


As school finished Roddy joined a band that played tunes during the interval at the bingo in the local Top Rank and he joined the local authority as a painter and decorator, which enabled him to buy a new guitar and a much-needed amp. Roddy soon upped the ante in his musical direction by joining a club show band called Heaven Sent, who played at working men’s clubs, the hardest of all musical training grounds. Roddy’s musical preferences and fashions changed in the Seventies and he adopted a Ziggy Stardust-style persona and the guise of Roddy Radiation, a moniker given to him by his brother Chris in reference to the fact that Roddy’s face glowed when he had had one too many drinks! Roddy decided to keep the name when punk crept into the scene. Around this time, he wrote the track ‘Meanest Creature’ in Bowie-esque style and then expanded his musical boundaries, getting heavily into Iggy Pop, Lou Reed and the New York Dolls, which propelled him to form his first real group. With spiky hair, drainpipe trousers and safety-pins the order of the day, the Wild Boys became known as one of the better bands on the Coventry scene and played mainly covers interspersed with five or six songs that Roddy had written including ‘Eighties Teddy Boy’ and a song called ‘Concrete Jungle’ which would later become part of Specials folklore. The original line up of the Wild Boys included the UK Subs’ Pete Davies. They played mainly local gigs apart from a highlight in Manchester where they played support to Buzzcocks. Jerry Dammers took Horace Panter to see them in action: “We went to see them at the Golden Cross. They were deafeningly loud and I didn’t stay very long.”


Also around this time, Roddy met Terry Hall. He was still screaming with Squad, who supported the Wild Boys at one show. The association did not last long because by the time the Wild Boys had come on stage Squad had broken all the microphones and spat over the crowd: “Me and Roddy were in the first group of punks that ever appeared in Coventry,” said Terry Hall. “People just took the piss all the time. That only made us more hardened to the ridicule and afterwards things didn’t worry us again.”


Coventry muso Kevin Harrison recalls his good friend Roddy: “Everybody I know celebrated the arrival of punk. The Sex Pistols and the Clash played Coventry Lanchester Polytechnic. I met Joe Strummer, friendly, positive, and Johnny Rotten, snotty, negative. Perfect! The gig was a great inspiration, that is until some cretin pogo-ed on my Lynda’s foot! We met 20 or so other punk revellers requiring medical attention in Casualty at Cov and Warwick Hospital including my good mate from Keresley, Roddy Radiation, who later would pop round to our gaff and record a few demos.”


Neville Staple remembered Roddy from around Coventry. Apparently, he had been hard to miss! “I used to see Rod around Cov, with his safety pins, spiky hair and eye make up. I thought to myself ‘what the bloody hell’s goin’ on there?’”


The Wild Boys split in 1977 just before Punk truly burst out nationwide. Roddy left but his brother Mark, known then as ‘Mark Extra’, carried on and they remained a draw to Coventry punters. They eventually recorded, and the track ‘We’re Only Monsters’, written by Roddy, appeared on the album Sent From Coventry released by Cherry Red Records. It was to be through alcohol that Byers would soon be recruited by Dammers to join his burgeoning band the Automatics: “Me and Jerry Dammers were party animals in those days,” recalled Roddy, “and trying to find a late drink was pretty difficult in Coventry in 1979. A curry or a dodgy club was the only way to get a late beer.


“One such club was called ‘The Domino’, which had been a gay hangout, but in 1978-79 had been taken over by punks and various degenerates and criminals. It was there that Jerry asked me to play guitar on a demo they (the Automatics) were doing in London. After many pints I staggered off home and next morning I was awoken by someone banging and kicking my front door.”


At the front door was Jerry and a local DJ, Pete Waterman. Waterman, of course, would go on to be a pop-music supremo in the Eighties, but when he was involved with the Automatics he was DJ at a local night club called Mr George’s in Coventry’s Precinct. He would later go on to say he was the man that discovered the Specials. The Automatics had a Monday night residency at Mr George’s and were slowly building up a good-sized following. Waterman had taken a shine to the band, their unique weird mix of punky reggae capturing his attention. He offered to take them into the studio, saying he “knew a few people” and stumped up £600 to pay for the session, which was to be recorded at Berwick Street in London’s Soho district, and now he was banging on Roddy’s front door.


“I explained the situation to my missus, slung on my clothes, then Jerry and Pete helped me load my Vox AC30 and Gibson Les Paul into a taxi and we caught the train to the Big Smoke.”


The demos were recorded and Waterman tried to get various record companies to share his interest in the band but nothing came to fruition. Back to square one. Pete Waterman later recalled: “It’s very easy to doubt your own abilities when people all around you are questioning your judgements. I remember being very disillusioned with the whole music industry when I managed the Specials. I had a great act on my hands, a really talented bunch of lads, and yet no one wanted to sign them. I began to think that maybe my gut instincts were wrong and reluctantly I had to let them go. Then the whole 2Tone thing exploded and I wondered why I had ever let them beat me down. Over the years, I have had quite a few times like that, and now I refer to my difficult periods as ‘Specials Situations’. Whenever I start to self-doubt, I just think of them and that soon puts me back to my normal self! But I was their biggest fan and biggest champion. I knew how socially right their songs were. People know I was the first with the Specials, people knew I was the one that took these songs to them like ‘Too Much Too Young’ and ‘Jaywalking’.”


Lynval Golding told of how impressed Waterman was with singer Terry: “We were down in Berwick Street doing the demos when Terry comes in to do the vocal and he nails it all in one take! One take! He had only been with us a couple of months really. Pete comes in after and says ‘Fuckin hell! Where the fuck you get him from? He is fuckin’ brilliant!’”


“Terry taught me something,” said Waterman, “which I thought was one of the greatest things you learn as a record producer. Really, Terry couldn’t sing but what Terry had was a unique voice. The public does like people with unusual voices, something distinctive, and let’s face it when you hear Terry you know exactly who it is. Then you had Lynval and Neville who were really toasters, great characters, but to be honest how Neville got in the band I will never know. I think ‘cos he was one of their mates and he was a bit of a Jack the Lad? I remember him saying he was singing in the group. I still can’t believe it to this day! But there was one lad with a vision and he was Jerry Dammers. He was the creative dynamo.”


As well as Waterman touting the demos around various record companies, Dammers himself was doing a similar job and sent one tape to Radio 1 DJ John Peel, the champion of all things new and alternative, but unfortunately for the band nothing came of that transaction.


“Pete Waterman was the first guy to demo us,” said Jerry. “He tried to teach Terry Hall to dance some hip-swinging cross between the Watusi and the Shag. So, that was him sacked! Nothing against him though. I realised trying to teach Terry to dance was wrong; Pete was from a different variety really. I mean he was trying to teach Terry to swivel his hips and if anyone has seen Pete Waterman swivelling his hips it’s enough to put you off for life!”


The demos recorded with Waterman’s cash were lost for 15 years before they were found and released by Receiver Records in 1993 under the title Dawning Of A New Era – The Coventry Automatics AKA The Specials. The recordings gave a fascinating insight into a group who didn’t sound any better than your average pub band but were only 18 months or so away from some major-league success.


As mentioned in the above album title, the group name was the Coventry Automatics, and the reason for the change in the title was that another band called the Automatics had signed to a major label, thereby scuppering the Midlands boys’ plans to use it. The word ‘Coventry’ was added to make them distinguishable from the signed group.


London loomed again on the band’s horizon and they ventured south once more to record more tracks, but again nothing happened as a result of these recordings. About this time Jerry was introduced to Chris Gilbey, the manager of UK-based Australian punk band the Saints. At their meeting, the Coventry Automatics were offered a support slot to the punks at the legendary Marquee Club in Wardour Street. The gig was successful, but as Horace Panter, who had now acquired the stage title of Sir Horace Gentleman (given to him by Lynval in parody of his middle class accent and mannerisms), said: “For one of the world’s greatest rock stages the place was a shit hole. It stank.”


The group were so short on cash that they had to borrow the petrol money to get back to Coventry but as Lynval Golding enthused: “It was rough, it was tough, but man, they were the real good old days. Just going from gig to gig, just scraping by, sitting on our equipment in the back of a little van, listening to tapes.”


Back home, after the latest capital city jaunt, the band were quietly perfecting their punky reggae sound, gaining plenty of local gigs and venturing further a field to places like Manchester. They had a growing crowd of followers, but the next step on their road to national recognition came courtesy of one of the more well-known bands of the day, the Clash. A man the band knew called Dave Cork was acting as tour manager for the Clash and he owed Jerry and the boys a big favour after an earlier gig in Birmingham, where they had also been booked to support the Clash. The gig had gone awry when Joe Strummer et al had failed to turn up, leaving the Automatics to play on their own to a crowd expecting to see the Clash. As recompense, Cork managed to squeeze the band on to the bill as support on the ‘On Parole Tour’ while the real support act, US band Suicide, made their way over to the UK to join up with the tour.


Fate connects the two bands in another unconfirmed story. Well known for thinking on a grand scale, Dammers had originally wanted Johnny Rotten to join the band following the demise of the Sex Pistols, and while on a trip to search him out, Jerry left some tapes with one of Rotten’s supposedly big contacts. But the cassettes never reached him. Instead they were heard by a man who was going to have a big effect on the career of the Automatics, Clash manager Bernie Rhodes who, along with Malcolm McLaren, was one of the most powerful managers around at that time. Rhodes was something of a mystery character, well known for his forthright approach to management, and was someone who rarely gave interviews. As a result, not a lot is known about the man and the eccentric reputation he holds as a tough, hard-nosed negotiator who loved to philosophise and who only worked on his own terms.


Rhodes was not a great self-promoter, but was very meticulous in his projects and possessed a rapier-sharp mind. As a result of not pushing himself forward in the media, his influence is often overlooked, but he was responsible for some major achievements. Aside from the Clash, he was the man who brought Johnny Rotten into the Sex Pistols and would have a hand in nurturing the careers of bands like the Specials, Dexys Midnight Runners and Subway Sect. Paul Simonon, the Clash bass player, told Pat Gilbert in Passion Is A Fashion: “You can’t over-estimate Bernie’s importance. He set up the whole punk scene basically. He saw how non-musicians like myself and John Lydon could contribute.”


Rhodes was born in the East End of London, England, just after his Jewish mother had fled persecution in Russia in the wake of the Second World War. He grew up with an entrepreneurial attitude, always trying to cut himself a good deal. Come 1974 he was already designing and printing T-shirts for Malcolm McLaren and was a part-time mechanic, but his association with McLaren took him into musical circles, an area where he would thrive. He set up what was going to be the Clash after meeting Joe Strummer at a Sex Pistols gig, putting him together with Mick Jones and Paul Simonon. The rest, as they say, is musical history.


