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Getting High


THE ADVENTURES OF OASIS



Between 1994 and 1996, music writer Paolo Hewitt spent the greater part of his life on the road with Oasis, in the U.K., Europe and America. He came back with tales that would cement the legend of the brawling, effing, hedonistic, charismatic, confessional and extraordinarily talented Gallagher brothers, Noel and Liam, and their group.


Hewitt is a rare and perceptive fly-on-the-wall during the band’s hectic rise to the height of their powers, as their first two albums are released to the kind of excitement scarcely seen in British rock music since the sixties.


Hewitt takes the Gallaghers’ story right back to their parents’ roots in Ireland, and the descriptions of Noel and Liam’s childhoods in working-class Manchester reveal the seeds of their determination to make Oasis the force it became.


Getting High is an illuminating, funny, sometimes shocking reminder of how big a band can get, and how quickly the insanity sets in. Oasis have today sold in excess of 70 million records worldwide. Hewitt's intimate account of this explosive and beloved band, in their prime, is a rock classic and a riveting narrative.


 




Praise for Getting High



‘Paolo is the only person to speak about what it was like on the road with us because he’s been there. He’s been there, he’s seen it, he’s done it.’


NOEL GALLAGHER


‘Top read.’


MELODY MAKER


‘Unlimited access to all areas of the Oasis bandwagon is the ace up this biography’s sleeve.’


Q


‘10/10 – sometimes you get what you pay for.’


ESQUIRE


‘By adopting a fly-on-the-wall approach and writing Oasis’s story as though it were a novel rather than a straight biography, he succeeds in entertaining, informing and occasionally putting you inside the head of the Gallagher brothers.’


HOT PRESS


‘In Getting High we get closer to the real Oasis, not the tabloid fancies, the music press stereotypes of Noel the genius, Liam the wanker and three other blokes who don’t count. Hewitt paints an engrossing and uplifting portrait of one of the most important bands of the decade.’


THE WORD AND ISSUE


‘Getting High is refreshingly well written’


TOTAL GUITAR


‘Compelling drama’


MANCHESTER EVENING NEWS


‘If you only buy one book about Oasis, then make sure it’s this one.’


FHM


‘This well-researched tome chronicles many a pivotal moment in Oasis’s history and is filled with plenty of ribald anecdotes.’


NME


‘Head and shoulders above every other Oasis book. I hated finishing it so much I read it again.’


IRVINE WELSH








This book is dedicated to my mother Maria Supino (1921-1995), and to battered and suffering children everywhere. May music one day help to let you see the light.




Foreword


Began in 1994. Saw Oasis play the Kentish Town Forum on the Tuesday, and then The Astoria on the Thursday. After the latter, met Noel briefly at a backstage party. Months later, a call comes in. Do I want to go over and hang out with him at the Fulham flat he was renting, landlord one Johnny Marr?


Noel and I had much in common – music, football, a certain attitude to life. To be honest I suspected we would hit it off. I had previously read a quote of Noel’s in ID in which he stated that he knew he was going to end up broke but as long as his name went down with Townshend, Lennon, Marriott and Davies, he would be happy. Absolute bullshit but I am a sucker for such romantic notions. Always have been. 


Plus, I was lucky. It was such a great time to hook up with the band. Oasis were on the way up when I caught up with them, and there is no more exciting time for a group. Everything you have dreamed of gets magically turned into reality. To your absolute amazement, respect, money, girls, drugs – all that you want pours in. And unlike other bands, Oasis told the world. No hiding their nocturnal activities with this group.  


Oasis had cast themselves in the classic rock tradition of outsiders, of being rebels. Liam was the holder of that flame. Noel’s job was to provide music that burnt with speed and excitement.


The combination was fresh and dangerous, unique. In the 80s I found my thrills in mainly American black music, specifically hip hop and Acid House. As far as I was concerned, rock music back then was pretty much nowheresville. But Oasis changed that for me. They grabbed me by the neck and forcibly reminded me of the power in a band, a band that acted and looked like a gang, a band that would stand motionless on stage whilst creating this huge ocean of sound. Noel’s guitar was thick and loud and perfectly complemented Liam’s unique vocal style


In interviews, they took a no-holds-barred approach, quarrelling in front of journos who could not believe their luck, Noel and Liam both showing great flashes of humour in between being inspired, funny, stupid, arrogant and provocative. 


A band had not announced themselves in such a brash and brilliant manner for years and years.


It was the band’s second album What’s The Story (Morning Glory) that broke them worldwide. As Noel once told me, they thought they were going to be as big as the Stone Roses. To their huge shock and amazement, they went a hundred times better than that. And then some. 


For me, it all culminated with the two days at Knebworth. A quarter of a million people came from every point of the country to celebrate this unique band, to give their shout of approval. 


I wish then – as I wish now – that Oasis had ended it right there and then, really gone down in history. But of course it was too much of a brilliant roller coaster ride to let go of at that point. 


In the year of Knebworth, I locked myself away in January to write this book and did not emerge until October, apart from the aforementioned festival and a week off in July.


The rest of the time I fully focussed on the job in hand. I would not take this assignment lightly. Oasis deserved a big biography and on a personal note I needed to prove I was up to the job.


This was my first important book and I am still grateful to the boys for giving me the chance in the first place. It was an amazing time and I hope this book captures some of that spirit. The time of Loaded, the Fast Show, the time of Britpop, the time of cocaine and Jack Daniels, the time of fun and adventure, the time, in fact, of Oasis.






PAOLO HEWITT, AUTUMN, LONDON 2014










 






‘I wish it would last forever but as long as I am able to sit with a guitar on me lap, not even to sing to people but just to sing to myself, then I’ll be all right.


‘’Cos sometimes when I’m in a bad mood I just go and lock myself into a room and just sing, just let off. So long as I’ve got that power then I’m the luckiest man in the world, because some people go out and shoot people ‘cos they feel that way. But not me. I pick up my guitar and sing, “Dirty Old Town”’.



NOEL GALLAGHER, 25 MAY 1996





‘It’ll last as long as people keep their heads together. After six albums, which is what the deal was, once we do six albums – well, if we do six albums we’re lucky – but as soon as six albums is up, then I’m off.’


LIAM GALLAGHER, 12 AUGUST 1996







Intro


Always at it. Always. The pair of them. Noel and Liam, Liam and Noel. The Gallagher brothers. Will it ever stop, this struggle for control? Probably not. Probably never. Tonight, of course, is no exception.


It is Friday 8 September 1995, and the whole country is still sweating on an inordinately hot summer. The days of late have been sticky, unbearable even, but the nights bring a warm calming breeze.


As London slowly cools down that evening, Noel Gallagher sits in the reception room of the Maison Rouge Studios in Fulham. Stamford Bridge, Chelsea’s football ground, is a few hundred yards down the road.


On the table in front of him is a plate of Chinese food that he is eagerly digging into. The clock on the wall reads eight-thirty and there are three women sitting with Noel. They are his girlfriend, Meg Matthews, and her friends, Fran and Jess, and they too are eating.


Noel has known them all for about a year, ever since, in fact, he moved down to London and started seeing Meg. Above them the TV is on but the sound is down.


In the studio nearby, the producer, Owen Morris, is busy, mixing two new Oasis songs. They are called ‘Round Are Way’ and ‘The Masterplan’. Noel has written the latter just two weeks ago and he plans to present both songs on Oasis’s forthcoming single, ‘Wonderwall’.


Noel is the band’s leader, the songwriter. Nothing happens to Oasis without his say-so. His nickname within Oasis is ‘The Chief’, and his grip on the group is hard, tight, unshakeable.


Suddenly, literally out of nowhere, the man who has claim to the title of most charismatic frontman of the decade is looming over everyone at the table. His entrance has been so swift, so unconsciously dramatic, that everyone is taken by surprise. But before they can react, Liam Gallagher has kicked off.


‘What the fuck do you think you’re doing?’


The singer knows everyone at the table but he doesn’t acknowledge any of them. He just stands there his eyes burning into Noel’s face.


‘I said, what the fuck do you think you’re doing?’


Liam is wearing a bulky red and blue Adidas coat, tightly zipped up, as usual, to his neck. Beneath that are pale blue baggy jeans that bunch up by his ankles, and white trainers that halt their progress.


His brown hair is brushed forward and his eyes challenge his brother for a satisfactory answer. There is sweat on his forehead.


Behind Liam, uncomfortably lurking by the doorway, there is a girl. She is tall, skinny with long, shiny black hair and a pale thin sexy face. She stands staring at the ground, ignoring everybody.


