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1
            Intro

         

         For about eighteen months, as 1979 segued into a startling new decade, a small, musty, Second World War-themed wine bar in Covent Garden became the centre of the universe. The door to No. 4, Great Queen Street was the most important portal in London. If you could make it through there on a Tuesday night, you found yourself at the thrilling epicentre of a youth culture explosion of a kind this city had not seen since the Swinging Sixties: a nightclub which would come to define an era and whose influence is still reverberating today.

         The 1980s, and all that they became, began a year early in the Blitz club, with Steve Strange deciding who would make it through the door and Rusty Egan spinning tunes to jive and flirt and pose and preen to. It was the hard core of 150 or so overdressed, undervalued youngsters inside – those vain, arrogant, remarkably creative teenage misfits and macaronis* – who would go on to shape the decade and define so many aspects of the world we live in today.

         I would guess that at least two-thirds of those Blitz kids – and they were indeed all kids, almost nobody over the age of twenty-one, almost all from working-class backgrounds, none of them privileged or monied – went on to become very successful in their chosen fields. Many became internationally prominent and plenty 2of them are still famous today. Nearly half a century later, I’m returning to the club’s heyday in the pages of this book to reflect on how it happened. 

         Like a petri dish fizzing with alchemical reactions, or a pressure cooker of perpetual creativity, the realms of music, nightlife, fashion, design, art, dance and journalism were all ripped up and reshaped by this coterie of do-it-yourself dandy urchins dancing to a selection of epic electronic tunes and plotting to take over the world. Downstairs in the toilets, meanwhile, our collective sexual and gender mores were being tested to destruction. Boys will be girls and girls will be boys. Gender fluidity and bodily fluids.

         The list of Blitz alumni covers just about every aspect of British cultural life, a remarkable number of them now sporting honours from OBEs to knighthoods, still more of them notorious and glamorous – stars of every kind. It is an incredible legacy, and I regularly bump into hugely successful people who I first saw dancing to ‘Moskow Diskow’ by Telex or applying eyeliner in the ladies’ cubicle. Those days were so long ago that I’ve now also started going to their funerals.

         But I still remember it vividly. What it felt like and smelled like to be there in that pulsating room after midnight pretty much every Tuesday for a year and a half. I was there with a truly remarkable cast of characters, writing the future as we went along. But I also recall what it was like outside that magical enclave in our grim and bitter land, torn by strife and riven by division.

         All this has stayed with me because it was a truly defining period of my life. It formed who I was and who I would become. George O’Dowd and Gary Kemp, Siobhan Fahey and Sade Adu, Grayson Perry and Peter Doig, Dinny Hall, Dylan Jones, Chris Sullivan, 3Michele Clapton, Michael Clark and John Galliano … They shaped and styled our world.

         Once I set to writing this book, the memories came whooshing back. I think they are fairly reliable; they are certainly visceral, though time may have played tricks and hindsight will undoubtedly have played a part. Others will definitely remember things differently. The Blitz was full of giant egos (mine very much included), all of whom assumed that the room rotated around them. They will have their own Blitz memories, their own versions of events, their own analysis of what happened. This is mine.

         I resisted the temptation to talk to lots of my fellow Blitz survivors; this is a personal narrative of how I saw it and felt it and lived it at the time. I wanted to reach back to become that stroppy, optimistic, overdressed young man again. But I still often speak to Chris Sullivan, Graham Ball and Gary Kemp. They are still close friends, and no doubt some of their memories are mixed in with mine. We lived this tumultuous time together and have since shared the stories so many times. Spandau’s manager Steve Dagger has also been my confidant in this process. He was always the most clear-headed among us, the one who saw the possibilities and who can still recall the particulars. His help has been invaluable.

         Looking at photos brings back some very specific moments and sensations, particularly those taken by Graham Smith, my arty mate from grammar school with a camera round his neck, who was there with us all the way and whose pictures grace this tome. His own book, We Can Be Heroes, with fantastic words by Chris Sullivan, is for me easily the best on this subject and the whole club scene of the 70s and 80s. It comes directly from the people who were there and I allowed myself to dip into that. With its ebullient but earthy 4imagery, flawless chronology and great storytelling, it plunged me right back into that maelstrom of extreme emotions and haircuts.

         A few other photographers took shots, but they tended to be outsiders, and later there was a barrage of press coverage which largely got it wrong, always pointing their lenses at the most outrageous, the least authentic. Graham’s pictures are special. His grainy black-and-white photos are strikingly evocative, raw, untutored but absolutely genuine, just like we were.