When the Automatics got some dates as support on the Clash tour, Dammers was determined to gain more shows and so harassed Strummer, singing the band’s merits. Strummer warmed to the Automatic’s strange punk-reggae style and was convinced that they were a safe bet. In due course Strummer told Bernie Rhodes he wanted them for the whole tour. After seeing them, Rhodes was less convinced, but gave in. On the opening night of the ‘On Parole’ tour the band announced themselves as ‘The Special AKA The Automatics’ but, as often happens with these things, someone shortened it to the Specials.


“Ah, well,” Dammers would later say in 2005, “the group name the Specials was supposed to be like saying the word ‘Sex Pistols’ when you were pissed and slurring your words. That’s true – not a lot of people know that, but they do now!”


Chris Long, former member of 2Tone band the Swinging Cats, and otherwise known as ‘The Rhythm Doctor’, recalled: “We were walking home from the pub one night, when Jerry asked me ‘What do you think of the name the Specials?’ to which I replied ‘That’s crap, it reminds me of the Special Constabulary.’ But Jerry stuck to his guns and history speaks for itself. I also have a quirky memory of Jerry playing his organ in the crowd, facing the band onstage, and waving his hands like a conductor.”


Journalist, musician and TV presenter Garry Bushell saw the first gig where the band that supported the Clash were billed as the Specials: “I was at the Aylesbury Friars club when they did that first gig billed as the Specials.” said Garry, “I was working for the Sounds music paper and the first on that bill that night were the Specials. I was really intrigued by that mix they had, that punky reggae party thing going on. More than anything I always remember Neville; he was a ball of energy.”


Predictably, the Clash went down a storm but support band Suicide suffered some abuse from the manic crowds. For the Specials it was an immense eye-opener, and they also received a hostile reception. In Aberdeen the band were pelted with flashcubes and spat at, and other gigs were little different. The hordes of drunken punks who were only interested in the Clash and their sound-a-likes, did not appreciate their mixed sound. For a measly £25 a night it wasn’t anyone’s idea of fun and even when the Clash forced Bernie Rhodes to double the Specials’ meagre earnings, the Coventry boys must have wondered whether it was worth all the hassle. In Bracknell, the gig had been disrupted by Nazi skinheads, who were fervently aligned to the mighty and notorious Sham 69. The National Front had developed a plan of seek, approach and convert and they had infiltrated football hooligan and skinhead gangs. Their idea was to promote aggro at gigs and soccer matches as a way of courting the media’s interest. Earlier that year, skinheads, rioting and sieg heiling as they went, had caused £7,500 worth of damage at a Sham 69 concert at the London School of Economics.


“In Bracknell,” Jerry Dammers recalls, “the Sham Army turned up, got onstage and attacked the lead singer of Suicide, the other support band. That was the night the Specials concept was born. I idealistically thought ‘We have to get through to these people.’ It was obvious that a mod and skinhead revival was coming and I was trying to find a way to make sure it didn’t go the way of the National Front and the British Movement. I saw punk as a piss-take of rock music, as rock music committing suicide, and it was great and it was really funny, but I couldn’t believe people took it as a serious musical genre which they then had to copy. It seemed to be a bit more healthy to have an integrated kind of British music, rather than white people playing rock and black people playing their music. Ska was an integration of the two.”


Despite the disruptions, the tour did have one bright spot, the arrival of the group’s final member, Neville Staple. Neville recalls his experiences on the Clash tour: “It was great backstage, the Clash loved us and we loved the Clash, we got on with all of the members of the Clash and even now we still all talk.”


Neville was a Coventry legend before he joined the band. Known as a loveable rogue, he began turning up to Automatics gigs and was an acquaintance of the group drummer Silverton Hutchinson. Horace Panter knew of his reputation around the town. In his book Ska’d For Life, he said: “Neville was street-wise in a way I wasn’t and I kept him at a respectable distance until I got to know him better.”


Neville Staple was born in Christiana, Jamaica on April 11th 1955, to a family with two sisters and a brother. Nev’s father left for England in the late Fifties. When Nev was five his father sent to have him brought over to the UK. The original Rude Boy, he was often in trouble, especially with his father, who was extremely strict. When school finished for the day at quarter to four, Neville and his brother had to be home by four o’clock and were in bed normally by six, but they both began to sneak out of the bedroom window and get involved in wayward behaviour. Neville ran away from home three times when he was nine years old and slept rough in graveyards. He attended Rugby Secondary Modern School in the Midlands and spent more time in the headmaster’s office than in lessons. He bunked off classes to go meet girls and by the time he was 13 he would walk off school premises to go to the local cinema and creep in the back door to watch what were then X-rated movies. During this period, he took up part time work as a grocery boy, but this didn’t last long because he left when things got a little hot under the collar due to the fact he was skimming money from the till to fund his desire to own a motor scooter.


He left school at 15 and got a job as an apprentice TV engineer, which he stuck at for two years or so before working in a slaughterhouse, then moving on to a road gang. In his spare time, he was heavily into music, with his influences coming from the likes of John Holt, Gregory Isaacs and Linton Kwesi Johnson. Neville would often relieve his boredom by jumping in his car at night and speeding all the way down the M1 motorway to London with his music blaring out of the windows. As soon as he reached the first roundabout outside of London, he would turn around and drive straight back to Coventry, sometimes twice a night! He teamed up with best friend Trevor Evans (later to be a Specials road manager) to run a local reggae sound system, and it was through the sound system that both he and Evans ended up, in true Rude Boy stylee, serving time at Her Majesty’s Pleasure: “We used to go around the clubs,” said Neville. “We used to spend all our money on records and go around nicking wood to make the speaker boxes. We had to get cash to get a bigger sound but we got into a lot of trouble when the coppers caught us burgling some houses in Rugby.”


These incidents, along with charges of affray and driving getaway cars, landed Neville and Trevor prison sentences. Neville spent time in detention at Winson Green before spending six months in Wormwood Scrubs: “Very depressing,” explains Neville. “I was banged up most of the time while I was there, sometimes on my own, sometimes with a bunch of four or five others. I’d like not to go back there, ever. Yeah, it’s fair to say I’m the original rude boy, I used to be really, really rude. I say rude, I used to get into loads of mischief, if it weren’t for the Specials I’d probably be doing long time right now. I was literally from the street, I grew up on the street, I used to get up to all sorts of stuff. Detention centres, prison. I was bad before.”


After release from prison, Neville and Trevor headed straight for the clubs and it was on one of their rounds of local venues they heard about the Automatics. Neville remembers their first sight of the group: “We had heard about this gap-toothed bloke doing the rounds with this band that had a couple of black guys in. We wanted to see what it was like, so me and Trevor went along to see what kind of sound they had and it wasn’t bad.”


Neville then started his own disco dancing troupe called Neville and the Boys, who made an appearance at Coventry’s Locarno at one of the DJ nights, run by none other than Pete Waterman. Along with Evans, Neville now started to follow the Automatics around the city. After a while, the two resourceful men gained employment as roadies for the band and Neville’s eventual inclusion into the outfit came on the Clash tour. In Leeds, whilst the band were tinkering on a soundcheck and going through their version of the ska classic ‘Monkey Man’, Neville plugged in a microphone at the sound desk and began toasting over the top of the track. The group were perplexed as to where the sound was coming from and tracked it back to Neville. They invited him to do the same onstage that night. After the show at the Music Machine in London, Neville was voted in as co-vocalist to Terry Hall and would later also take up some percussion duties.


“Often,” said Jerry Dammers, “we’d hear a bit of singing coming from nowhere. At first, we didn’t know what was happening and then I found out that Neville had plugged in a mike at the mixing desk and was toasting over the top of our numbers. It was a good decision to make him full time.”


Neville recalled: “The atmosphere then was bloody electric, and I remember hearing the lads running through ‘Guns Of Navarone’ so I just plugged in the mike and off I went.” 


After the Clash tour, Dammers dropped a bombshell; if the group were to make a solid effort at pursuing a musical career, then he wanted total commitment, and so he told the employed members of the band, Terry, Roddy and Horace, that they should quit their jobs. It was a massive decision for them, especially the latter two, but it seemed to be the only realistic way forward if the band’s ambitions were going to be met, so they agreed.


The next step in the master plan was to warily contact Bernie Rhodes to see if he could help them any further. Although Rhodes was never officially their manager, he worked with the band closely for some time and had them live in London for a six-month period, which almost brought about their demise. The boys’ accommodation in the big smoke was an old, grim warehouse in Camden where they would occasionally practice their set. The group stayed in London for four or five days at a time before going back to Coventry to claim their dole, then turning about-face and racing back to London for more misery. The forbidding monstrosity that became a temporary home for the band was originally an old gin distillery, and at one stage housed a huge turntable for re-routing trains.


In June 1976, whilst it was still derelict, in true Bernie Rhodes bare-faced blagging style, he somehow convinced the local authority that under-privileged and disadvantaged local youths needed some space to rehearse their various bands, and the powers-that-be granted him the lease on the property. Rhodes had originally brought the Clash there to experience its harsh dreariness and oppressive atmosphere, believing something along the lines of ‘maketh the man- maketh the band’. The building became known as ‘Rehearsal Rehearsals’ and represented a truly miserable time for the Special AKA. They had to sleep in one room that was infested with vermin, and after a period of thumb-twiddling and sharing half pints of beer, the group approached Rhodes about his seeming lack of effort to progress the band’s career. Rhodes still expressed an interest in the seven weary Coventry boys, despite the fact that he thought they were ‘still not quite right’, and started to discuss contractual terms. To try to instil some enthusiasm back into the group, he organised a trip to Paris.


Mickey Foote, Rhodes’ second in command and the man instructed to take care of the Clash when Rhodes was not around, was to accompany the band on the fateful Paris sojourn. Rhodes organised a hire van, loaded the band’s equipment into it, and off it went down to Dover for the ferry crossing. Remarkably, Rhodes then instructed the band to unload the van, push the equipment up on to the ferry via the available trolleys, and said a driver and van would meet them in Calais. Hilarity ensued when Dammers’ suitcase burst open on the ramp sending his underwear and clothing blowing around in the wind.


“Jerry was always clumsy,” said Roddy “and untogether in ordinary ways, if not in music or his drive to succeed.”


The alarm bells started ringing when Rhodes then gave Foote some money and bid his goodbyes. “We thought he was coming with us!” exclaimed Lynval Golding.


The crossing, as if a precursor of things to come, was rough, but a few beers all round managed to calm the unsuspecting Specials. Disembarking in France, Dammers, forever the eccentric, jokingly claimed France for England by dropping to his knees and putting a handful of foreign soil into his mouth. The jovial mood soon changed, however, when it was time to check through passport control. The band members had their passports but drummer Silverton Hutchinson, coming from Barbados, posed the problem. For him to play he needed a work permit, which he obviously didn’t have and the French authorities demanded his return to London. Hutchinson had to oblige, despite Dammers’ offer of a back-hander to the gathered gendarme and port officers. They agreed that Hutchinson get the work permit required and rejoin the group in Paris.