Noel looks up, holding his fork. His face is slightly rounder than Liam’s and his eyes are not as big. It means that his look is not as adaptable as Liam’s, who one minute can look like a football hooligan, and the next boyishly desirable.


Noel’s face is harder, less chameleon-like, craggy even. There are wrinkles round his eyes that shouldn’t scar a twenty-eight year-old face and his nose tilts a little to the right. Even so, he possesses a strange handsome look.


Tonight he is wearing a button-down white shirt, jeans that reach his ankles and a pair of black laceless shoes.


‘What the fuck do you mean?’ he demands. When Noel confronts his brother it is noticeable that his voice tends to go up a register.


‘The vocals, man. That’s what I’m talking about.’


‘What about them?’


‘They’re wrong.’


‘What do you mean, they’re wrong?’


‘They’re wrong.’


‘Look,’ Noel states, ‘if you don’t tell me what’s up with them, how the fuck am I meant to know what you’re on about?’


He looks to his companions for confirmation of the truth in his statement but all three women concentrate on their food. Heads down, they stay silent, stay out of it.


‘They’re mixed all wrong,’ Liam snaps back.


‘No, they’re not.’


‘Yes they are.’


‘Are they fuck,’ Noel dismissively says before turning his attention back to the food in front of them.


The song Liam is talking about is ‘Round Are Way’, a stomping brass-driven song that Noel refers to, when he plays it to people, as ‘the Oasis tribute to Northern Soul’.


‘You can’t fucking hear me properly,’ Liam then says. Noel ignores him, carries on eating.


‘It’s a top song,’ Liam adds, ‘and you’ve fucked it right up.’


He looks at the girl near the doorway and jerks his head back. He is saying, let’s split.


As they walk out, Noel looks up and shouts after him, ‘I do know something about mixing a record, you know. I’ve been doing it the past two years in case you hadn’t noticed, you dickhead.’


Noel resumes eating but the incident is bugging him so badly now, he can’t enjoy his food. He drops his fork on to the table, pushes his plate aside, stands, and without a word heads for the studio.


He walks determinedly down the corridor, gold discs hanging on the walls, and pushes through the studio’s heavy, soundproofed doors. The first thing he sees as he enters is Owen at the mixing desk.


Scattered around the producer are half-empty silver cartons of takeaway food, beer cans and cigarette packets. Owen, a wellbuilt man with short hair and an oval face, is sitting on a chair that has wheels. He is pushing himself along the desk, hitting various coloured buttons.


Blasts of music come firing out of the speakers above him. Owen pushes a button and it stops. The whine of a tape rewinding can be heard in the far corner. Owen then hits another button and the music starts again. The studio is half-lit, darkish.


Liam and the girl are sitting on a sofa behind Owen. They are not looking at each other or touching. Nobody is saying a word.


‘Dickhead thinks the vocals aren’t mixed up enough,’ Noel announces to Owen. ‘Dickhead thinks we don’t know what we’re doing.’


Owen briefly smiles and carries on pushing buttons, wheeling his chair along the desk. It is obvious that he too doesn’t want to get involved. He has already spent many hours in the studio with the brothers and he knows this scene back to front.


‘I didn’t say that you didn’t know how to mix fucking records,’ Liam retorts, ‘I said the vocals are not mixed up enough. You can’t hear them.’


‘You can’t hear the vocals?’ Noel replies.


‘No, I can’t hear my vocals and I think that ruins the song.’ Liam enunciates the sentence as if he is talking to a dumb kid.


‘Everybody else can hear the vocals but you can’t?’ Noel asks, using the same tone of voice as his brother.


The girl next to Liam looks uneasy but he laughs loudly. ‘Who’s everyone else?’ he asks.


‘Well, everybody else in this room to begin with,’ Noel says.


‘Well, I’m not everybody else. And who else are you talking about? Bonehead? Guigsy?’


‘Oh yeah, Guigsy,’ Noel says, picking up his cigarette box. ‘How is Guigsy these days?’ he asks of the Oasis bass-player.


‘He’s doing double fine.’


‘Is he?’


‘Yeah he is. Fucking double top, Guigsy is.’


‘That’s not what I heard. I heard different to that.’


‘Did you?’ Liam sardonically asks. ‘Well, I haven’t.’


‘Well, I have,’ Noel throws back, real irritation in his voice.


Owen stops pushing buttons and stops to stare at his desk. The girl next to Liam crosses her long legs.


‘Marcus says he’s in a bit of a state,’ Noel continues. ’And it’s funny, isn’t it? Guigsy’s fine and then off you all go to France while I stay here trying to learn how to mix a record and, surprise, surprise, he comes home early and he’s not very well. Funny that, isn’t it?’


‘Yeah, double funny.’


‘That’s what you think, is it? That it’s all double funny.’


‘Look, it’s got fuck all to do with me, mate. I told you what happened. Told you enough times.’


‘Oh yeah? Well let’s hear it again.’


Noel extracts a cigarette from his box and lights it. Strangely, he holds the ciggy between the second and third finger of his right hand and he shakes it accusingly at Liam. ‘Because I know, I just know you had something to do with it. I fucking know you did.’


‘I didn’t,’ Liam protests.’ All I did...’


‘All you did was to fuck things right up.’


‘Hang on, hang on, you haven’t heard what I’ve got to say, have you?’


Now the words are getting heated, the voices are being raised. No one else really knows where to look; all they know is that they don’t want to get involved. But right now all Noel and Liam are aware of is each other. All they can see is each other. All they can hear is each other.


‘Come on then,’ Noel says, ‘let’s hear what you’ve got to say. This should be good, this.’


‘I’ve told you once.’


‘Well, fucking tell me again.’


Liam snorts defensively and begins his tale. ‘We go to Paris and we’re in this hotel, blathering to the press and all this shit, and suddenly, where’s Guigsy? Nowhere to be seen. So we go up to his room, bang on the door and tell the mad cunt to get out of bed.’


‘All you did was bang on the door.’


‘That’s all we did. Bang on his door. So the mad cunt is in there puffing up and we go in...’


‘Hang on a sec,’ Noel demands. ‘You bang on his door and then go in even though the door is locked.’


‘No, you mad fucker,’ Liam replies, ‘Guigsy let us in. Okay?’


Noel nods his head. Liam continues, ‘So we said, “What you doing?” He goes, “I’m staying in bed.” So we get him up...’


‘How did you get him up?’


‘Fuck sakes,’ Liam says, ‘we didn’t beat him up or anything.’ He shakes his head in amazement that his brother should think like that.


‘We just told him to come out with us, right? So we go to this bar and there’s some dickhead there and Guigsy goes, “I’m going to whack that guy.”’


‘And you said?’


‘All I said was, “Well, hit him,” ’cos to be honest, I’m sick and tired of people in this band saying they’re going to hit someone and they don’t. You’re going to whack someone, whack them. If not, shut up.’


‘And that’s all you said to him?’


‘That’s all I said to him.’


‘You’re a fucking liar, mate. You said more than that to him. I know you did. I know you. I know what you’re like.’


‘I’m not a liar, dickhead. I said...’


‘Oh for fuck’s sake!’ Owen has had enough and now he’s snapped. He swivels round in his chair and says, ‘For fuck’s sake you two, you always get into one, don’t you?’


‘Well fucking tell him,’ Liam shouts, pointing at Noel who is now smirking back at him, happy to see Liam riled. ‘Don’t fucking tell me. I’m telling the truth. That dickhead won’t believe me.’


Noel again shakes his cigarette accusingly at his brother and says, ‘There’s more to this. I know it and I’m going to get to the bottom of it.’


‘Look,’ Owen interjects, raising his hands like a boxing referee who wants to stop a fight, ‘can we please just listen to the mix.’


Before either Noel or Liam can say a word, Owen turns back to the desk, pushes a large button and the sound of a gentle acoustic guitar drifts in, its melody counterpointed by soft notes from a shimmering electric guitar. The guitars are joined by some slow swooping orchestral strings which add another melody before Noel’s voice enters, plaintive but strong. This is ‘The Masterplan’.


He sings, ‘Take the time to make some sense / Of what you want to say / And cast your words away upon the waves / And sail them home with acquiesce upon a ship of hope today / And as they land upon the shore / Tell them not to fear no more.’


Now the orchestra gets louder as Noel’s voice changes from its gentle mode into one of hopeful determination.


‘Say it loud and sing it proud today,’ he urges before reaching the contagious chorus line, ‘Dance if you want to dance / Please brother take a chance,’ and a horn section is introduced, adding to the majesty of the music as the song reaches its first climax.