         It is remarkable how young we all look, because it is remarkable how young we all were. To quote the title of Patti Smith’s memoir, we were ‘Just Kids’. But when I meet those grown-up Blitz kids today, when I bump into Rusty Egan or Stephen Jones, Fiona Dealey or Princess Julia, I still see those blazing brilliant youths of yore, still see the magic and the mischief in their eyes.

         Even Graham almost never took his camera inside the Blitz; he was too busy doing what we were all doing, which was living it as large as our egos and our imaginations would allow. As well as there being few photos, there is almost no film or video evidence, little record of what actually went on at No. 4, Great Queen Street all those decades ago. Just the memories of some ageing New Romantics.

         This was a pre-digital age, so it was not captured and chronicled much at the time; it was a purely lived experience. You had to be there, and if you were there, you had to be fully immersed; it was no place for part-timers or voyeurs. There was no shortage of exhibitionists at the Blitz, but all the furious posing and peacocking was just for ourselves. We did this – showing up and showing off, putting in so much effort, dressing to the nines – strictly for each other, not for wider consumption or financial compensation.

         Nobody was trying to gain followers or get clicks and likes. 5Social media didn’t exist; social advancement didn’t seem likely. For more than a year, the whole thing was out of sight and beneath the radar, until it all suddenly blew up and we became a national and even international news story. Before that, we were completely ignored by what is now termed the mainstream media, and even by the still-surviving alternative press and music press. Just a load of poseurs in preposterous outfits.

         Talking of clothes – and inevitably I talk a lot about clothes in this book – I have a pretty accurate memory for what I wore and what others wore, a sign, I guess, of just what a vain and shallow man I am. Clothes, for me, work like an aide-memoire, a spear-collared, kipper-tied, fly-fronted, zoot-suited, cowboy-booted mnemonic. I can only remember outfits and song lyrics, both skills which have served me quite well.

         But despite my very clear recall of specific items of clothing, I cannot guarantee that every one of the memories in this book is sartorially accurate. Sometimes I have quoted an example of what, say, Christos Tolera or Melissa Caplan were wearing on this or that occasion, and it may in fact have been on a different night that the low-rider outfit came out or that the tabard dress first appeared. I wanted to illustrate the kinds of garments, the outfits, the styles which were worn – and, believe me, many styles were worn. At the Blitz, a look lasted just one night.

         I have also gone before and beyond the Blitz. Our story starts with the various trouser tribes and subsects which preceded Tuesday nights in Covent Garden, particularly the punks and the soul boys who were the progenitors of this cult with no name. Then it continues after the Blitz was no more, into the numerous clubs and bands, the designers, dancers, photographers and writers who emerged 6from that extraordinary milieu, from that little group of hardened hedonists and exhibitionists dancing together on a Tuesday night. The club was a catalyst for change, a motor for an age driven by pure, unfiltered teenage desire and wanton, egotistical energy. The 1980s would not have been the same without them.

         For a long time, I wanted to escape that decade. It was great while it lasted, and I am not the least embarrassed – indeed, I’m very proud to have played my part – but to be forever linked to what you were wearing, saying and doing nearly half a century ago can be a little galling. I’ve done a lot of other stuff since and I am no longer that brash and arrogant young fellow in kung fu slippers, Black Watch tartan trews and a Basque beret waltzing into the offices of The Face magazine demanding they put my mates on the cover. But, in writing this book, I have reacquainted myself with him and his mates, with his fellow New Romantics. And I really like them.

         I admire them for their boldness, their bottle and their brazen chutzpah, their carpe diem capacity to rise above the shitty conditions they were living in, the troubled times, the lack of money, the widespread animosity, the prejudice and even the violence they faced. I love them for being so bloody out there, so in your face, so in the moment, so determined to become whoever they wanted to be, that they became the future. Those Blitz kids were great kids.

         This charismatic cabal of wayward young souls – gathered together for safety on the quietest night of the week, hidden away in a deserted part of town, dancing only after dark – discovered talents they never knew they had and pushed down walls with their collective will and individual elan. And they sure had fun along the way. We had fun along the way. The Blitz was a blast.