The fun continued when, after sorting six out of seven members through passport control, they emerged and were greeted by their French transport to Paris: “This bloke,” said Lynval Golding, “had come in this tiny ‘Interflora’ van. There was no way we were gonna fit all the gear and the band into this one small van, so we came up with this plan that some of the guys should hitchhike from Calais to Paris. I looked around and thought me first time in France; the majority of the people were white. I knew one thing and that was I wasn’t gonna hitchhike being black. Me and Neville looked at each other and we knew there was no way anyone would give us a lift, we just assumed that they had the same racial problems in France as we did in England, so we made sure that me and Neville squeezed into the van with some equipment on top of us and went straight to Paris.”


With Lynval and Neville’s fears about being left on the roadside in a foreign land miles away from home understood by the remainder of the line up, it was decided by Terry, Roddy, Jerry and Horace that it would be they who would chance their arm at hitch hiking to Paris. Lady Luck smiled on them briefly and they managed to flag down a Rolls-Royce! It took one more car to finally transport the weary Specials to the French capital: “We all went to the club where we were supposed to be playing the first night,” said Roddy Byers, “and the caretaker set his dog on us!”


Jerry remembered the farce when they arrived: “Once we got dropped off in Paris it was the middle of the night. The trains weren’t running and we didn’t have enough money for a cab, but Bernie had given us a map so we spent the rest of the night dragging our amps, guitars and luggage across Paris. At dawn, we arrived at the club where we were due to play that night but it was closed of course. After waiting around for about eight hours someone arrived to open the club and we asked if we were at the right place. He didn’t seem to like the look of us and told us we were at the wrong club and gave us the name of another venue, where he said we were definitely playing – this was apparently his idea of a joke. So we set off, dragging the gear, to the other venue, which he said was just around the corner, but turned out to be a circus about two or three kilometres away. After getting directions from lots of different people, we finally reached this circus and asked if we were playing there that night. The gypsy guy in the booth leapt over the counter and tried to attack us! So we had to lug the amps, guitar and luggage all the way back to where we started out from, at which point the rest of the band had arrived.”


What was to follow would influence the writing of the band’s first single ‘Gangsters’. The band settled in at their hotel and after a couple of days, Silverton Hutchinson, now legal, arrived. It seemed things were beginning to look up, but that proved to be a short-lived state of affairs. As the band prepared for their first night as part of a residency at a Paris club, a woman approached them. She was the hotel owner and she wanted to know if they were from England. The wary band affirmed that they were, and from that moment the situation descended into farce. The woman, satisfied that her suspicions that they were English had been confirmed, vehemently explained to them an English group which had stayed in her hotel (later revealed to have been the Damned, managed by Rick Rogers, of whom more later) had smashed it up badly. The Specials, thinking it an odd statement, deemed it a warning from the woman to behave and stay out of trouble on her territory. They continued to laze around the hotel, strumming and tuning guitars, when two men came up and immediately grabbed the guitars belonging to Lynval and Roddy. The woman reappeared and directly told the perplexed boys that they should pay for the damage from the Damned’s visit, and if no payment was forthcoming then she would not return the guitars. The band, thinking at first it was a joke, tried to laugh off her protestations, but it soon became obvious that she was in no laughing mood. At that point, all hell broke loose, with Roddy and Lynval demanding the return of their instruments.


“I went mad!” says Lynval. “It was my cream Telecaster guitar, it meant everything to me! I’d had to struggle to get it, I’d had to pay for it and I wasn’t working, so for me it was tough.”


The argument grew and the band ended up being pushed downstairs. Dammers had been dragged out of his shower, naked, and threatened with a beating. The argument, now at fever pitch, spilled into the lobby area. The hotel owner wanted the band thrown out and in the ensuing melee, pushing, and shoving the glass entrance door to the hotel was smashed. The Police arrived and seemed quite uninterested in what was going on, which allowed matters to escalate. The trouble only ceased slightly when the man who ran the club they were playing at also showed up and spoke directly to the angry, raging woman. The man from the club suggested the band go straight to the venue, which they gladly did. To their surprise and relief, by the time they arrived there all their equipment, including the confiscated guitars, was ready and waiting for them.


Roddy was extremely happy with the return of the equipment.


“We thought, how did they do that?” he said. “Then the manager of the club arrived, he offered me and Terry a mint. As he opened his jacket we saw a gun!”


“I thought wow! These guys were wicked,” enthused Lynval. “How did they do it? Well, they pulled back their guns and demanded the guitars! There you have it. THAT is ‘Gangsters’!”


The dates they played went well, but all in all the group were relieved to find themselves back in Blighty. However, they had no money to get back to the Midlands. Horace Panter worked some magic and eventually they managed to get all the instruments and the group back to Coventry. In the cold light of day, they were no further forward in their careers under the guidance of Bernie Rhodes. It was unanimously decided that they would have no more to do with the man, but things were starting to get desperate. Nobody had any money; under the circumstances, it was inevitable that arguments within the band would reach new levels. They had become disillusioned, and everything was on the verge of collapse, but after all his planning and hard work Jerry Dammers was hardly going to throw in the towel, and his guiding hand ensured they saw the new year in with the group amazingly still intact.


They had now started to rehearse in the back room of the Binley Oak pub in Coventry, but with Silverton Hutchinson regularly absent from practice more tension brewed, and Bernie Rhodes words about ‘changing direction and getting their jumble of punk and reggae sorted out once and for all’ haunted them. Jerry and Horace wanted to experiment with a music called ska, another export from Jamaica, and the father of reggae. Lynval, also a ska fan, shared their enthusiasm, Silverton was far from happy with the idea, but since he was absent from rehearsals the group tried out the ska sound. As if it were a gift from the gods, the band’s true direction and musical identity was revealed, with their fast punky breaks now running hand in hand with the dancier, offbeat sound. At this point, Silverton quit – he had a family to think about and couldn’t see the band going anywhere. 


He was a volatile character, but his absence from the rehearsal room had mainly been due to the fact that he was looking for full-time employment because he had a mortgage to pay. He felt as if the band would never be able to pay him a living wage. The introduction of ska also made Roddy Byers think about quitting: “I’d been with the group for over a year,” says Roddy, “and I’d worked out all these guitar things that I really liked. When Jerry brought in the ska, I was at bit of a loss. A lot of the guitar stuff I’d done didn’t fit with ska, so I had to completely rethink my guitar playing over again for every song. Having to do it just like that was a bit of a shock for me, discovering ska really, plus I hadn’t heard a lot of the original ska stuff. I didn’t know how songs like ‘Monkey Man’ went, so I just played the first thing that came into my mind, sort of Chuck Berry, Duane Eddy, Johnny Thunders licks, trying to fit white rock guitar into a reggae feel.”


Roddy would soon develop his own unique ska style, and he began to compose songs that would later get him recognition as an accomplished songsmith, second only to Dammers in the band.


Soon enough Bernie Rhodes raised his head again and offered one of the most valuable pieces of advice he’d ever given the band. He was a firm believer in selling an artist/group as a package, focussing on their artistic merits. His time with the Clash was a good example; in his eyes, a band with a good image had more of a chance of making it to the big time than a band without one. With the Specials now playing ska and reggae, Rhodes pointed them towards the attire of the West Indian rude boy and the British skinhead to solve their image problems. Roddy was a big fan of the change because he had long admired the Clash’s Paul Simonon from afar. Simonon had adopted that mix of rudie/skinhead during his Clash days, something that Dammers himself had also taken note of. Terry Hall had been a skinhead, so he knew what was needed clothes-wise and helped to create their new style, which would become the definitive ska look of tonic suit, loafers and pork pie hat.


“Bernie Rhodes was right,” says Terry. “Clothes are important. As far as I’m concerned, the clothing is almost as important as the music. They really are important to the whole thing.”


Lynval Golding remembers the time he had a run in with Jerry Dammers over the clothing issue: “We were playing one night, can’t remember where. I’m sat in my white T-shirt before the gig. Jerry comes in and says to me ‘Er…Lyn, you gotta shirt?’ so I tells him ‘Yes, Jerry, I have a shirt.’ He says to me ‘Er…you wanna wear that shirt tonight then Lyn?’ So I said ‘No Jerry I’m wearing my white T-shirt tonight! I’m not asking your permission mate. I’m wearing my white T-shirt!’ Anyway, we had an argument about that, but he did have this image visually in his mind, especially about what the band should look like, you know?”


With the image question resolving itself, Dammers worked on the next part of his master plan. He had a vision of what could be if the band proved successful. He had been captivated by the way Berry Gordy and Motown had evolved, and that is what he wanted to reproduce, a movement along the lines of Motown which also incorporated elements of the punk phenomenon. He quickly realised that a design or logo, which would be instantly recognisable and connected to the band would help with promotion. He and Horace Panter came up with some pop art-inspired designs that would eventually prove as a central to 2Tone as the music itself, and much later would be the symbol for ska bands recognisable worldwide. They considered names such as ‘Satik’ and ‘Underworld’ before the description ‘2Tone’ thrust its way into their consciousness. It turned out that Dammers thought of the idea for the black and white chequers whilst brushing around the gaps in his teeth with his black and white checked toothbrush which was, in later years, displayed in the Herbert Museum in Coventry.


“I came up with the ‘2’ over the top of the ‘Tone’” Horace recalled in his book, “but it was Jerry that used the idea of black and white checks and the 2Tone man. This was a caricature of Peter Tosh taken from an early Wailers album. It was a brilliant image. Simple, which said everything about us.”


“That look is defiant, Jamaican and hard,” said Dammers of Tosh’s stance on the album cover.


The 2Tone character became the legendary “Walt Jabsco”; his name came from the label on the inside of a bowling shirt that Dammers owned. However, it wasn’t just a band logo or label design, it was a statement of intent, and the black and white chequers symbolised the black of ska and white of punk in the mix of the music and the multiracial make up of the band. With the logo, name and design concepts in place, Walt Jabsco was ready to lead the charge of the 2Tone cavalry to bring British ska to an unsuspecting public.


Jerry had already made plans to launch his own record label, which would come to be known as 2Tone. He wanted ‘Gangsters’ to be the first release, but there were two major stumbling blocks. First, the Specials lacked any financial backing, and second there was a distinct lack of a drummer since the departure of Silverton Hutchinson. Neville had helped with percussion duties, but they really needed the services of a sticksman before they could go into the studio. Problem one was overcome when the band made the acquaintance of a Coventry ‘businessman’ of Irish descent called Jimbo O’Boyle. For a percentage, Jimbo agreed to lend them the £700 they needed to afford a studio session to record ‘Gangsters’. The song title pretty much summed up the group’s new benefactor; there were stories of guns in car glove boxes and physical manhandling! Roddy Byers later said: “I was once trying to point out to a relative of his that Jimbo never actually managed the band. He almost beat me up!”