Unexpectedly, a distorted electric guitar, like John Lennon’s on ‘I’m Only Sleeping’ now butts in, rubbing against the strings, taking us up to the bridge. Then as Noel again urges, ‘Say it loud and sing it proud today,’ the song dips into its second chorus, propelled by chugging strings.


After the second verse, which contains the lines, ‘Because everything that’s been has passed / The answer’s in the looking glass / There’s four and twenty million doors on life’s endless corridor,’ the song goes back into its triumphant chorus before reaching its zenith, Noel’s electric guitar solo put with backing vocals, strings, horns, all of them climbing together before an acoustic guitar enters to take us back to earth, back to ground. It’s a masterpiece. The song ends with Noel’s reverberating guitar sending out silver shivers of notes and chords.


In the studio there is a momentary silence and then Liam stands up, goes over to Noel and says, ‘That is as good as any Beatles’ song, I’m telling you man, it is. You don’t know how fucking good you are.’


Noel looks shyly at the floor, drags on his cigarette.


Liam turns excitedly to Owen and the girl, a huge smile on his lips. Once again the music has healed the Gallagher brothers.


‘And it’s a B-side,’ Liam excitedly exclaims. ‘How fucking top is that?’




PART ONE




One


Tomorrow, she starts work. Proper work, that is. Her schooling is over now, finished for good. So is her youth. Now she is an adult with a job and responsibilities.


The year is 1956 and the place is County Mayo, situated in West Ireland. Her name is Peggy Sweeney and one day she will marry and bear the surname Gallagher. She is just thirteen years old.


Right now she is not thinking about school. Her thoughts are on the house in Charlestown where tomorrow she will get on her knees and clean and scrub, cook and dust. It is a big house, an imposing house that she will walk to in the cold dawn mist, a house stocked with objects and valuables that she has heard about but never ever seen. She hopes that these rich people, the O’Haras, will be nice.


To be sure, she can hardly imagine such wealth. Yet one day, incredible and staggering amounts of money will be sitting at her very fingertips, hers to keep if she so chooses. The sons that she is to bear will become world-famous. They will make millions and then they will bring those riches to her. But all she will ask for is a bigger colour TV.


Today, there is no work. Today Peggy will sit by the small stream that passes by the bottom of her garden and stare at her watery reflection. She is dressed in a grubby cotton dress and her feet are bare. She has sea-shell eyes and dark brown hair. Above her the sky is an azure blue and the sun is a yellow snooker-ball.


Around her are the fields and the open spaces that she knows so well; she has played here, laughed, cried and fallen upon this land.


Behind Peggy, stands her mother’s home, a tiny two-up, two-down house that has ten children and one adult under its roof.


Cows, chickens, hens and pigs surround it. Through their intermittent cacophony, the sound of her mother singing can be heard through the open window. The melody is Irish, the words are Gaelic.


Her ma has a rich, deep voice, a resonant voice that always brings pleasure. In the village the people say,’ Ah, that Sweeney woman, have you heard her sing? Such a happy woman, such a happy sound.’ When Peggy hears those words about her mother it makes her feel so proud.


A light wind comes up and passes through Peggy’s hair. She gives a slight shiver and looks down at the water to try to get a glimpse of her future. Occasionally she has sensed what is to happen next. But today, all she can see is work and tiny piles of worn-out pennies.


From an early age, she has known that life would never be easy. It is the way of the world, the way of her people who say that in life there are two realities: there are your dreams and then there are the facts-you are allowed one but you must obey the other.


In Peggy’s dreams she would have liked to have stayed on at school. She loved reading and learning about Irish language and culture. But the luck was against her.


The family turns to Peggy. There are eleven of them now. If Peggy stays at school and lives in her dreams, how will they eat?


Her brother Paddy had already gone and now he is in Yorkshire. Each day he descends into the earth to wrench out coal, hour after hour after painful hour. When his paypacket arrives, his grimy hands rip open the flimsy envelope and his blistered fingers carefully extract a certain amount. Then he slowly walks to the post office and sends the money to his mother, his brothers and sisters. He does this every week. He is a good man, her brother, a great man. Unlike her father he hasn’t deserted them.


Now it is Peggy’s turn to help. She doesn’t question this fact or allow herself any regrets. It is the way of the world and she can’t change it.


You get on with things the best you can. Life is hard but it is simple if, like Peggy and all the villagers, you are not given the chance to make it complex. Plus, her ma calls her the most responsible of her children, and that must stand for something.


Peggy gazes down at the stream again. She studies the passing clean water for signs but there are none. How could she know that her mother’s voice, so strong and so clear, would actually echo down the years? That it would never die. That it would, in fact, be immortalised.


Through Peggy that voice will travel to Manchester and there be passed on to her sons. And they, years later, will take that voice all around the world, and people everywhere will be hypnotised and inspired by its sound; their heads filled with colour and hope.


How could Peggy know such a fantastic thing at age thirteen? On the day before she began proper work?


Such possibilities hadn’t even been invented.


So Peggy Sweeney, still mesmerised by the endless water that passes by her feet, gazes down into the river and looks upon the reflection of her face. It is glimmering, shimmering, and although today there is no sign, it really doesn’t matter, because she has never felt happier to be sitting there, a proud and happy child, a tiny real piece of God’s work.


Hard people, the Irish: hard workers, hard thinkers, hard players. God had made them so because theirs was a land of extremes, a country of hope washed in suffering. Famine, invasion, war and poverty had all, like vengeful banshees, ridden the Irish land, cutting down all before them. Yet still, in the face of such atrocities, the people sang, and still they endured.


‘The Irish sing the saddest songs in the universe and then they get on with it,’ Sex Pistol frontman John Lydon once wrote. Later on, in a more pertinent phrase, he noted, ‘The Irish don’t give a fuck.’ This was also true, and between those two quotes would stand Noel and Liam Gallagher.


The Irish paused, not for self-pity but to find a way out of their desperate predicaments. They cast their eyes northwards and they saw the promised land that would deliver them. Its name: America.


Over the years, millions upon millions travelled there, to become policemen, labourers and politicians. Those that climbed the ladder and realised the dream had to be well versed in survival techniques.


The outside is a cold and useless place to be. Being on the outside, it kills. Literally. Ireland and capitalism, poverty and discrimination, taught them that. They learnt their lessons quickly. By the turn of this century, Tammany Hall, New York’s centre of political power, was run by the Irish.


Yet America wasn’t within everyone’s grasp. There were other havens nearer to home for those wishing to escape but who had neither the strength nor the financial means to cross the Atlantic. Much nearer to home there lay Great Britain.


The British, insular and suspicious of everyone but their own, didn’t take too well to the Irish. As early as 1413 the Crown was drawing up deportation laws to remove ‘Irish vagrants’ from their soil.


In the 16th and 17th centuries English troops were routinely sent over to campaign against the Irish. Many of the soldiers on these missions hailed from Manchester, although later on a more peaceful link between the Mancunians and the Irish would be established. Naturally, money would be the peacebroker.


Ireland’s ability to provide raw wool and linen, and then livestock, dairy produce and fish to the English, set up a strong economic and cultural link between Ireland and Manchester which persists to this day.


Yet the image of the Irish person that was forged in the minds of the English, etched there by a media only too willing to act on behalf of the day’s government, was not good, not good at all.


One potent source of derision was through humour; the major newspapers often carried anti-Irish cartoons. They depicted the Irish as yobs on the scrounge, uncivilised, stupid, incapable of anything but fraud and deceit. ‘Did you hear the one about the Irishman...’ isn’t a new phrase.


In 1780 the winds of ‘luck’ changed. The Irish were suddenly in demand: to assist their rapidly expanding cotton industry, Manchester turned to Ireland’s skilful hand-loom weavers, promising them significantly higher wages and better living conditions.


It wasn’t a hard choice to make. In Ireland even the farmers have it tough. In many areas the soil isn’t particularly fertile; in County Mayo, for example, the spartan land is too exposed to the elements, especially rain, and only grass, oats and potatoes will grow. And, like the land they tilled, the Irish culture was also conservative, based as it is around the restrictive teachings of the Roman Catholic Church.


The first great wave of Irish migration to protestant Great Britain was in 1780. For those early travellers a huge culture-shock was awaiting them. They landed as the Industrial Revolution was starting to take shape.


It was bad timing on their behalf. New developments in machinery were about to cause the biggest upheaval that English society had ever known, and the Irish would bear the brunt of these turbulent times, pushed into extremes of poverty that would shock the world.


Manchester was about to become the first-ever modern industrial centre. And that kind of change doesn’t come easy.