         
            * Pejorative 18th-century term for a fashionable, androgynous, overdressed fellow.
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         It was a bad time to be a dead body, but a terrific time to be a teenager. That benighted winter, when 1978 morphed angrily into 1979 – the infamous winter of our supposed discontent – was played out against a festering backdrop of decomposing rubbish in the streets and cadavers in the morgue. Strikes and pickets, militants and marches, power cuts and shortages: a perfect time for taking liberties. What I really remember was the sweetly sulphurous stench of putrefaction wafting through the near-deserted night-time alleyways of our dimly lit West End playground. The noxious streets were ours, and oh what japes we had. Life was in grainy black and white, but we were in glorious technicolour.

         On Tuesdays, we tried to waft too, attempting to be sylph-like in our movement and elegant in our comportment as we sashayed through Soho, down the Charing Cross Road, into Old Compton Street, with its mounds of mouldering restaurant detritus, shimmying past the shivering women working the corner. Decked out in our outrageous do-it-yourself finery, we were homemade macaronis, travelling in small groups for safety, parading on our litter-strewn catwalk, headed for a grotty basement with a disco ball and a Bowie tune or two. Headed for the glittering future.

         It all began in Billy’s, an old-time, low-life Soho dive on the corner of Dean and Meard Streets. Back in the 1930s, this had been the glamorous Gargoyle Club, home to elegant soirées featuring Noël Coward and Tallulah Bankhead, but now it was a dank basement beneath a grubby brothel called the Golden Girl, owned by a large, menacing character named Vince, who wore a fedora hat and a fistful of rings. This whole adventure started for me when Steve Strange, in his high-pitched, studiously camp Welsh voice, invited me to the very first ‘Bowie night’ he was hosting there, with his 10mate Rusty Egan – the ebullient, flame-haired Rich Kids drummer from Kilburn playing the tunes.

         The timing was perfect, a void was about to be filled. Little had happened in London since the punk pyrotechnic display had turned into a damp squib. Punk was a conflagration which raged with a furious luminescence, lighting up the sky, enabling us all to see new possibilities and propelling stars into the firmament. But within a year or so, it was all but burnt out. By 1978, it had faded to grey.

         Many of us were bitterly disappointed by punk’s rapid decline into mainstream culture and caricature. We’d believed in punk, invested in it and ultimately been let down by it. Sporting a mohican and begging for drug money on the King’s Road was not my idea of a well-misspent youth.

         After the exhilarating brouhaha of the Pistols and the Clash in their carefully staged and highly fashionable pomp, it was hard to get excited about bland new-wave bands or the lumpen ugliness of Oi! music and its knuckle-dragging Nazi followers. Alternatively, there were Gang of Four and the Fall and all the other militantly monotone post-punk groups, with their dour sound and grim indie image. Dreary was in, and I didn’t do dreary, so when Steve proffered me a flyer for the opening of his club, an evening with some strutting clothes horses seemed worth a punt.

         Steve Strange was the shop girl in PX, a radical new boutique that had recently opened in James Street in the Eliza Doolittle-less streets of Covent Garden. So quiet was that particular quarter in 1978 – its market long gone, its warehouses empty – that Covent Garden station closed at weekends due to lack of use. I’d been there to the Roxy, the seminal punk club in Neal Street. And I knew the area well because I was studying just round the corner at the LSE, 11where I was a bolshy politics student reading Gramsci and barracking visiting Tory politicians.

         But I was also a hardened veteran of the style wars, a dedicated follower of street fashion, a dandy dilettante, having adopted just about every passing trouser tribe, from original skinhead through suedehead and soul boy to punk. From the age of ten – when I had first gone to Italian Tony for a number-one crop with a razor parting, and bought a Ben Sherman shirt, a pair of red braces and a Laurel Aitken ska single from Shepherd’s Bush Market – I had defined myself by the threads I wore and the music I swore by. That’s what we did.

         So I was already a seasoned browser of overpriced boutiques on the day I walked into PX in 1978. It was the second time that pushing open the door of a clothes shop radically changed my life. The first was plucking up the courage to enter Malcolm McLaren and Vivienne Westwood’s daunting emporia, Sex, on the King’s Road in 1976. I hid in the phone box next door for ages before finally going in and joining this still relatively new, rebel-rebel, high-fashion cult.

         Opting to man (or should that be ‘boy’? I was only seventeen) the punk barricades had put me on a collision course with straight, deeply conservative, horribly judgemental 1970s mores. When I pierced my ears and dyed my hair, my mum took a bit of convincing and consoling. Now, two years later, with punk all but over, this new shop in Covent Garden appeared. It specialised in a kind of glam retro-futurism, a nostalgia for the new, designed by Helen Robinson, an old Chelsea face from Acme Attractions. I was about to enter a wild new Narnia.