The band were not put off and went ahead with the recording, and it turned out to be a sound investment.


The second hurdle was conquered with the arrival of John Edward Bradbury. Born on February 16th 1955 in Coventry to Irish parents, Brad (later known as Prince Rimshot) left Binley Park Secondary School, where he showed a flair for poetry, to attend Hull Polytechnic, where he achieved a degree in art (although this was fine art and not the same as Dammers’ degree). It was whilst at Hull that Brad joined a local soul band as a drummer and toured the working men’s club circuit. He returned to Birmingham as an art teacher, but also had various jobs such as a market stall assistant and concrete screener before landing work as a teacher of English as a second language to immigrant children in a community education centre in Coventry.


Brad’s big musical influence was soul, and Stax in particular, but his first real taste of ska and reggae came while he was working as a sales assistant in the same Virgin Records shop as former Automatics singer Tim Strickland. Brad eventually amassed a huge record collection which instilled in him a love for Jamaican music rivalling his affection for soul. He had been involved in the music scene around Coventry on and off for years, including bands such as Nightease and Nack-Ed-En, whose members also included lead guitarist Loz Netto (later of Sniff and The Tears) and bassist Neil Richardson. Richardson remembers: “In 1970 the then drummer of Nack-Ed-En, Steve Harrison, introduced me to this band, asking me to bring some of my lyrics to a rehearsal at a pub in Primrose Hill Street one Sunday afternoon. It was the first time I’d met the band [apart from Steve], but I got to see a lot of them later on, especially Loz. They were a tight three-piece with high-octane musicianship. The second week I went along with my lyrics, Steve had been replaced by John Bradbury.


“Brad was a stand-out drummer even back then, ten years before the Specials. No long, messy drum solos, his breaks were terse and highly skilful [as in ‘Gangsters’] and he seemed to have a great sense of song structure and band leadership. Because Steve left, my songs didn’t get used, but we went to the Dive Bar after the Primrose Hill rehearsal and sat with a local guitarist Chris Jones, and they read through the lyrics. I remember Brad reading them and saying ‘Who is he?’ I wasn’t sure if that was good or bad, but again, as soon as the band formed they seemed to split, so I never really got anywhere. As far as I remember the music was mainly R & B, but had an impressive progressive element, with John Bradbury’s jazz rock skills and Loz’s interest in bands like King Crimson.”


Later, Brad would play in a number of outfits like the Bowl Alley Men and later the influential Transposed Men (the name coming from a Sixties sci-fi book cover), a group that also included Neol Davies, Desmond Brown (both later of the Selecter), well known Coventry musician Kevin Harrison and Steve Wynne (AKA Vaughan Tive). This line-up would rehearse embryonic versions of ‘On My Radio’, ‘Street Feeling’ and material that would later be performed by the Selecter and appear on the Too Much Pressure album on 2Tone Records. The Transposed Men had recorded demos in Brad’s cellar in Warwick, but nothing else really happened for the band despite interest from Virgin Records. When Brad was poached by the Specials, the Transposed Men fell apart, with Neol and Desmond combining forces with local reggae band Hardtop 22 and recruiting female vocalist Pauline Black to form the Selecter. Kevin Harrison later joined the Urge and would tour as support to the Specials.


At the time of the Transposed Men and Silverton Hutchinson’s sharp exit, Brad and Dammers were sharing a house. So Dammers’ search for a new drummer took him as far afield as his kitchen! Jerry asked him initially to take the sticks just for ‘Gangsters’, and indeed, according to Horace, there had been doubt in Jerry’s mind about whether Brad was exactly what he was looking for. The other band members then over-ruled any ideas Jerry may have had. The line-up was now complete. It has often been said, particularly by Lynval, that Brad’s superb drumming was what gave the Specials their beefy sound but Brad, in turn, credits it to Lynval’s classic offbeat chop!


By early 1979, the group had a number of fully written, composed and ready to record songs. ‘Gangsters’ was a clever and complete reworking of Prince Buster’s bluebeat hit ‘Al Capone’. In fact, the screeching brakes intro to the Special AKA (they were to revert to one of their original monikers for the first release just to complicate matters) are direct samples from The Prince’s record. The opening line of “Bernie Rhodes knows…Don’t argue!” is a sharp stab at the man himself, but it immortalised him on vinyl. The icy, poignant lyrics capture the band’s ill feeling towards record companies and the music business as a whole, in particular those involved for the money rather than a love of music, as well as being a document of their eyebrow-raising trip to France.


“I wrote that song,” explained Jerry Dammers, “straight after we came back from that disastrous trip to Paris. We were practising at Rhodes’ rehearsal place in Chalk Farm. We were well and truly pissed off about that time. There were seven of us sleeping in that one room. I just stayed up all night and wrote it. That song was written on Joe Strummer’s guitar. Basically, we were pissed off with the whole show like the club owners and the managers. What we set out to prove with ‘Gangsters’ was that you can do it yourselves really. You don’t need those types of people and, besides, the song wasn’t just about him. We were taking the piss out of him. I didn’t hate him for anything, but he had been very tight.”


Roddy was also a bit wary of Mr Rhodes: “He wanted to split us up. He wanted Terry to join the Black Arabs. He likes to put musicians together like that, but you can’t do that with people.”


On the subject of ‘Gangsters’, Lynval Golding echoed Dammers’ feelings: “It’s proof that groups can do things for themselves. We’ve been through so many guys who claimed they could manage us. They claimed they can do this and do that, and in the end, they do fuck all. That’s when we said we’d do our own single and fuck them all! We tried to do everything the normal way to get the record out, but were told by some record labels ‘Ah, they’re a bunch of fuckin’ wankers, fuckin’ waste of time, get out of it. Send em back to Coventry’ sort of thing y’know. Nobody wanted to know us.”


Terry Hall said about the record: “We wrote ‘Gangsters’ about our manager, but also about the club promoters in and around Coventry. We weren’t paranoid; we were just used to being threatened.”


The money the band had borrowed would only stretch to the recording of ‘Gangsters’ and the recording of a B-side was sidelined. The band ensconced themselves in Coventry’s Horizon 8-track studio on Warwick Road, which had been a railway building. It had been converted in 1977 by Barry Thomas, a former Coventry landlord who put a lot of his money into the new top-floor studio. The studio was upgraded to a 16-track in 1979 and was also purported to be haunted by the ghosts of an young art student, who had painted some of the décor at Horizon before succumbing to a drug-related death, and that of a former rail worker. Musicians recording there had reported being brushed past and something breathing heavily down their necks, as well as lights turning themselves on and off! It was intended that ‘Nite Klub’ would be recorded as the first single, but it was felt that the band could not get the right vibe on the day and as Terry Hall put it: “To be honest it was a no go with ‘Nite Klub’. That is a late-night drinking song, best recorded at night.”


With ‘Gangsters’ safely in the can, the only problem now was the lack of a B-side. This was when Jerry Dammers called upon long-time friend Neol Davies. Davies had composed an instrumental track called ‘Kingston Affair’ featuring himself on all instruments apart from drums (performed by none other than John Bradbury) and trombone played by Barry Jones, a local newsagent and sweet shop owner. Davies credited the song to the Selecters (the name they loosely wrote and recorded under and the forerunner of the Selecter) and wanted to record it. Enter Coventry legend and record producer Roger Lomas.


“By 1977,” said Lomas, “I had taken time out of playing and I was more into the recording side of the business. I built a 4-track studio in the garden of my house in Broad Street, Foleshill. Then one day Neol Davies knocked on the door, he said ‘I’ve got this great song I’ve written and I want to make a demo’. Neol at that time was known as a rock musician around town, so I was surprised to find that it sounded like old ska. But I have a commercial ear, which is necessary if you want to be a successful producer. I recognized that he’d written something good, even though it was not my kind of thing. We made a proper track and spent a week on it, which was unheard of in those days. It was just an instrumental track featuring a trombone solo, which I put through a flanger and used long delay echoes on it. Everybody was pleased with the results. I did the rounds with it, because I had a lot of contacts in the music business, but nobody was interested it. I think it was too soon for that sound. It was 18 months before the Specials recorded ‘Gangsters’. I didn’t know the Specials then, because I wasn’t into the punk thing. I knew this song was good though.”


The track was hastily renamed ‘The Selecter by the group The Selecter’ (which up until that point did not even exist) and was used to fill the gap on the Specials’ disc. ‘Gangsters’ was given the catalogue number TT1 and ‘The Selecter’ became TT2, and a double A-side assault on the nation was almost underway.


“I remember hearing John Peel playing my track for the first time,” said Selecter’s Neol Davies “and he called it ‘The Selecter by The Specials’. So I rang him up to put him straight.”


1,500 copies were printed, and a set of rubber stamps were made up depicting the words ‘The Special AKA – Gangsters’ and ‘VS The Selecter’ and it was left to Horace Panter and Terry Hall to painstakingly ensure that all the 1,500 sleeves were stamped individually. Luckily, no cases of Repetitive Strain Injury were reported! The next problem was distribution, but this didn’t prove too much of an obstacle when Dammers approached Britain’s largest indie distributor of that time, Rough Trade. They heard the single, knew the band and quickly agreed to handle it. The first batch sold out, and Rough Trade took over and pressed further copies. Jerry originally wanted another 2,500 but Rough Trade decided to press 5,000!


With Panter and Hall happily rubber-stamping singles, Jerry realised that to distribute all those copies he was going to need help. This came in the form of Alan Harrison, who was a lecturer at the Lanchester Polytechnic; Harrison had shared a house in Crouch End with a publicist called Rick Rogers, who at the time was working in PR for Stiff and Chiswick Records. Eventually Rogers went his own way and formed the management group Trigger, which was based in London. His first inkling of the Specials came when Harrison had tried to get Rogers interested in them when they were called the Coventry Automatics. Harrison told Jerry of Rogers’ existence and shortly afterwards Dammers made an appointment to see him. Rogers was, at that time, managing riotous punk band the Damned (sudden flashback to the hotel fracas in Paris).


At this meeting, Rogers sat and listened to this ‘strange’ young man, who at first didn’t seem to have much going for him, and agreed to listen to the tapes that Dammers had brought with him. On hearing them, Rogers knew immediately he had to see the Special AKA in the flesh, and so that same week he travelled up to Coventry to catch them on the group’s so-called ‘34th Tour of the Town.’ He saw the band at the almost home ground of Warwick University, where a good local crowd helped make it a great gig, and Rogers was impressed: “I was totally knocked out,” said Rick. “They were brilliant. The band had so much energy and enthusiasm. They mixed politics with having a good time; I knew they were destined for bigger things.”


After the gig, Rogers felt he had to speak with the group, and a short while later he was confronted with a wary-looking bunch of exhausted Specials. He chatted to them and quickly offered to manage them. The boys cautiously agreed: “Only when I got really talking to the band did I realise what a huge part Jerry was playing in the game. He desperately wanted to get this 2Tone thing in operation. He had everything worked out, even the artwork. He wanted it to become a movement. Yeah, that’s what he wanted to do, create a movement and a sound to go with it, a sort of British equivalent of Tamla.”