Paddy was the first born. Then came John, and Bridie. On 30 January 1943 Margaret Sweeney gave birth to her second daughter. She was christened Peggy and brought back to Margaret and her husband William’s tiny house in Mayo. Over the next few years, there would be more brothers and sisters, namely Kathleen, Helen, Ann, Una, Pauline, Billy and Den.


The house the Sweeneys lived in stood on flat bog-land amid a beautiful but harsh landscape. It had been bequeathed to Margaret by John and Mary, her aunt and uncle. Margaret herself came from a family of eleven. As a little child, she had been sent to her aunt’s to live. They had no family, so they :welcomed her arrival.


When they died, the house was bequeathed to her. Margaret then married William and settled down to do what all women of her area did, which was to bring life into the world, and then nurture it as best she could. William worked as a labourer but sadly he wouldn’t always stand by his wife’s side.


Margaret would endure her husband abandoning her, not once, but twice. The first time occurred after the birth of Una; the second time after the eleventh child, Den, was born. Like most of Mayo’s inhabitants, the Sweeneys were poor, desperately poor. Life was a tough struggle, further exacerbated by the elements. When harsh winter came and the land refused to yield food, well, that was the worst of it. Not to mention the lack of heating.


Each day, Peggy and her family would rise early from the beds they had crammed into, bruised somewhat by their unconscious kicking of each other as they slept. With hours of disturbed sleep behind them, and violently shivering against the cold, they would put on yesterday’s clothes and wonder if today, at least, there might be enough food for breakfast. On some mornings, there would be nothing to fill their stomachs for the walk to school.


Each child had his or her own job to do round the small house, although its cramped size meant there was little to do. Even so, the boys would be allotted the manual work while the girls would wash, sew, clean and cook. One of the first lessons that Peggy learnt was that women tended to the house and the men went out into the world to do the tough work.


It was a way of life that was enthusiastically backed up by the Catholic Church. God had put women on this earth to give birth and raise children. Catholic children. Good Catholic children. This tenet was so sternly ingrained in them, they never once dared question its wisdom.


With breakfast finished, they would pull on their coats and, as morning light started to break, walk the one and a half miles to their school. It was named Chorton. In Ireland, at the time, there was no separation between the ages, and no primary or secondary schools.


Chorton was a National School: you stayed there until your circumstances forced you to leave. Most left early. At school Peggy loved reading. She especially liked girl’s comics with titles such as Secrets. When she was engrossed in these magazines or if she had her nose in a book, it was as if the world and all its hardships magically fell away.


Reading suited Peggy. She wasn’t a boisterous girl and she never drew attention to herself. She was quiet, withdrawn, a little bit of a dreamer, but with a strong sense of responsibility.


The lessons that captivated her mind the most were the Gaelic class (although today she would be hard pressed to remember a sentence), and English where she could indulge her love of reading. She wasn’t good at sports but loved knitting and needlework at which she excelled. Again, it was another activity which allowed her to slip free from herself.


At the end of school, she would walk home again. On a lot of these occasions her stomach would ache with the pain of not eating all day. When she arrived home there would be a meal, usually made of milk and potatoes, awaiting her.


If Peggy was deprived financially, the same couldn’t be said of her emotionally. The Sweeney children belonged to a tight, loved family, never starved of love. For sure the sisters tended to band together against the boys, and that was only natural. But there was no cruelty, no violence. Their parents gave them love and discipline, fully preparing them for the world by not allowing them any illusions. William and Margaret knew how tough things were, and weren’t about to fool their children.


When Peggy was seven years old she received her first Communion. From then on the weekend belonged• to her church: confession on Saturdays, Mass on Sundays. This small church, Bushfield was its name, lay to the West of the village and it was here, as well as school that Peggy was indoctrinated into the ways of a religion obsessed with sexual purity and strict moral behaviour.


In Catholicism priests do not marry, and boys born illegitimate can never enter the priesthood. To lose your virginity before marriage was a sin and, to this day, the use of contraception is strictly forbidden. Homosexuality was viewed as absolute proof of the Devil’s work.


The Catholic Church instilled everlasting sexual and moral guilt in all its children, and Peggy was no different. She learnt about good and bad, heaven and hell. She was taught that one of the worst things that could ever happen to her was to be excommunicated from the Church. It would mean eternal damnation.


When Peggy thought about her God she imagined a vengeful and wrathful God, precisely what the Church wanted. Complete social control. The Church took the young and stole their minds. It taught that all people are born in sin and must spend their lives in penance. It said no one is without evil.


When Peggy went out into the world and married, she had to bear children and she must never, never, ever divorce; to part from your husband would mean severance from the Church. The Vatican would never sanction divorce, and therefore it was considered a terrible sin for which there could be no forgiveness. Such powerful ideas invade an impressionable young mind. At an early age Peggy vowed she would stick by her eventual husband, good or bad.


No one missed Mass in Mayo. It was unthinkable. Everyone went. In rain, sleet, snow and cold winds that howled across the bleak landscape in winter, Peggy and her family walked up their bordeen (country lane) and through the fields to church every weekend.


And still the babies kept arriving, one every year. Eventually there were too many children to house. Peggy, along with Kathleen, Una, Helen, Ann and Bridie were placed in the hands of a convent school in Ballaghaderren where they stayed for the next six and a half years and were further exposed to the scriptures and strictures of Catholicism. Yet Margaret knew that out of all her brood Peggy was the most reliable and the hardest worker. More than that, Peggy had a natural affinity for child rearing. Many times, with her baby sister Pauline in her hands, she would dream of the day when it would be her child that she would be tending to. It was the only dream that she would ever be encouraged to follow.


It was the twin forces of human invention and rugged determination that lay at the core of Manchester’s dramatic rise.


Water power, the first steam-engines, the spinning jenny, the mule and the power loom, all of these revolutionised Manchester’s cotton industry; made it, in fact, the first British industry to be fully mechanised.


To achieve such a vision, the people behind these changes had to be a dynamic breed. They had to be strong-willed and utterly single-minded in their pursuit of the new world that they had visualised, a new age which they, and only they, could define and make their own.


The architects of this vision were young, powerful Mancunian businessmen, determined to build Jerusalem on England’s green and pleasant land, and so be acknowledged as the saviours of the country.


Their first move was to sweep away the old feudal system. Under this arrangement a Lord would give his workers land to farm, dwellings to live in and a wage, which was swiftly returned to him through rent charges.


In Manchester’s case, the ruling power was the Moseley family. Their power was supposedly absolute, but to the new Mancunian it was spurious. The Moseleys were perceived as weak masters, ditherers who had no firm grip or vision. Manchester had no municipal infrastructure and very little in the way of administrative organisation. It laid the way open for change. In other words, if you wanted to build a factory and you had the money, power and vision, then it was yours to build. No one could stand in your way.


Unfettered by local laws or government, the new Mancunians zealously went to work, building huge factories and filling them with all the new machinery. They deliberately began a campaign to create a climate of enterprises, an ‘every man for himself’ ethos which rivalled Thatcherism in its brazen fanaticism.


As a speaker put it at the Manchester Mechanics organisation, ‘Man must be the architect of his own fame.’ The message was clear: it was everyone for themselves.


For many of the newly arrived Irish hand-loom weavers this was an unexpected development. By the time they had settled in, they literally had been displaced by machines and forced into factories. For these country dwellers who had fought and loved nature all their lives, it was hell on earth.


First of all, their rural lifestyle hadn’t prepared them for city life. It was noted that many of them walked the streets barefooted, while their obvious Catholic fervour did little to impress their new Protestant neighbours. Furthermore, their willingness to accept such small wages (yet double their paypacket back home) intensely annoyed those organisations that had sprung up in an attempt to reform the city’s work conditions. For these concerned cabals, run by middle-class liberals, the factories symbolised all that was evil in this brave new world. It wasn’t hard to see why.


Ugly, filthy and dangerous, these factories had no ventilation, no heat in the winter. The workers were forced to work nineteen hour shifts for wages of just four shillings a week. And most of that went on rent and food.


Furthermore, their accommodation provided no respite from these conditions. The Irish squeezed into minute cottages, most of which had walls which were only one brick thick. In wintertime they huddled together against the biting winds that would howl through their small rooms and extinguish their fires. There was no ventilation and few sanitary amenities.


The Irish and their children were being crushed and, by severe poverty and disease, sacrificed to the new Mancunian’s greed and inhumanity. Many children, some as young as seven years old, worked in factories; often they died before their years reached double figures. Many babies died through the administration of sleeping medicines, given to them by desperate mothers who simply didn’t have the time to tend to them. These mothers were forced into the factories and away from their babies’ side; the alternative meant they would all starve to death.


Cholera festered in the water and indiscriminately struck down whole families. So too did the cyclical nature of capitalism, where a boom-time is always followed by a slump.