         I ventured into PX more out of curiosity than desire, believing that my dandy days were probably over. I was nineteen now and 12perhaps past it, ready to bow out of the teen caper. But I found myself investing some of my student grant in a dashing, royal-blue, rib-hugging, shoulder-padded top with a diagonal silver sash, which Steve Strange, who sold it to me, described as ‘space Cossack style’. The PX silhouette was a pair of triangles, big wide shoulders with tight waist, voluminously pleated leather trousers, but narrowing to drainpipe bottoms. And Steve had it down to a tee.

         He was wearing a sort of ‘Thunderbirds are go-go’ suit in pale blue, with a matching forage cap at a jaunty angle, a gaudy diamante brooch on his breast and eye make-up to match. As I was about to leave the shop with my new top, he handed me that fateful Xeroxed flyer. Steve told me it was going to be heroic; he wasn’t wrong.

         That Tuesday night, there were maybe forty or fifty people in this little once-whitewashed warren of damp subterranean rooms, the largest of which housed a rudimentary dancefloor, a bar and a sound system, and featured a rotating glitter ball so corny as to be ironically cool, even then. The winter of our disco-tent. But this weren’t no normal disco. Those fifty or so people, sharing one toilet with a door that didn’t lock and water which rarely ran, would go on to be the core of the Blitz club and its now-famous New Romantics. But on that first Tuesday night, we were just a bunch of wilfully overdressed kids in a dingy Soho basement looking for the next wave to ride.

         Kraftwerk were playing as I first descended the stairs, past the till where Steve sat surveying the scene and taking the money, into this heavenly Hades. The sound was Teutonic and electronic, a motorik rhythm, pulsing round the room, insistent and robotic. The vocals cold and distant, the feel fiercely modern and yet somehow redolent 13of a sepia demi-monde of Sally Bowles and Tamara de Lempicka, with a touch of swinging London and Andy Warhol’s Factory thrown in. In the murky corner, two boys, dressed as extras from some lost Jean Genet play, were performing a slow jive to this fast music, while a girl I knew from my council estate was wrapped around a bottle-blonde beauty in fishnet tights and little else. A massive smile spread across my face.

         My companions were Graham Smith, Chris Sullivan and Melissa Caplan. Graham was my best friend from Orange Hill Grammar School, who was now an art student at Chelsea. Chris, a tough and brilliant Merthyr Tydfil-born mate of Steve Strange’s, was studying fashion round the corner from Billy’s at St Martin’s and staying in my mum’s spare bedroom on the Watling Estate in Burnt Oak. And, to this day, Melissa Caplan is just about the most fearless woman I’ve ever met, a Jewish north London individualist with a style so striking she was the most radically dressed fashion student of them all.

         Graham was sporting a kind of neo-beat-boom look, all quiff, skinny tie, drainpipes and winklepicker shoes, the camera he carried everywhere around his neck. Chris was wearing fine 40s-style clobber, while Melissa had on her own fantastic monotone Bridget Riley-inspired creation, her hair in a crimson spike and a chain from her nose to her ear. I favoured my new PX top and a pair of voluminous baby-blue peg trousers, paired with kung fu slippers purchased from a supermarket in Chinatown, and with my barnet in an exaggerated, asymmetric wedge blocking out one eye. We looked a sight.

         Through my other eye, I saw an even more flamboyant trio descend the stairs arm in arm as the music flowed into Bryan Ferry’s 14‘Let’s Stick Together’. In the middle was a man who looked ten years older than everybody else in the room: a theatrical Quentin Crisp tribute act wearing a wedding dress and a policeman’s helmet, he stood out even in this extraordinary milieu. He was flanked by two scandalously skinny young boys: one in full Vivienne Westwood tartan bondage with his dark hair teased into huge stalagmite peaks, the other, no older than fourteen or fifteen at the most, in what appeared to be his school uniform, but topped with a battered stovepipe hat. They were Philip Sallon, George O’Dowd and Jeremy Healy. They were very Billy’s. We were home.

         I think I believed that this was it, that this was my future. The realisation was immediate and the memory intense. That night nearly half a century ago is still incredibly vivid in my mind because it felt instantly important, like we had wandered through a portal to a different, much more thrilling world full of possibilities. It was daring and decadent, but also sweetly DIY, more dressing-up box than haute couture. You had to decide almost on the spot if you really wanted to be part of this scene as it was clearly going to be a full-time job looking this preposterous. I also knew it was going to be dangerous.