On returning to London, Rick Rogers swung the Trigger Management press and promo machine into action and was determined to get the group some gigs in the nation’s capital. He contacted friends and business associates and word of the group soon spread. With the rising success of ‘Gangsters’ in the independent charts, and excellent reviews from various fanzines and music magazines, there was a snowballing of popularity and recognition. Radio 1 legend John Peel heard ‘Gangsters’ and played it every night on his show for two weeks, he pencilled them in for one of his ‘In Session’ live studio performances. To promote ‘Gangsters’ the band played any gigs they could get, anywhere in the country and Rogers ensured they came thick and fast. He lined up a series of what would be very important London shows, some at smaller clubs and others as support band in larger venues. Their first gig was at the famous Hope & Anchor, but a mere 30 or so people attended. Their electric exuberance made up for the lack of audience, and as the gig-list increased, attendance began to rise swiftly. Word of mouth definitely worked in favour of the band.


On April 8th 1979 the group were placed on the bottom of a triple bill at the Lyceum Theatre, a building that had stood as a theatre since 1794 and was about to be assaulted by the punks of the 20th Century! Rick Rogers had his band the Damned playing as headliners, along with the upcoming UK Subs, and he pushed the Specials on in place of the billed Spizz Oil. Their now refined concoction of British punk and Jamaican ska won over the gathered skinheads who had come to see the Subs. Those same skinheads began to show up at other Specials gigs in the capital.


On May 3rd, a mere couple of weeks since the hideously low turnout at the Hope & Anchor, the Specials played the Moonlight Club in West Hampstead, a night that would go down in Specials’ history. It was the eve of the General Election and the coming of Margaret Thatcher, and the boys delivered an intense and powerful set, introduced by Terry Hall: “As I’ve got nothing to say, it’s the eve of the election and ‘Its Up To You!’”


The venue was packed with a crowd of 300 kids, including skins, punks and the newly spawned rudies. The Specials were becoming the hottest property in the music business. Musicians of the time, such as Chrissie Hynde and Elvis Costello turned up to see the shows, as did A&R men from record companies such as Warner Brothers, Island, A&M and Virgin. Rolling Stones Records were also there and Mick Jagger turned up to experience the live power of the Specials. Rick Rogers recalls meeting up with Jagger and his entourage: “We obviously knew who he was when we saw him, but he didn’t interest us in the slightest. We wanted to sign to a company that had an identity and quite frankly, Rolling Stones Records was never going to be a viable avenue for us. We just looked at him as this old man. He didn’t fit in with us at all.”


On the other hand, Jagger gave his reasons for chasing the Specials at that time: “I think the Specials are great. They’re into a music with deep roots and that’s something I like. I really get off on the Specials.”


The first pressing of ‘Gangsters’ had by now sold out completely, and in the next few weeks the speed of developments was staggering. During the search for a record label, it became obvious that some companies saw the 2Tone ideals as a drawback. The group and Rogers emphatically declared their demands which, in a nutshell, were ‘you take us, you take 2Tone.’ They wanted a distribution deal for all 2Tone releases plus total control of which bands were signed to the label and the records to be released. Some bizarre offers were made. Jerry Dammers and Rick Rogers went to see Muff Winwood at CBS Records where they were offered an EP deal and were told that CBS would see how things develop from there. Their offer was branded as crap by Dammers who laughed with hysterical derision on the way out of the building.


However, present on that auspicious evening at the Moonlight Club was an A&R man from Chrysalis Records called Roy Eldridge. It was his wisdom and foresight that would eventually be responsible for signing the band to Chrysalis, despite them actually receiving better cash offers from other labels. The fact that Chrysalis would accommodate the idea of the separate 2Tone identity persuaded the group to sign on the dotted line. There were concerns from staff at Chrysalis who frowned on the deal, but the majority knew that the Specials were just too good to let go.


“The major labels couldn’t entertain the thought of not retaining their corporate identity except Chrysalis.” said Rick Rogers “It was an extremely unusual deal as the idea of little labels within big labels didn’t exist then.”


The victorious Roy Eldridge, stunned by the group at the Moonlight Club, takes up the story of his conquest: “I went to the Moonlight Club in Hampstead expecting nothing special,” said Roy. “I’d been singularly unimpressed with a bunch of mod revival groups doing the club rounds at that time and had been told, very wrongly, that the Specials were part of that little movement. So, I turned up on my own expecting to be out of the club within 15 minutes or so and on to the next, but what a night! They were, and still are, the best unsigned live group I’ve ever seen. Energy, passion, politics, they made you dance, they made you think. Sensational! As soon as they came offstage, I talked my way backstage. Thankfully, I knew the manager Rick Rogers as I’d talked to him once about working for Chrysalis. I remember the group were shattered, they were always drained after a show and they were kind of suspicious, but we arranged to get together for a meeting. They outlined what they wanted, I agreed, and the rest as they say is history.”


Rick Rogers found Eldridge to be the most sincere of all the chasing A & R hounds: “Roy was bursting with enthusiasm and raved about what he had seen. He didn’t start throwing money like the rest of them, he was simply engrossed in the band and the music, and above all else that counted more than anything.”


Eldridge’s enthusiasm was certainly his driving force in securing the band to Chrysalis. He later recalled: “I was seriously going to give them a few minutes to impress me but was mesmerised by their musical up-beatness but lyrical darkness in such songs as ‘Concrete Jungle’ and ‘Too Much Too Young’. They were full of contradictions; Terry was Mr Deadpan while Lynval and Neville were going crazy. Jerry wanted their own label and to release singles by groups he hadn’t even found yet with no obligations. I didn’t care what it took, as long as I got them.”


In accordance with the Chrysalis signing, 2Tone Records were leased to record ten singles a year and had a £1,000 budget to record each single. The Specials signed a five-album deal with options for more, when, or if necessary. The group also secured a £20,000 advance, with half to be delivered on completion of the first album. They also signed to a music publishing deal with Plangent Visions Ltd. Although it seemed that 2Tone was a label in its own right, it was still Chrysalis who pulled the initial strings, and bands were signed to Chrysalis and not directly to 2Tone.


The other interesting thing that happened on that night in the Moonlight Club was that the gig was recorded. Next door to the club were the UK studios of Decca Records. The label was planning to record a charity album of acts that had appeared at the Moonlight Club, and on that night had set up a live audio feed from the club into the studio. The charity album never materialised, but ten of the tracks recorded live on that fateful night were released as a vinyl album, the most famous of the Specials bootlegs to emerge. 


Later that same month the group were to appear at a gig for the Rock Against Racism campaign. Rock Against Racism (RAR) was a project set up in 1976 in the wake of comments made by two of the top recording artists of that time, Eric Clapton and David Bowie. On stage in Birmingham, Clapton had made a drunken declaration of support for controversial Conservative MP, Enoch Powell. Clapton said that the country had ‘become overcrowded’ and asked the assembled crowd to vote for Powell to stop the UK from becoming ‘a black colony’. Two men, rock music photographer Red Saunders and his friend Roger Huddle, from the CAST Theatre group, responded by writing a letter to the NME music paper expressing their opposition to Clapton’s comments, which they said were “all the more disgusting because he had his first hit with a cover of reggae star Bob Marley’s ‘I Shot The Sheriff’.’’ Further support for RAR came after David Bowie said in an interview that Britain was ready for a fascist leader; he also allegedly did a Nazi salute while riding in a car. Bowie later retracted his comment and claimed that he said it as a result of being under the influence of a ‘substance’.


Around this time the Anti-Nazi League were in force to counteract the growing wave of racist attacks in the UK, and to thwart the growing menace of the National Front. So, in 1978, 100,000 people marched six miles from Trafalgar Square to the East End, for what was to become a renowned open-air concert staged by the Rock Against Racism group. The concert featured the Clash (as seen in the film Rude Boy), Buzzcocks, Steel Pulse, X-Ray Spex, the Ruts, Sham 69, Generation X and the Tom Robinson Band. More recently, the ideals of RAR were reborn under the guise of Love Music Hate Racism. However, it has been said that 2Tone, in its short life, did more to help racial matters than RAR: “We started out at the same time as RAR,” said Jerry Dammers, “so it was all part of the same thing. For me, it was no good being anti-racist if you didn’t involve black people, so what the Specials tried to do was create something that was more integrated.”


The Specials got involved in RAR through a gig staged at the Hope & Anchor pub. Although the event was for a worthwhile cause, another step was made in the rise of the 2Tone phenomenon. In the crowd, that night was a young skinhead and his friends who were in a band that played a similar style of music to the Specials. He was very impressed with the set delivered by the Coventry boys, got chatting to Jerry Dammers afterwards and, before they parted, they had swapped addresses and phone numbers. The young man was Graham ‘Suggs’ McPherson, and his band were a little-known North London outfit called Madness.


“They played in the Hope & Anchor in North London that we all drank in,” said Suggs at the time. “We hadn’t heard of them really, but they were similar to us. Funnily enough the first thing I had heard about them was a half-page article on the Specials in the Melody Maker paper, you know the sort of thing, championing a band before they had really achieved anything, you know? I could see they dressed the same as us in a way. We were using the Hope & Anchor as a focal point at that time, all meeting up there regularly, monopolising the jukebox, playing obscure ska and bluebeat tracks. That night though the Specials were fantastic. Jerry Dammers stayed at my flat that night and we talked long into the night about pop music and he talked about his vision and future that was to be 2Tone.”


May 27th saw the Specials back at the Lyceum Theatre, this time as bottom of the bill with the Mekons above them and the Gang Of Four headlining. The Specials didn’t just steal the show; they took it right out of the hall, chucked it in their van and had driven away before the Gang Of Four had even come on stage. Pete Thomas, a member of Elvis Costello’s backing band the Attractions, was asked by gathered journalists if there was any chance of him persuading Costello, a self-confessed Specials convert, to take the group on tour with them, to which Thomas replied: “You’re kidding. They’d blow us off every night!”
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Coventry Automatics – Canley College 1978. Photo by R.Byers








The Specials then played a packed Fulham Greyhound. Despite agreeing to sign to Chrysalis, A&R men still climbed in through windows to get a glimpse of the band of the moment. The group and Rick Rogers were continually harassed by other labels desperate to get them to sign up. One such label was Virgin Records, who, at every available opportunity, offered to double any Chrysalis offer and individual cash incentives were waved about as sweeteners. This did not impress the Specials, who saw the underhand dealings as one side of the music business they would prefer to avoid, and had even lambasted in ‘Gangsters’.