As Manchester expanded, so it became a schizophrenic city with two strikingly different realities. The first was the one the businessmen were keen to promote: that is, Manchester as the world’s first industrialised city. Its fame was worldwide, and observers came from many continents to study this civic success. Unfortunately, often they returned home depressed and shocked by the second reality, the atrocious living conditions from which they couldn’t avert their eyes.


Henry Coleman, a visiting American, described the poor of Manchester as ‘wretched, defrauded, oppressed, crushed human nature, lying in bleeding fragments all over the face of society’.


Frederick Engels arrived from Germany. He had been sent over by his rich industrial father to look after the family interests in some local cotton mills. Engels spent the next twenty-three years in the city and in 1845 he published his famous treatise, The Condition Of The Working Class In England. In it he devoted a whole chapter to Manchester, using the experiences of Mary and Lizzie Burns, two daughters of Irish immigrants with whom he lived for many years.


He described the city’s poor as ‘A physically degenerate race robbed of all humanity’. Engels and Coleman weren’t alone in their disgust.


Yet the new Mancunian proved impervious to such conditions or the pleas for compassion that they were eliciting. Of far more concern to them were the issues of the day; and none more so than the introduction of the Com Laws, first passed by Parliament in 1815, and which were met with first incredulity and then anger. Effectively the Com Laws imposed a heavy tariff on foreign corn, which kept the price of bread, a staple element in the workers’ diet, artificially high, and also pushed up the workers’ wages.


Manchester and other Northern towns saw this law as a deliberate attempt by the government to protect the big Southern grain farmers, a jealous South stifling the new Mancunians’ progress.


The Manchester man fervently believed that by his city’s example so England could prosper. He believed that while the rulers in the South, with their dandy clothes and fineries, flounced around passing stupid laws, it was his kind of person, the real man, who made up the backbone of the country, whose vision and graft was the future.


‘What London does with one sovereign, Manchester does with none,’ was a favoured saying among Manchester’s business community.


And now, with the Corn Laws, London had moved the goalposts, out of sheer envy. Well, fuck them, we’ll show them. And they did.


Firstly they let their contempt be known by stealing some of London’s most famous names, Piccadilly and Oxford Street, and planting them in their own city. Then they formed the Anti-Corn-Law League. For the next thirty-one years they vigorously campaigned against this restrictive law, and in doing so they set the tone for a North-South divide that has never been satisfactorily resolved. When, in 1846, the Com Law was repealed, victory had never tasted sweeter. Through their own political muscle, the Mancunian had humiliated the South, and broken the government, forcing it to back down. They had rebelled and they had won.


Now they would go further in realising their destiny, now they would show the South a bit of real class. As they toasted their success, one of them might well have said, ‘You see? Has-beens should never take on the Going-to-be’s.’


In 1846 Ireland was struck by a famine that was so unforgiving in its nature the repercussions linger even to this day. The famine persisted for five years by which time a million people had emigrated and a million people had died.


Many of the Irish headed either for Liverpool or Manchester. When this second wave of Irish arrived they found in Manchester a city now taking note of some of the stinging criticisms levelled at it about its overriding obsession with money.


To counter these accusations, a small group of businessmen travelled to France in 1850. There, they asked the Charles Halle Orchestra to decamp from Paris and settle in Manchester. Halle agreed, no doubt swayed by the large amounts of money placed before him. Manchester now had its own orchestra. Just like London.


In 1853 the completion of the Cathedral gave Manchester permanent and official status as a city. In 1856 the Free Trade Hall was opened, built on the site of the infamous Peterloo massacre, where eleven people were killed and 400 injured, demanding the right to vote. The new building was a snub for the proles, but the message was clear – the new Mancunian was coming into his own.


The following year saw the opening of a huge arts exhibition, the largest display yet of private arts treasures. Such was its prestige that Queen Victoria, her Prince Consort and the Prince of Wales made the journey up to visit.


The exhibition was also opened to the public, another step towards giving the city a refined cultural depth, another way of attacking the perceived image of Manchester as a city built on slum dwellings and factory exploitation.


Certainly, this activity seemed to work. The Illustrated London News wrote that the exhibition ‘now hurls back upon her detractors the charge that she [Manchester] is too deeply absorbed in the pursuit of material wealth to devote her energies to the finer arts’.


Other improvements came along. Better sanitary conditions, the creation of the city’s own police force, the designing and creation of parks, and the building of Manchester Victoria University, which still stands today.


In 1894, the Manchester Ship Canal was opened, a major development in establishing once and for all a system of transport which avoided harbour fees at Liverpool, and which closely linked Manchester to its overseas suppliers and customers.


In the same year a significant football match took place. It was in Division Two of the Football League, and Manchester City, then known as Ardwick FC, played Newton Heath, later to become Manchester United.


In their first-ever derby, Ardwick FC lost 5-2 at home to Newton Heath. Later the first derby game at their new ground, Maine Road, in 1923 would end in a 1-1 draw. One loss, one draw. Already a pattern was being set by City.


Yet, across the water in Europe darker clouds were gathering on the horizon. In the first half of the 20th century, Western Europe would be embroiled in two world wars. Millions of people would lose their lives and whole countries would be decimated.


But these wars would actually sustain Manchester economically. They were good for business, wars. And Manchester’s new metal and engineering economy saw a brisk trade in weapons, ammunition and aircraft.


She walks into the small coffee shop in Mayo and, as she sits down, she lets out a sigh. It is seven in the evening and her bones ache and her mind is tired. It has been another long day cleaning and tending to the children of the O’Hara house, and Peggy Sweeney is now waiting for her mother to arrive.


When she does, Peggy will hand over her week’s wages: one pound. Depending on the family’s needs that week, Peggy will receive a tiny sum of it back. Maybe half-a-crown if she is lucky.


By her side is the small transistor radio that she has been able to save up for. Peggy loves the radio because it gives her music and sometimes listening to music is just like reading; you can disappear from yourself. More crucially, it allows you to lose for a while that cruel inner-voice which taunts every son and daughter of the Catholic Church.


Peggy’s inner-voice will not stay quiet. Strict religions always produce major worries. Believers fret all their lives. And no one is harder on Catholics than themselves. It isn’t a happy religion nor is it shaped to fill you with confidence and huge self-esteem. Rather it threatens you with damnation, tries to cut you down to size.


How can you not worry when hell is just a sin away, and every day you fight yourself over impulses, desires and thoughts that appear from nowhere to tease and torment you? You go to confession on Saturday and for that night your soul feels cleansed. You can sense purity. By Monday afternoon, you are at war with yourself again. But music, this Irish music that Peggy listens to, talks to her, it sets her free.


Sometimes the radio plays the saddest song in the universe. Then, the fiddles and the guitars and the penny-whistles start up, and there will be a rousing song to help you on your way. The Dubliners, Big Tom, Dicky Rock, The Miami Show Band, Peggy knew the names and music of all the major performers and she was always thrilled when the disc jockey announced one of their tunes.


The door of the café opens and Peggy expectantly looks up. But it isn’t her mum. It is the local policeman. She instinctively looks away, hoping she hasn’t been noticed, not because she has anything to hide but because she is fearfully shy.


She hates crowds, her temperament is ill-suited to them. Instead, she loves quiet, peace and quiet. A lot of the time, all she wants is to be on her own. Even in company, when relatives visit or she is with friends, there are always the moments when she drifts away.


It’s why she doesn’t mind her job so much. The O’Haras, who run a successful confectionery business, are good to her. A lot of the time, it is just Peggy and the O’Hara children in the house, and that suits her fine. The rest of the time she is at home. There’s not a lot to do in County Mayo and even if there were, local dances and the like, Peggy would rather stay indoors, reading or listening to her beloved radio.


Near where she works there is a cinema but films don’t really interest her. Plus it would mean spending money that could be better used elsewhere.


Her life is one of routine and ritual, hard work, and solitude when she can grab it. She wouldn’t really have it any other way.


After the First World War, the Americans arrived and cars and clothes took over as Manchester’s main products. By the 1930s there were over 200 American firms in the city. The famous Ford Motor Car Company opened its first plant at Trafford Park. It was there that the Model-T car, the cheapest in Britain, was mass manufactured.


In the clothes sector there was a similar upsurge. Charles Macintosh had started his raincoat business in 1824 and 110 years later, thanks to a proliferation of sweatshops, the rainwear business now flourished.


The advent of the Second World War suspended normal business activities. Once more Manchester found out that wars are great for trade.


For a time the textile and engineering industries flourished. Thousands of Mancunian men joined the forces, while thousands of women took their places in the factories. But in 1940 the city, severely blitzed by German bombers, lost many of its historic buildings.