May 23rd found the group in the BBC studios at Maida Vale to record a session for iconic DJ John Peel, to be broadcast to the nation on the 29th. The songs they chose to perform were ‘Gangsters’, ‘Too Much Too Young’, ‘Concrete Jungle’ and a bouncy cover of the Maytals’ ‘Monkey Man’. The recording of this session became available to the public in 1987 when it was released on vinyl through Strange Fruit Records. The band would record two more sessions for Peel; the first was recorded on 15th October 1979, and featured fantastic live studio renditions of their set, such as ‘Rude Boys Outa Jail’, ‘Rat Race’ and ‘The Skinhead Symphony in Three Movements’ (a compilation of ‘Long Shot Kick De Bucket’,’ Liquidator’ and ‘Skinhead Moonstomp’). The set was aired on Radio 1 a year later on 22nd October 1980. The second session was recorded exactly a week after the first broadcast, and consisted ‘Sea Cruise’, ‘Stereotype’ and ‘Raquel’, it was aired on December 1st 1980. These recordings eventually got the digital treatment and were issued in 1998 on compact disc via EMI, who at the time of writing, own all the Specials and 2Tone recordings.


Back in 1979, with the Chrysalis deal signed and sealed, more copies of ‘Gangsters’ were pressed and instead of using a plain sleeve, the black and white checks and the unmistakable countenance of Walt Jabsco adorned the covers. Now, with major label backing and on national release, sales of the single began to rocket and an eight-week tour of Britain’s clubs was arranged. Before it started, Jerry and Horace travelled to London to see the band Madness play: “I had originally seen their name carved on a toilet door,” said Horace Panter. “That was my first introduction to Madness.”


Jerry Dammers had a similar experience: “I remember seeing ‘Chalky n Suggs ov Chelsea’ scraped into toilet doors and on walls.”


Madness put on a great performance, and Dammers was convinced that the group were a safe bet. He was handed a demo by the band: “We handed Jerry a demo of ‘The Prince’,” said Madness guitarist Chris Foreman AKA Chrissy Boy. “We thought it was awful, but I guessed he must have liked it because it became our first single and the second 2Tone release.”


Dammers had not particularly enjoyed the recording: “The demo they gave me of ‘The Prince’ was really, really bad. There was no record company going to sign them at that time in their career except 2Tone. I did see the potential though and signed them up.”


As well as the offer of a single on 2Tone, that night Madness were also offered support slots on some Specials gigs, the first one being the forthcoming show at the Nashville Rooms in Kensington on June 8th. The Nutty Boys immediately agreed. At the Nashville gig, the Specials played under the banner of ‘The Rude Boys Return’, and were a huge success.
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“That was an amazing night. Great time had by all,” said Horace Panter. “From then on I think we knew things were going to really take off, but by how much we never imagined.”


Madness’ drummer Dan ‘Woody’ Woodgate said of the momentous evening: “It was amazing! We walked in and everyone was in all the suits and the whole gear. It was like ‘What is this? This is amazing!’ A massive great room full of Mikes and Suggs and Lees and what have you.” 


The event was covered briefly in the Madness biographical film Take It Or Leave It. Not all of the Specials’ ever-increasing army of supporters could fit into the room, and hundreds were turned away at the door. Those outside were none too pleased at the prospect of not getting to see their newfound favourite band, and the disappointment turned into sporadic outbursts of trouble. The police rushed to the aid of the panicking management and halted what could have been a very nasty episode. The lesson was learned, and 20 days later, when the Specials returned to the Nashville with Madness, it was made an all-ticket event.


Reviews of the Specials’ gigs in the music press were more than favourable and gushed with praise, sparking even more interest in the group of Coventry upstarts who were taking London by storm. The band had quickly picked up a huge following, and people were being turned away from almost every venue because there was never room to accommodate the group’s burgeoning army. The group would let a few of the audience backstage after every show to have a drink and hang out, a good-natured gesture by the exhausted group to show their willingness to include the paying public and fans. Initially the bands hardcore fan base consisted of mainly skinheads (a hangover from the UK Subs crowd). Within weeks, a new breed of youth was on the scene, the rudeboy or rudie. Rude boys were originally small time gangsters and street thugs in Sixties Jamaica; they dressed in sharp suits and pork pie hats and had no immediate connection to ska music. The ska connection in the UK came when emigration brought rude boys to England, where they played their indigenous ska, rocksteady and reggae in discos, and mixed with the early skinheads who had just broken away from the mod subculture and were looking for a totally separate identity.


Ska and the Jamaican influence, as well as the gang mentality, took root in the British skinhead psyche, but it wasn’t until the advent of 2Tone that rude boys became associated with ska. Rude boys were immortalised in ska music by legends such as Prince Buster and Laurel Aitken. Neville Staple’s Specials alter ego, the right honourable Judge Roughneck, was based around a character in the Prince Buster track ‘Judge Dread’ which, in turn, was based on a real life Jamaican magistrate who was extremely harsh when sentencing the original rudies in Jamaica. Through the Specials and 2Tone, rude boys became as British as bangers and mash. 2Tone brought original roots music to life through its covers, and inspired a generation to explore the roots of ska and ultimately music in general, something to which this author can testify.


Back on tour, one of the biggest nights was scheduled for July 21st at the Electric Ballroom on Camden High Street. Topping the bill were the Specials, and support came again from Madness, who were now a bona fide 2Tone band after Dammers had secured their signatures for a one off single record release. First on the bill were the newly created the Selecter, another 2Tone recruit, who hailed from Coventry and were fronted by the Specials’ old sparring partner Neol Davies: “Madness were definitely the fun element.” said Neol, “Us? I always said we were like a raging bull running amok in a field. A very dangerous band. The tension and danger in our line-up made our show what it was.”


The Electric Ballroom was a magical night and again crowds queued right down the street to get in. The Selecter performed their set, and even though they had been together for little over a month, they were well received. Their dark, deeply skanky sound, which set them apart from their label mates, went down well. Madness, with their growing posse of London based ‘nutty’ fans, turned up the temperature for the home crowd, but it was the Specials who took the show by the scruff of its neck and belted out the searing numbers that sent the 2Tone army into a stomping, skanking frenzy. At the end of the unforgettable evening all three bands brought the house down when they joined forces on stage, along with some of the audience, for a rousing rendition of the Pioneers’ ‘Long Shot Kick De Bucket’. The evening was an out-and-out triumph and proudly heralded the true coming of 2Tone.
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Causing trouble at Top Of The Pops 1979. Photo by R.Byers








The rise of the 2Tone label saw ‘Gangsters’ established in the charts in a time when the charts still meant something to those genuinely interested in music. The UK listings at that time were a mish-mash of different musical styles, with the likes of grand rockers Queen, ELO and Cliff Richard keeping up appearances for the old school, and the Brotherhood of Man touting the obligatory Eurovision Song Contest entry. However, ‘Save Your Kisses For Me’ sounded tame and dated when it came up against the new punk sound of Sham 69’s ‘Hersham Boys’, The Sex Pistols’ ‘Great Rock’n’Roll Swindle’ and the Damned’s ‘Smash It Up’. ‘Gangsters’ climbed to the dizzy height of Number 6 in the charts, which meant an appearance for the Coventry boys on Top Of The Pops, and as history tells us, feisty young musicians and the straight-as-a-die BBC do not easily mix. Roddy Radiation takes up the story of the Specials at the BBC studios: “Well, I remember it was like being back at school; being told what to do, stay in your room, stand there etc. Also, the studio didn’t look very large and the audience were about 30 kids moved about in front of the cameras. We took the piss mostly, stamping about trying to wreck the stage, but they have a bar at the top of the building, which you are allowed to visit just before they film you for real, and you have to be there for about 11.30am in the morning for the several rehearsals. Usually after driving to London from wherever we had been playing, we would have had maybe three hours sleep before getting to the Beeb. I was escorted from the bar after an argument with a BBC boss who pushed in front of me and got served first, so I complained. He said ‘I suppose you’re with Top Of The Pops’ as he looked down his nose at me. Then a uniformed doorman grabbed my arm and led me outside! I remember being so drunk on the first time we did the Pops, that I thought I’d played a gig and spent a long time looking for the backstage entrance so I could find the group’s van! It was a stupid programme, but it would have been a dream come true had I still been a young teenager not a 20-year-old punk rocker! I also remember seeing Doug Trendle [Buster Bloodvessel of Bad Manners] in a dress outside the dressing rooms! We all thought he’d lost it, not knowing he’d recorded a version of the ‘Can Can!’”


Meanwhile, Madness had retreated into the famed Pathway Studios to put down material for their 2Tone debut. During the session, they recorded three tracks for consideration for the single, due for release on August 10th. This was to be their only 2Tone release, in accordance with the contract between themselves and Dammers. The chosen single would be Madness’ sax player Lee Thompson’s tribute to Prince Buster, ‘The Prince’, with the B-side track ‘Madness’, another Buster original and the group’s signature tune. It was their first ever record, the second ever release on the 2Tone label, and became an instant hit, propelling the band towards the title of one of Britain’s most successful bands ever.


For Suggs McPherson they were exciting times: “When we got the first copies of ‘The Prince’, the first record we had ever made, and also the second record on 2Tone, it was the label itself that was my biggest memory I have of those early days. I just remember thinking of how it summed up everything in one visually striking way. It was a fabulous feeling not having to compromise on anything.”


The graphic identity and design of 2Tone record covers and promotional work came from Chrysalis Records’ design team of Dave Storey and John ‘Teflon’ Sims. Senior designer Sims (nicknamed ‘Teflon’ by his Chrysalis compatriots for the way he handled a table tennis bat in the record company’s games room) was born in Farnborough and grew up with a love for drawing and football. He left school to work in a commercial art studio, but within six months became a trainee artist working on film and TV advertising including Dr Zhivago, the Carry On films, The Man From Uncle and The Avengers. He then spent a year in an advertising studio sweatshop that led to a job as general artist for the Russell James studio working on national and provincial theatre accounts including shows like Godspell, The Rocky Horror Show and Jesus Christ Superstar. After becoming freelance, Chrysalis Records became one of his clients, and he did artwork for the likes of Leo Sayer and Jethro Tull. He was then offered a permanent job at the company, which lead him to Dave Storey and the 2Tone project. Dave was born in Cumbria, and came fresh from Middlesex University of Art and Design.


Refinement was not an artistic problem in the 2Tone design work – it was quite the reverse, the difficulty lying in achieving amateur-looking effects. Jerry Dammers, technically the art director, spent much of his time telling Storey and Sims to roughen up their work with repeated photocopying or by hacking bits off with a scalpel. Despite its rough and ready outward appearance, the team’s output was anything but, with influences coming primarily from the formal Swiss typography of the early Sixties. The team’s ‘anti design’ ideas later influenced designers such as Jean Paul Gaultier. Storey and Sim’s work for 2Tone led to other music industry commissions, many of which they fulfilled together. Storey’s client list would include the Fun Boy Three, the Colourfield, the Housemartins, the Lightning Seeds, Iggy Pop, the La’s and Norman Cook.