In the 1950s, the food and chemical industries •moved in as Manchester became the North’s major distribution centre for supplies, aided by its railway and canal system.


The post-War British government also became major employers. It sent out notices to the Caribbean to entice workers over to rebuild Britain. The same offer was extended to the Irish. Soon thousands upon thousands of immigrants were arriving to experience the British way of life.


Yet by the 1960s, despite all efforts, another cycle was ending. Manchester’s population began to fall. And fall. And fall. The city couldn’t halt its decline, and the reason was simple. Work was becoming increasingly hard to find. The Manchester Ship Canal was too small to hold the new container ships, and the advent of motorways signalled the end of canals and railways as a major means of transportation. And crucially, Manchester’s manufacturing industry was hit badly by the local economy shifting into the service sector. From 1961 to 1983 over 150,000 manufacturing jobs would be lost.


The print industry also went into decline, its end symbolised by the Manchester Guardian moving South to the city that Manchester had grown to despise and which would grab all the attention in the 1960s. The capital would become Swinging London and no one would speak of Manchester. The new Mancunian turned in his grave. And his sons and daughters planned their revenge.


At the hospital, they assured Peggy that her mum would be fine.


All she had to do was rest, get some peace and quiet.


It had been like this for a few months now and Peggy was starting to realise that her mum was getting old, and that the years of hardship, both physically and within the mind, were starting to take their toll.


Because of Margaret’s frequent illnesses, Peggy had been forced to quit her job with the O’Haras to look after her brothers and sisters. Paddy, John and Bridie would be looked upon to supply money for food. Soon her mum would return and Peggy knew that when that happened, the day she had been dreading all her life would arrive.


It was time, her mum would tell her, for Peggy to leave County Mayo. There really was nothing to hold on for.


‘You have to go, Peggy,’ Margaret Sweeney said, ‘and there’s the end of it.’ But where, and with whom? Nearby, the Macintyre family lived, near enough to be considered neighbours.


Peggy had become friendly with their daughter Angela, and they hung out together. Peggy didn’t have many friends but Angela she could count on.


Loyalty was very important to Peggy. It took her a long time to trust anyone bar her family. One day over coffee Peggy told Angela of her mum’s wishes.


Angela had just returned from her holidays in Manchester, staying with her older sister, Teresa. Pretty soon Angela would be returning to Manchester for good, so why didn’t Peggy come along? She was sure her sister wouldn’t mind putting up Peggy until she settled in.


There was work aplenty there. Why, Angela enthused, you could start a job in the morning, quit it at lunchtime and be in work again by eventide. And getting a place to live in shouldn’t be a problem. Come on now, Peggy, what do you say?


Margaret approved of the plan. She trusted the Maclntyres. But, as she spoke to her mother, Peggy’s heart was breaking inside her. I don’t want to go, she kept telling her mum, I don’t want to leave you; I know there’s nothing here but it doesn’t matter, I’ll stay.


But Margaret, toughened by life and all its terrible blows, would have none of it. It would be better in the long run for her to leave, of that she hadn’t one doubt. Then Margaret would walk into the kitchen, and pretend to bake some bread and sing loudly to hide her own tears.


Peggy reluctantly arrived in England in 1961. She was eighteen, nervous and frightened, with tears that were always bubbling under her eyelids. She spent her first night at Teresa MacIntyre’s flat and when the lights went out and everyone had said goodnight, she buried her face in the pillow and cried her eyes out. The next night, too. In fact, she cried for what seemed like an eternity, until one day she woke up and found that a feeling, something inside, had been lost. Now there was just day-to-day life to get on with. So get on with it.


Teresa was married, ironically to a Thomas Gallagher. They had a daughter, Patricia, who was near Peggy’s age and it was she who took Peggy out and showed her around. The first priority was to get Peggy a job and somewhere to live, as the Macintyre place was too small for her to stay there long.


By Central Station there was a block of flats. It was here that Peggy was first housed due to her employment at the train station as a waitress-cum-cleaner. She was paid three pounds a week.


‘And I’d put a pound in an envelope and send it home,’ she says, ‘because me mum would be waiting for the pound to come over.’


Peggy spent a year at Central Station. In that time, she located an old school friend of hers in Manchester, Mary, and they started hanging out together.


Once Peggy made a happy trip back to Ireland to visit her family and on her return to Manchester, her sister Kathleen accompanied her. Together, with Mary, they moved into the Plymouth Grove area.


A new job came along, this time at a cardboard factory where the hours were better than those at the Central Station.


But just as Peggy was adjusting to a new life, some serious and alarming news broke: her mother was seriously ill and was back in hospital. Peggy instantly quit her job and went back to Ireland, where she took over the family, making sure that her younger brothers and sisters (all aged ten years and under) were properly tended to. A lot of the time her brothers would skip school and Peggy would tell them off. But she understood their disinterest. Who wouldn’t?


After dropping off the children at school, Peggy would walk over to a seminary where she was employed washing, cooking and cleaning for the five priests who lived there. One day, 22 November 1963, Peggy heard a commotion in the TV room.


Intrigued, she went in to find out that the US President John Kennedy had been assassinated. Peggy couldn’t believe it. Kennedy represented hope to her generation. He was going to change the world, make a better future. And he was of Irish stock.


And to kill a President? It was unheard of. Incomprehensible. It signalled something so evil and so dark that it frightened Peggy to her very soul. As she walked home that night, she truly believed that the world was about to end. In reality, the world was changing at an enormous pace.


The dull 1950s were over and so was the idea of a society administered by men of unimpeachable reputation. The Profumo affair the same year, in which a minister of the Crown lied to Parliament and brought down the Tory prime minister Harold Macmillan, signalled the end of the supposed sanctity of public figures. Only the Royal Family remained sacrosanct and even they, in time, would be exposed. The white heat of the 1960s was spreading quickly.


After nearly twelve months in hospital, Margaret came out to resume her familial duties and Peggy returned to Manchester. She soon found a new job, carrying out light clerical work for a mail-order business located in the centre of Manchester.


At night-time she rarely ventured out. She preferred to stay indoors, either watching TV or writing letters to her family back home. Again, all three of these occupations allowed her to lose herself.


Of course, going to a club and getting blitzed on booze was another way of losing yourself, but then Peggy would rather have died than indulge in alcohol or dancing.


Yet around her a thriving club scene had opened up in Manchester. It was just as well. Over the following years, Manchester would lose many manufacturing jobs and the city’s focus would slowly switch to the musicians, the club runners, the hustlers and the footballers.


Noel Gallagher would one day tell an interviewer, ‘In Manchester you either became a musician, a footballer, a drugs dealer or work in a factory. And there aren’t a lot of factories left, y’know.’


In London, during the late 1950s, there had been a skiffle craze. Its centre was a club on old Compton Street in London’s Soho area, called The Two I’s, where later on, more sophisticated British pop acts, such as Adam Faith and Tommy Steele, took over from the Lonnie Donegans of this world and attracted a younger audience.


The atmosphere was smoky, the drink was coffee. In nearby Notting Hill Gate, a more alluring form of night-clubbing could be experienced with the blues parties that the West Indians were secretly holding. Christine Keeler, the call-girl involved in the Profumo scandal, favoured such affairs.


In Manchester on 15 July 1960 Jack Johnson, the owner of the Mogambo Coffee Bar, and John Collier, a local builder, opened up The Two J’s. The star attraction on the opening night was Ray Ellington, supported by Dave Wilson and his Original Dixieland Band.


The club, situated in Lloyd Street, was formerly a textile warehouse and its musical policy only extended to jazz. But in August of that year, Jackson decided to use local pop acts to attract a bigger clientele. His first pop booking was Johnny Martin And The Paiges, who made their debut on 4 October 1960.


A few days later Jackson put on the club’s first all-nighter. For those youngsters who were looking to jive the night away, this was a godsend. The night was hugely successful and it put the writing on the wall.


Still operating as a jazz venue, the club now put on weekend afternoon jiving sessions to cater for the demand, but soon rock ‘n’ roll had taken over. It was a musical slaying that had occurred all over Great Britain; thousands of teenagers dropped skiffle and trad jazz to give their souls to rock ‘n’ roll.


The Two J’s was then bought by three businessmen, John Orr, Rick Dixon and Hugh Goodwin. They closed the club down, undertook major renovations and re-opened for business on 4 November 1961.


Goodwin had recently been to London. Sitting in the Beachcomber restaurant in Mayfair, with its South Seas setting, the palm trees depicted on the wall gave him an idea for the club’s name. He put forward the idea to his partners. They agreed.


Which is how The Oasis, ‘Manchester’s Most Fab Club For Young People’, opened for business. Just three months later, Friday 2 February 1962, The Beatles made their Manchester debut there. The Oasis, The Beatles. It was the first known linking of the two names.


Nineteen sixty-two was a significant year for The Beatles. It was the year they were turned down by Decca and signed by EMI, the year that the tailor, Beno Dorn of Birkenhead, was asked to supply four brushed-tweed suits to replace the group’s leather jackets, jeans and plimsolls, and the year that they would have their first Top Twenty hit with ‘Love Me Do/P.S. I Love You’. It was a year for laying the seeds of success.


Within twelve months The Beatles would become the biggest group in the world. Thousands of teenage girls would scream and faint when they heard their records or saw them play. But Peggy Sweeney had no idea what was going on.


She was totally bemused by pop hysteria of this kind. What were these girls playing at? she would think to herself. She never understood it. It all seemed so... silly, to be throwing yourself around in public like that.


That said, Peggy liked watching Top Of The Pops. She had an instinctive love of music and pop music was busy inventing itself. How could she not be attracted to the show that had started transmission on 1 January 1964 from a church in Manchester? The acts featured that day included The Rolling Stones, The Hollies and Dusty Springfield. All great acts. Yes, Top Of The Pops, she liked the show. And to think that it was being made just down the road.


The reason for the show’s original Manchester location was simple; the majority of groups enjoying chart success hailed from the North. Liverpool had The Beatles, The Searchers, Gerry And The Pacemakers, Billy J. Kramer, the Merseybeat sound. Manchester was home to The Hollies, Freddie And The Dreamers, Herman’s Hermits, Wayne Fontana And The Mindbenders, the last three names going on to score spectacular success in the US a year later.


But if Peggy was honest, when she wanted a night out, she much preferred to see one of the Irish bands play the Saturday night slot at the Astoria club.


And it was there in January 1964 that Peggy, sitting quietly at her table, was introduced to a quiet, unassuming young man. He didn’t drink, didn’t say much.


He was a builder, but to Peggy he seemed exactly like her:


quiet and contained. He told her his name was Thomas, Thomas Gallagher, and that his family hailed from County Meath. It was much nearer to Dublin than Mayo. He had left home when he was seventeen, leaving behind a family of five brothers and one sister. He was now twenty years old. For the next nine months they courted. And then on 27 March 1965 at the Holy Name Church in Chorlton on Medlock, Peggy Sweeney married Thomas Gallagher.


The Beatles were just about to release their first single of the year, ‘Ticket To Ride’, which the second son that Peggy would bear would one day nominate as the greatest single ever released.


That day, the sun briefly shone and later on Peggy and Thomas held a reception party at the Plymouth Hotel in Plymouth Grove.


Three weeks later Peggy realised she had made the biggest mistake of her life.




Two


Somehow, Sunday 1 October 1995 became the first day of Oasis’s week-long British tour in support of their second album, (What’s The Story) Morning Glory? True, there was no gig to play – that would occur the next night in Blackpool – and true, the band weren’t even all in the same town, as Guigsy and Bonehead were in Manchester, with Noel, Liam and Alan White in London.


But there was a party to launch the album. And it was here, at the Pavilion, a swank gentlemen’s club in Knightsbridge, that Alan White and the Gallagher brothers, not to mention their record company, publishers and immediate friends, got seriously into tour mode.


The party, which had been organised by Meg Matthews, Noel’s girlfriend of the past year and a half, was due to start at midday, but she had arrived early at the venue, by nine that morning in fact, anxious to make sure that everything was in place.


Meg wanted the party to be special. Not only for Noel and the band but to show her new employers, Creation Records, that they had been right to take her on.


She knew when she accepted Creation’s job offer that people would bitch behind her back; they would say that she had only come in on the back of Noel. That kind of backbiting was inevitable. Meg accepted that. But, understandably, she wanted to prove her detractors wrong.


Noel arrived just after noon. He walked into the spacious hall and was guided upstairs to the party. He was wearing a dark brown suede jacket, jeans and trainers. The first thing he saw when he walked in the room was a huge ice block that spelt the band’s name.


In the adjoining room there was a big buffet and a four-piece string quartet playing classical versions of the new album. All the rooms had tasteful paintings on the walls. The chairs were chintzy, there were long sofas and everywhere was painted pastel. The waiters spoke with public-school accents, and there were Sunday’s newspapers strewn everywhere. It was a strange setting for Oasis. You didn’t associate them with such a rarefied and polite environment.


Creation Records had spared no expense on the bash, but then they had heard the new album and, well, no one wanted to tempt fate but it was pretty obvious to all that they had something really special on their hands. Morning Glory had outstripped all their expectations. The word ‘classic’, kept springing to mind.


If Oasis didn’t fuck it up, if everyone concerned in selling this album kept their nerves steady, there was a real chance that it was going to beat sales of Definitely Maybe, the band’s debut album which had now sold three million copies worldwide. There was a real sense of expectation in the air. Everyone smelt glamour, success and money. These seemed permanently to be attached to the band, despite the relatively bad summer they had experienced, a time which had seen them receive a couple of unexpected dents to their armour.


The first such occasion was their summer appearance at the Glastonbury festival.


Oasis had been invited to headline on the Friday night. It was the festival’s twenty-fifth anniversary and something special was required.


But the gig didn’t really take off. A combination of sound problems and fraught nerves frustrated the band.


At one point, Liam offered the open-air crowd a fight. He also invited Robbie Williams, then a member of the UK teenybop sensation Take That, on-stage for a minute or so. Within two weeks of that appearance, Robbie would leave Take That.


The second incident occurred two months later when Oasis found themselves embroiled in their historic fight with Blur for the number-one spot in the singles chart.


Blur won. They pulled out all the stops, outmarketed and outmanoeuvred Oasis, giving them a smack to the chin the band wouldn’t easily forget.


Oasis instantly retaliated by announcing two shows at Earls Court. They would be the biggest indoor gigs ever seen in Europe. Tickets for both shows had sold out in hours.


Earls Court acted as a real booster for the band. It kicked Blur, but it also reminded the music press of the band’s huge popularity. For the press, too, had stung the band. The overall tone of the reviews for Morning Glory hadn’t been encouraging, especially when all concerned had actually looked forward to the reviews. Words such as ‘lazy’ or ‘tired’ had been used by some writers.


It was the first time press and band had failed to see eye to eye. The press saw Oasis as The Sex Pistols. Noel didn’t. That was just one element of the band, and that’s why he had moved away from the first album’s dominant mood.


Many of the new songs had been written using acoustic guitar. Some he had even dared to fully orchestrate. Others, such as ‘Don’t Look Back In Anger’, were classics as far as he was concerned; and that wasn’t being arrogant, that was stating facts.


The critics disagreed, especially when they heard lines such as, ‘And please don’t put your life in the hands / Of a rock’n’roll band / Throw it all away’. That really was heresy. That kind of talk totally demolished rock mythology. Band and press now dramatically differed over what Oasis should sound like and stand for.


‘Would sir care for a drink?’ The waiter looked at Noel.


‘Nah mate,’ he replied, ‘I know exactly what’s going to happen here. I need to line my stomach first.’


He made his way to the buffet and started spooning cereal and milk down his neck. Shortly afterwards, Liam arrived. He wore shades and an immaculate white three-quarter-length mac. With him was the singer Lisa M. Yet despite even Liam’s boisterous presence, the atmosphere remained sedate.


The talk was polite, the level of conversation never higher than the sober and gentle sound of ‘Wonderwall’, ‘Cast No Shadow’, ‘Don’t Look Back In Anger’, and other songs from Morning Glory that the four-piece quartet played.


The free booze was still only being sipped at and the toilets were, at this stage, being used for their designated purpose.


By one o’clock, the party had started to fill up. The band’s manager Marcus Russell arrived with his then girlfriend, Dinny. Alan White, the band’s drummer, showed with Kass, his longtime and now ex-girlfriend. Tim and Chris Abbot, former Creation employees and the men behind Better Records (they had signed Smaller, a band fronted by Digsy, who had been immortalised on the song ‘Digsy’s Dinner’ from the first Oasis album) showed up, as did the Melody Maker writer Paul Mathur, an early champion of Oasis. He and Tim Abbot would both publish books on the band.


Also present was Creation boss Alan McGee, who had signed the group just two years previously; the band’s press officer, Johnny Hopkins; and with other Creation personnel, including Jane, the company’s accountant who is depicted on the sleeve of ‘Cigarettes And Alcohol’.