Teflon was heavily into ska and the sounds of 2Tone after being a bit of a mod in his youth. With the emergence of 2Tone in the vibrant post-punk ska era his work flourished. He would later go on to work with the Fun Boy Three, A Flock Of Seagulls, Comsat Angels, Salt’n’Pepa, and DJ Jazzy Jeff & Fresh Prince.


“Any talk of an art movement or ‘ism would have raised a laugh with Jerry,” said Storey. “Stiff had popularised the ‘Fuck Art, Lets Dance’ slogan and that was very much the bottom line. There was a purity and honesty to what Jerry did, like punk in a way but not as snarling, something softer.”


Storey and Sims remembered seeing the Specials for the first time: “They were an impressive bunch, quite frightening to look at; Jerry without any front teeth, and all their skinhead haircuts. But talking to them, they were thoughtful, even charming characters, though Jerry didn’t suffer fools gladly. In that respect, we got on well with him, especially us just having left college. They were such a breath of fresh air. We were more used to pop stars coming in on clouds of aftershave. Jerry would just shuffle in anonymously with a carrier bag full of bits and pieces. What made 2Tone different to everything else was that Jerry directed all the visuals. He’d say ‘run the checkerboard right across, move this figure two millimetres to the left.’ We’d sometimes create these immaculate images, as we did for all Chrysalis artwork but he’d insist we rough things up.”


By this time, it was August, and the Specials were busy laying down foundations and material for their forthcoming debut album, as well as fulfilling a hectic tour schedule up and down the country. However, they managed to find time to jet to the continent for a date at the long-standing Bilzen Jazz Festival in Belgium. The event was an annual three-day festival, along the lines of the Reading Festival, where British record companies tried to crack the lucrative European market. Appearing that weekend were the Police, the Pretenders, the Cure and hairy Australian rock gods AC/DC. It had rained consistently for days before the event, and over the three days of the festival, it had been torrential, except for a miraculous 45-minute spell where Coventry’s finest turned up and stole the show with a rip-roaring set. It seemed that ‘Our Father Who Art in Heaven’ was a fan of the new red-hot sound of live British ska!


The gig got underway with ‘Dawning Of A New Era’, the punky opener to all the early Specials sets, which struck a chord with the normally placid Belgians. Terry Hall’s dry wit and classic one-liners were fast becoming legendary, and he introduced ‘Do The Dog’ to the mud-soaked and now bouncing Belgian crowd with: “This one’s for anyone who’s got dog shit on their wellies!”


There was a number of the crowd who were intent on winding up the security men who were standing cross-armed and menacing in front of the high steel fence unreasonably erected to separate the crowd from the foot of the stage. The pushing and shoving created a definite air of tension as the crowd surged forward to dismantle the offending fence and the security men got very heavy-handed. The Specials’ performance of ‘Too Hot’ was brought to a halt by Terry Hall, not one to tolerate security staff at the best of times, who calmed the melee by voicing his disdain: “Just leave it. It’s not worth it. You know they [the security] have the mentality of a house brick.”


“The first time we went to Europe we played this festival to a field of Belgians who’d never seen us before,” said Horace, “but fences still got torn down. I remember thinking ‘this is it; this is what it’s all about!’ We were speechless.”


Back home, 2Tone mania was gripping the nation. Madness’ ‘The Prince’ had peaked at Number 16, and new signings the Selecter were ready to launch themselves with the release of their debut single ‘On My Radio’. On returning to Britain, however, the Specials headed straight for the studio, this time to record the long awaited album. Waiting for them in the producers chair was renowned new-wave recording artist and newly converted Specials fan Elvis Costello.


The man chosen by the group to collaborate with them was born Declan Patrick MacManus in London, England in 1954. He was the son of British bandleader Ross MacManus, who had played with the famous Joe Loss orchestra and found ‘fame’ as the singer of the ‘R White’s Secret Lemonade Drinker’ song for the Seventies advert. Costello eventually took his stage pseudonym from Elvis Presley, and his mother’s maiden name, Costello. His career began professionally in about 1969 when he played in a number of bands in London, before forming part of successful pub-rock band Flip City in the mid-Seventies. He got his first record deal with Stiff Records in 1977, while still holding down a fulltime job as an early computer operator. His first album My Aim Is True was a hit in the UK and landed Costello a worldwide deal with Columbia records. Over the next decade, Costello recorded a number of popular and influential albums with memorable hits such as ‘I Don’t Want To Go (To Chelsea)’, ‘Watching The Detectives’, ‘Oliver’s Army’ and ‘I Can’t Stand Up For Falling Down’. He is still regarded as an extremely influential singer/songwriter and performs all over the world. Back in 1979, he had a good reputation and, as a lover of reggae music, had turned up to a few Specials gigs and liked them immensely.


“I don’t think we had really met a famous person before we met Elvis,” said Jerry Dammers. “I remember being in the pub with him and there would be all these crowds around staring at him. Very off-putting.”


Some of the tracks were recorded, and it was decided to release one of them as a single, so the Specials resumed their 7” career with a rendition of the Dandy Livingstone ska classic ‘A Message To You Rudy’ (CHS TT5). It was an excellent cover and included two new faces who would go on to become honorary Specials. The first was Jamaican trombonist Emmanuel ‘Rico’ Rodriguez.


Born in 1934, he attended Kingston’s famous Alpha Boy School, an institution for wayward boys and for children from the wrong side of the tracks. He was taught to play the trombone by the strict Catholic nuns that ran the school, and by the age of ten, had become a good player. Later he honed his skills under the tutelage of legendary ska pioneer Don Drummond of the Skatalites. At the age of 20, Rico tried his hand as an apprentice mechanic, and he also became a Rastafarian, a religion that would be close to his heart all his life. He often worked under the direction of the renowned ska and reggae producer Duke Reid, and became one of Jamaica’s most highly regarded session musicians. In 1961, Rico moved to England where he worked in car factories and played in various reggae bands including the Undivided, who were mainly employed as a backing band for Jamaican artists that were touring the UK. In 1967, Rico played trombone on Dandy Livingstone’s original ‘Rudy, A Message To You’. When Island Records resurfaced as a major player in the reggae genre, Rico was on their list of session musicians. His first session took place in 1975, for Toots and the Maytals’ Reggae Got Soul. In 1977, he finally saw his album Man From Wareika released to rave reviews. With that critically acclaimed solo album under his belt, Rico was quickly signed up as a support act for Bob Marley and the Wailers on their 1978 European tour.


The second conscript was Dick Cuthell, possessor of the best moustache in music. Dick began his musical career in Liverpool, in the next generation of bands that came in the wake of the Beatles and Gerry and the Pacemakers. His band, originally called the Washington Soul Band, eventually moved to London where they changed their name to Selofane, and their style moved from jazz/soul to pop. Dick left shortly after and in the years that followed he played with a number of bands, including Rich, Grimes, Babylon and Trifle. When he was signed up to Island Records as a part-time engineer his path in music changed and he worked with the label’s ska and reggae musicians. He became involved by chance when Chris Blackwell heard some demo tapes he had put together: “I had recorded a lot of reggae down at Hammersmith,” said Dick, “and guys would come down and say ‘We want a Roots sound’, and I’d think, ‘Well, what you talking about? Here we are with a brand new studio, with all the technology you need and it’s all clean up the sound and make it beautiful.’ Anyway, we did some demos, three tunes just to see what they thought. We were using various people, Eddie Thornton, Byron on drums, Philip Chen on bass, Bunny McKenzie, Tony Washington, Ferdinand Dixon, and Ijahman doing some vocals. It took a long time for Chris to hear them but he did and then I was sent off to Jamaica.”


This brought him to the attention of Rico Rodriguez and a long-lasting and revered partnership was forged. Cuthell was recording for six weeks, although he was supposed to be there for only three originally, in the famous Jamaican drummer and bandleader Count Ossie’s camp in the Wareika Hills, where Rico had become a Rastafarian. Recording was held up briefly after Ossie was killed in a car accident. The sessions were a real eye opener for Dick: “It was really strange up at the centre of Count Ossie in Wareika Hills,” he said, “I didn’t feel as if I was on Earth at all, and it wasn’t because I was high on smoking or anything, it was, I don’t know, all the drums going and all the percussion. Rico was just blowing, and he said to me ‘blow!’, so I got my horn, I was all breathless from running with it ‘cause it’s so hot there, and I wasn’t used to not having any structure to play with, you just have the drums with you, and Rico was just blowing and blowing and blowing and I found myself trying to find the bass to hold me down or a guitar to give me a chord to change key or something. But it wasn’t that at all, it was just the drums, and as Rico says, ‘It’s a matter of breathing’. You can play exactly what you want, and it sounds great. We just ran the cassettes that I had with me and blew all night.”


Cuthell, a man of many musical talents, (he could also play bass, keyboards and percussion as well as compose and arrange) was primarily known as a cornet and horn player. His skills were employed on Rico’s Island album Man From Wareika which Cuthell also produced. At about that time Rodriguez and Cuthell teamed up with Godfrey Maduro on sax and became the formidable horn section christened the Hammersmith Horns. They played with the likes of Burning Spear, Steel Pulse and Aswad and performed on the London club circuits, but Rico and Dick were about to be offered an unusual career move. In an interview with Reggae Vibes, Rico recalled the day Dammers came calling: “Oh yes, I used to go over to the south-east of London everyday to see a friend live there. And one day me daughter, one of me daughters, say ‘Some people look fe you, man, and them call every day and them would really like to get in touch with you.’ And so me say yes, and one day when me there them call me an’ say them look for me, for them would a like me to join up with their band. So me tell them ‘Say me no really join band, for when the band breaks up it’s like you come in the wilderness, y’know.’ So me practice me instrument an’ go about the show business an’ get to know people myself. But they convinced me it would be good to join them, OK? I decide fe join them an’ start the recording. I realised they like what I was playing, so they asked me to join them. So I join them an’ play.”


So Rico and Cuthell made their appearance on the Specials’ ‘A Message To You Rudy’, which had a message to all the young skins, rude boys and youths who found themselves involved in trouble. The message simply said that getting involved in confrontations and acts of violence would lead to nothing but time spent at Her Majesty’s pleasure.


“When we did that song,” said Lynval Golding, “it was like a message to any of the heavy skins who came along to our gigs just for the trouble. It was a message to the rude boys saying that if you come out looking for aggro then the only place you’re gonna end up is jail ‘cos that’s where all the bad rude boys end up. Its not on to go to a gig for fighting, you go there to enjoy yourself. When we used to get into fights in Coventry, it would sometimes get very heavy, though it’s cooled down a lot since those days. Sometimes it would get really bad and people would end up in hospital and that would really shake me up.”


Neville Staple was well versed in what happened to unruly rude boys; he had experienced prison life and had this to say about the record’s message: “If you go around in gangs you’re going to force yourself into a lot of trouble. You get sent to prison and that’s not the place to be. If you can’t look after yourself in there, you just get kicked around. Most guys going around fighting think it’s fun but when you get put inside you realise that’s it’s not worth it but by then it’s too late. From the time I left home I used to think it was the in thing to go fighting but now I know different.”


Terry Hall also had a bit of a reputation for getting involved in trouble in his younger days. He had been a frequent visitor to Coventry City’s Highfield Road football ground, where he and the other Coventry skins and punks would go out of their way to clash with rival supporters: “My days as a football hooligan,” said Terry, “came to an end one Saturday afternoon after being kicked in the balls against Stoke City. Stoke was always one of the worst grounds I went to. I got hit four times and I got chased with a pickaxe. We travelled a lot to Manchester United games, five or six of us used to go from Coventry and Rugby. There were a lot of games where we used to get into trouble but everybody did then. What would happen is, we would all sleep at our house on the Friday night and somebody would have a car because the trains were often too expensive so we’d leave as soon as we woke up and drive at about 6am, and we would get to a town about eight in the morning and wander round the town all day. Trouble found you really.”


After choosing ‘A Message To You Rudy’ for the A-side, the Specials chose ‘Nite Klub’ for the B-side. One of the outstanding features of the track is the booming, loping bass-line provided with ample venom by Horace Panter. For a large number of Specials fans ‘Nite Klub’ is the pick of the two tracks on the single.


The band easily scored a second Top 10 hit with ‘Rudy’, but the big test was to come with the release of the band’s debut album. Two weeks before it was to be issued to the eagerly awaiting public, they suffered a setback when bootleggers almost scuppered their plans. The group’s performance at the Moonlight Club, as recorded by Decca Records, had drifted out on to the market in a vinyl LP format. The music scene clamoured to get hold of the album and gave it red-hot reviews. However, this left the Specials and their cohorts in a state of apprehension as to how the official studio album would be received and compared to the live bootleg. There was only ever going to be one way to find out, and that was to get the finished product out. Everyone held their breath, and a fortnight later, the debut album was released. They needn’t have worried.


Simply entitled Specials (CDL TT5001), one of the classic albums of all time was born. The front cover featured a black and white shot of the band looking mean and moody (taken by rock music photographic team Chalkie Davies and Carole Starr, now successful designers based in New York), standing in the empty Coventry Canal Basin, a run down and dilapidated area that summed up the angst imparted in the album. The basin is now refilled and after much regeneration is surrounded by flats, craft shops and cycle lanes. The cover was to become an iconic design. The word ‘Specials’ had a small chunk of the letter C missing at the bottom to portray an ‘iron-on’ transfer. A thoroughly thought through piece of artwork, a symbolic and striking image which grabbed you before you even got past the cover and into the music. The album is also exceptional because it manages to capture on vinyl what the live experience was all about.


“When we started recording the album,” Terry Hall remembered, “it was a typical sort of late night drinking album. I remember that punctuality wasn’t our greatest asset really but I was always very keen to get in there. Plus, there were songs on the album that I liked playing live like ‘Nite Klub’, which was great live. That track captured what we were all about, it was raucous and yes, everybody was drunk and it captured what Coventry was about. To be honest its only in the last two or three years that I’ve realised what sort of impact that the first Specials album made and that was by meeting up with musicians who were referring to our album on their work as an influence such as bands like the Libertines and Blur and it’s rewarding ‘cos it means people listened and took something from it.”


Suggs of Madness was also a big fan of the album: “They really encapsulated the sound of what it was like to see the Specials live. A great job and quite unusual.”


Even though that album got some scintillating reviews, some critics dared to say that the album lacked any real rhythm and producer Elvis Costello came in for his fair share of criticism too, but the polished result was good enough for Jerry Dammers: “I thought Elvis caught our feelings just right. He did a good job. We chose him because he had often said that he’d like a go at producing us. He had shown a lot of faith in us by coming to all our gigs. He got interested in us and we clicked together. He was the only man for the job.”


At the time, Roddy Radiation was a bit more conservative: “I don’t think Elvis quite understood what we were aiming for,” argued Roddy. “I think he still thought that it was like one section of reggae, then the next section’s a heavy section, then another section comes along. But I’m not knocking him at all. He got a great drum sound, and he was a lot better than having some hot-shot producer who wouldn’t even let us in to the mixing sessions. It would be nice if we could do it ourselves next time, though. Then you’ve got no-one to blame.”


Costello himself also gave high praise to the band he had just produced: “I saw the Specials’ early shows,” he said, “in the days when they’d have bonfires on the beach after gigs with their travelling gang of mates. I wanted to produce them the way they sounded best before someone professionally fucked them up. We used a basic 24-track studio to get the right sound but you could only stay in for a limited time because it shared an air-vent with a laundromat and the smell kept on coming in. All the crew and the band’s mates were in and out of the studio, so we shoved them all into the cubicle one day, turned out the lights and recorded ‘Nite Klub’. One day Neville let off this replica gun in the control room, as a gag, which no one realised would deafen you! We had to go home after that. They were a proper band, know what I mean? the Specials sang about things that were obvious but which were direct.”


Also in the recording booth was engineer Dave Jordan, who became an integral part of the Specials’ studio set-up.


“Dave Jordan, the engineer, did a lot of work in the studio,” explained Roddy. “Dave did the legwork while Elvis would be getting Terry to record a vocal in a toilet or somewhere, or breaking bottles for the background noise in ‘Concrete Jungle’.”


Elvis may have been a fan, but around the time of the album recording sessions, he approached Jerry Dammers with the remarkable advice that the band part company with guitarist Roddy Radiation.


“He told the band to get rid of me!” exclaimed Roddy. “I think after he had done his ‘Watching The Detectives’ he started digging into the past and got into the early Jamaican ska stuff. He couldn’t really hear my rock’n’roll punk guitar fitting in with that. I’m not sure he understood what we were aiming at. Maybe he thought we were going to ‘revive’ the music and do it exactly the same but Terry’s vocals were hardly Prince Buster or Desmond Dekker.”


Terry Hall saw truth in Roddy’s argument: “It’s not that we are just trying to revive ska. It’s using those old elements to try and form something new. In a way, it’s still a part of punk. We’re just trying to show another direction, you’ve got to go back to go forward.”


The general consensus was that the album was a breath of fresh air and a screaming success. Punk was dead and Britain had begun to stagnate, until the stinging lyrics and biting social observations of the Specials washed away the decay with a fresh and strident new sound. It was stark and powerful and it was hard to shake the tunes out of your head.


Side 1 kicked off with the group’s latest 7” offering ‘A Message To You Rudy’ the aforementioned warning on behaviour:






“Stop your foolin’ around,


Time you straightened right out,


Better think of your future,


Or else you’ll wind up in jail.”








This was followed by one of the albums many highs, ‘Do The Dog’, which had originally been recorded by Georgie Fame in the Sixties but had been completely rewritten by Dammers to contain his bitter cynicism:






“All you punks and all you teds, National Front and natty dreads,


Mods, rockers, hippies and skinheads,


Keep on fighting ‘til you’re dead,


Who am I to say? Who am I to say?


Am I just a hypocrite? Another piece of your bullshit?


Am I the dog that bit the hand of the man that feeds it?”








The third track, ‘It’s Up To You’, was a refined example of their ska/punk hybrid sound, and courtesy of Neville includes some fine toasting, snapping out the vitriolic prose:






“In London town you can hear the youth them say,


Take warnin’,


It’s up to you what you really want to do,


For you were standin’ on the corner givin’ trouble,


When the police man come he says you have to move on the double,


So steppin’ up the street with my little rude girl,


With her sta-press to her ankles,


It’s up to her what she really want to do,


It’s up to you, you, and strictly you and you.”








It was followed up by the sleazy ‘Nite Klub’, a rollicking poke at the trendy inner city club scene. The lyrics still ring true today and are best loved for their icy wit and the celebrated line:






“I won’t dance in a club like this, ‘cos all the girls are slags and the beer tastes just like piss.”








“I never liked that line.” recalled Jerry Dammers, “It didn’t sit right with me.”


Lynval Golding, on the other hand, enthused about the lyrical sound bite: “That’s such a great line! It fits perfectly. It fits because that’s how we talk as guys. We say those kinds of things.”






“Nite Klub, is this the in place to be?


Nite Klub, what am I doing here?


Nite Klub, watching the girls go by,


Spending money on…


Hey, hey, I don’t work,


‘Cause I don’t have to,


I don’t have to work,


There’s no, no work to do.”








Next on the roll of soon-to-be classics was the track ‘It Doesn’t Make It Alright’, a gentle, rolling number advocating racial tolerance, an area that would be further tackled by the band over the coming months. The song sums up their ideal with the lines:






“Just because you’re a black boy,


Just because you’re a white,


It doesn’t mean you’ve got to hate him,


Doesn’t mean you’ve got to fight,


It doesn’t make it alright.”








A blistering example of the Specials’ punk edge came with ‘Concrete Jungle’. Composed by Roddy Radiation in his days with ‘The Wild Boys’, it would become a Specials anthem. Roddy took over the lead vocals in place of Terry Hall. Roddy remembers: “On ‘Concrete Jungle’ I played with the whole band but I got to sing the track as well. Dammers told Costello that I had sung it when we were the Coventry Automatics so he let me do it, or maybe Terry wasn’t around at the time, I dunno.”






“I won’t fight for a cause,


I don’t want to change the laws,


Leave me alone just leave me alone,


I want to get out on my own,


I’m walking home tonight,


I only walk where there’s lots of light,


In the alleys in the doorways,


They smash a bottle straight in your face.”








This high speed hurtle through inner city life then rolls into a lilting mellow cover of 






“The soldiers came back to you without them,


The police force are afraid they can’t even touch them,


They said you think you’re bad,


Why don’t you come out yourself,


These boys are spoiling for a fight,


Fighting tonight they don’t lie,


It’s too hot.”








Side 2 commenced with another cover, one of their favourite songs from the live set, Toots and the Maytals’ party piece ‘Monkey Man’. The tune opened with Neville declaring ‘This ones for the bouncers!’ a sampling taken from the Moonlight Club bootleg that introduced the same song. It has become a popular piece with many ska bands, the bouncy skanking tune sees Neville’s toasting at its best:






“I was on my way to Banbury Cross,


Then I see a monkey upon a white horse,


With rings on he fingers, bells on him toes,


Sing a little song, wherever he be,


‘Cos he’s a monkey, ‘cos he’s a monkey,


‘Cos he’s a weedy weedy weedy little monkey man.”








The aptly-titled ‘Dawning Of A New Era’ came next, another heavily punk-influenced track with a great sniping vocal from Terry Hall (although it was said somewhere that he sounded a bit like Norman Wisdom!) and the whole track dominated by the licks and twangs of Roddy Radiation’s guitar.
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