There were Sony people, and the photographer, Tom Sheehan, to take happy snaps of the occasion. But there was also one surprise guest. Peggy Gallagher, Noel and Liam’s mother had been invited.


Meg had secretly arranged for her to be there. It was Peggy’s first-ever visit to London. Later on that day, Meg and Lisa M. would take her sightseeing.


The first time Noel saw her, walking through the crowd, he thought to himself, God, that looks like my mum. The next minute he was hugging her, proudly introducing her to all his friends. Throughout the whole party, he and Liam would linger protectively by her side.


Two hours after Peggy’s arrival, the party finally got into full swing. The champagne was starting to hit home and the waiters were getting busier. Then people started to gather around the four-piece string quartet. Half-pissed, now they wanted to hear more music.


‘Here, go on,’ Liam shouted, ‘Give us, “Champagne Supernova”.’


‘“Eleanor Rigby”,’ shouted another guest.


‘“Live Forever”,’ said another.


Unable to play any song without the sheet music in front of them, the four-piece started to put a bit more effort into their playing, as if they too had been at the booze. The more the guests encouraged them, the harder they played. There were shouts of encouragement, request after request and good-natured banter all the way.


‘Let’s get them right at it,’ Liam said to no one in particular.


‘What do you think of them?’ Meg asked Noel, above the din. It had been her idea to have them there.


‘Fucking top,’ he enthusiastically replied, as Liam started singing ‘Wonderwall’. ‘I’ve told Marcus we should get them recorded, put out an instrumental version of the album. That’d be ace.’


At three the party finished, and taxis arrived to take everyone to a bar in Camden’s Parkway. Sky TV were showing an important football match, Manchester United versus Liverpool, Eric Cantona’s comeback game since his infamous Kung-Fu kick on a Crystal Palace supporter.


The bar was packed and the band’s presence didn’t go unnoticed. A couple of guys tried unsuccessfully to needle Liam. Meg’s friend Fran and Lisa M. argued at the bar. Drink after drink arrived. Everyone got seriously smashed. The football match ended in a 2-2 draw. Cantona scored a penalty. Robbie Fowler hit two goals. Peggy kept ordering more drinks. Her first day in London was going extremely well.


Meg, Noel, Alan White, Kass, Liam, Jess, Peggy and Lisa M. then took a short walk to Noel’s basement flat on Albert Street.


More drinking, more beer, more Jack Daniels and coke. Then Meg, Lisa and Peggy headed out for a sightseeing tour of London, leaving Liam and Jess to get into a discussion in the small kitchen. Liam had met Jess through Noel. She was a close friend of Meg’s and made her living working for Kate Moss. She and Liam weren’t arguing, but the alcohol had made their voices loud.


‘You see, you’re lucky,’ Jess announced.


‘How am I lucky?’ Liam automatically shot back. He always resisted any notion other than skill and hard work accounted for his success.


‘Because you knew what you wanted to do from day one.’


‘Yeah, I wanted to be a singer.’


‘And a lot of people don’t have that, you see.’


‘Don’t have what?’


‘The knowledge of what they want to do from an early age.’


‘Why not? Don’t you know what you want to be?’


Before Jess could reply, Noel was standing in the doorway. He looked furious.


‘Will you lot shut up before I kick you out. I can fucking hear you from the sitting-room.’


‘What, you kicking us out?’ Liam challenged.


‘Yeah, I fucking am. Get out of my flat.’


‘It’s not your flat. Half of it’s mine.’


‘No, it fucking ain’t. Now get out. The lot of you. I’m fucking serious. Get out.’


For a second, everyone tried to figure out through their drunken minds if Noel was winding them up. But Noel’s expression was deadly serious.


‘Right, if that’s the way you want it, dickhead,’ Liam said.


‘Yeah, it is,’ Noel said, turning on his heels and walking off down the thin corridor that led into his sitting-room.


‘Then fuck you,’ Liam shouted. ‘Come on, let’s split from this moaning twat.’


And he and Jess left, leaving Noel with Alan White and Kass who sat apprehensively on his sofa.


‘Right then.’


Noel looked around to make sure they were gone.


Then, with a triumphant tone, he said, ‘That’s them out of the way.’ And he removed a small wrap of cocaine from his pocket. Alan and Kass weren’t users. Never had been, never would be.


‘Fucking hell,’ Noel cried when he realised, ‘even more for me.’


An hour later, Noel and Meg arrived at Jeff Barrett’s Sunday Social club which had now moved to Farringdon from its original site, the Albany pub opposite Great Portland Street tube. The club was one of the best in London. Right from the start it had played music right across the board by utilising a wide range of DJs.


One week it might be a Northern Soul set, the next a hip-hop session. By adopting such a policy, the club had caught the spirit of the times. The only regular DJs were The Chemical Brothers who closed each session. By its second week, hundreds of people were clambering to get in.


After more imbibing, the party moved on to the Virgin Megastore at the end of Oxford Street. It was here that Noel, backed only by Alan White, had agreed to perform songs from Morning Glory which would go on sale at midnight. Noel would play acoustic guitar, Alan White some light percussion.


There were about 500 people present when they arrived, hundreds more locked outside.


Backstage, Liam insisted that he should introduce Noel and Alan to the crowd. That, they agreed on.


Still wearing his white mac, he stumbled up on-stage as Noel positioned himself on a stool with an acoustic guitar and Alan stood behind him with some congas. But instead of introducing the pair of them, Liam sprang a surprise.


‘Here, come on, I’ll sing a few.’


‘No,’ Noel said.


‘Why the fuck not?’


‘Because then we can’t do any of the new songs.’


‘Why the fuck not?’ Liam repeated. Both brothers were swigging on Becks beer bottles. But Liam’s eyes were starting to roll.


‘Because you won’t remember the words to the new songs.’


‘Yeah, I fucking will.’


‘No, you won’t.’


‘Name a song then.’


‘I’ll bet you fifty quid that if I name a song you won’t be able to sing it in front of this lot.’ The crowd cheered, enjoying the banter tremendously.


‘Okay, go on then, go on. Any tune. I’ll sing it. Bet ya.’ Both brothers dipped into their pockets and pulled out £50 notes. ‘Right, “Rockin’ Chair”.’


This was one of two excellent songs that formed the B-side of ‘Roll With It’, the other being ‘It’s Better People’. When Noel first wrote ‘Rockin’ Chair’ the whole band performed it. But somehow it didn’t sound right. Noel then switched the instrumentation to acoustic guitars and now the song breathed properly.


‘Okay,’ Liam agreed. ‘”Rockin’ Chair” it is.’


Noel played the opening chords, a knowing grin spreading across his face as he stared at Liam.


Liam turned to the mike and started singing. ‘I’m older than I wish to be / This town holds... nah, nah na...’


His voice trailed away and Noel stopped playing.


‘Thank you very much,’ Noel said and reached over and whipped the money out of Liam’s hands. The crowd loudly cheered, called out for more.


‘Here are, here are,’ Liam said. ‘Here’s a song I remember.’ He turned to the crowd. ‘You know this one. Sing along.’ Then, conducting the crowd with his hands, he sang, ‘Kumbaya my Lord, kumbaya. Kumbaya my Lord, kumbaya.’


The crowd started singing back with great gusto, and Liam turned to his brother as if to say ‘See’.


Noel played ‘Wonderwall’, ‘Don’t Look Back In Anger’, and ‘Cast No Shadow’. It was over. The time now was midnight. They had been drinking for twelve hours.


At ten-thirty the following morning, Noel arrived at the offices of Ignition, his manager’s office in London’s West End. It was from here that all Oasis’s plans were made and executed.


Waiting for him was Marcus Russell and Alan White. Russell had agreed to drive them both to Heathrow. There they would catch a plane to Manchester and meet the tour coach. Then it was on to Blackpool for the first show of the tour.


Noel had something of a hangover. ‘What time’s the flight?’ he sourly asked.


‘One-thirty,’ Marcus absently replied, sitting at his desk and studying some documents.


‘Then why the fuck are we here so early? I could have stayed in bed.’


‘Because you have to be there at least an hour before the flight,’ Marcus patiently replied. ‘I know I’m your manager and that I can do many things, but changing the way airlines and airports have operated for years and years isn’t one of them.’ ‘Why not?’ Noel cheekily replied. ‘You get 20%. You should work harder. Make them transport us quicker instead of all this fucking around in airports.’


‘I wish I could,’ Marcus replied, standing up and pulling on his coat.


‘Actually,’ Noel said to no one in particular, ‘I used to think about time travel when I was six years old.’
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THE ADVENTURES OF 0ASIS

‘Head and shoulders above every other Oasis hook.’ /rvine Welsh