         London in 1978 was not an easy place to be noticeably different. Homophobic, bigoted, sexist, small-minded, racist, randomly violent, tribal, territorial, tough. The National Front stalked the streets and their neanderthal gangs were always looking for an excuse for a fight. The masses took umbrage at anything fancy. Most nights out ended up in a drunken punch-up of some kind, usually a performative rumble in the streets with lots of shouting and arm swinging and little harm done, but you had to be constantly aware. Trouble was everywhere. 15

         I’d already been in plenty of scrapes. Being chased up the King’s Road by irate Teddy boys with your legs tied together in bondage trousers was one thing, and receiving a hefty wallop from a sturdy steelworker at a QPR away game at Sheffield United for ‘looking like a poof’ was par for the course, but when I was spat at by an old lady at a bus stop for wearing eyeliner and a kilt, that was altogether more unsettling. This Billy’s business, with its full on ‘look at me’ exhibitionist aesthetic, was bound to be grief, but it took me all of two beats to make my mind up. ‘The Chase’, Giorgio Moroder’s pulsating, cinematic anthem, came on the sound system and I sucked in my cheeks and stepped forward to dance. The adventure had begun.

         Billy’s was a thrilling jolt of glamour in a glum time, an electro shock to the teenage system. It was new and now and not for the faint-hearted. It was the start of something very big, in a very small club, but it was not entirely without precedent. Nothing comes from nowhere. All roads lead back to Bowie.

         Punk is perhaps the most dissected and least understood youthquake of them all. It has been portrayed – largely by male, middle-class rock writers who weren’t there – as some sort of grungy, guttersnipe, back-to-basics rock’n’roll rebellion. Never mind that bollocks. Punk, at least in its earliest, most compelling incarnation, was a sartorial uprising, led by a swanky gathering of art students, hairdressers, fashionistas and wayward soul boys and soul girls high on Bowie. It was based around Westwood’s incredibly expensive designer boutique in Chelsea, and its earliest gigs took place in art schools. It has also been taken for granted that 70s punk and the New Romantic scene which superseded it in the 80s were polar opposites, two ends of the teen-cult spectrum. New Romantic was actually Punk Part Two. 16

         Before punk, there had been the southern soul scene, where legendary clubs like Crackers, Global Village and Buzbys in London’s not particularly glittering West End were full of hip kids in flash threads throwing dramatic shapes to imported American funk and jazz tunes. Young, working-class, black and white, male and female, the soul scene, unlike just about everywhere else at the time, was non-discriminatory and non-violent. If you could dance, if you could dress, you were in, and the tastiest, most up-to-the-minute kiddies, whatever their background or orientation, became famous faces on the scene, admired and emulated.

         And the ‘faces’ – the most revered stylists – pushed things further and further out. In London, in the jazz funk clubs of the mid-70s, sartorial styles would change weekly, so it was vital to have the most up-to-date duds, as well as the latest obscure, imported tunes. Soho was the place to go to buy records, while the King’s Road had the clothes shops. It became a ritual to pose and parade there on a Saturday afternoon, decked out in your most extravagant finery for all to ogle, a fabulous weekly display of teen peacockery.

         It was also a soul scene thing to have the best, hippest nights, with the top DJs and the tastiest dancers, during the week, never on a Saturday night, which was far too febrile. Mondays at The Lyceum, Tuesdays at Global Village and the legendary Friday lunchtime session at Crackers meant you avoided the punch-drunk masses and the out-of-order out-of-towners.

         The atmosphere in those funk clubs was ferociously competitive. The noted hoofers would try to blast each other off the dancefloor, while the style warriors would be sure to be seen in their latest creations, often personalised with a pin, a rip or a tear. And in among these soul city slickers was a subset of the most extravagantly 17dressed, whose primary allegiance was to our David from Bromley.

         From ‘Starman’ onwards, Bowie’s voice had been a kind of clarion – he was the prettiest pied piper, around whom the most daring and creative had gathered. His message was always to become who you want to be, then become someone else, in a process of perpetual reinvention. His sound, style and sexuality fluid and malleable, he was the supreme shapeshifter and every beautiful mutation led to a host of camp followers. By 1975, Bowie had transmogrified into a stick-thin soul balladeer making crystalline, cocaine-high dance records which fitted perfectly into the West End soul scene of the time.

         So when Bowie’s brittle ‘Golden Years’ or lush ‘Young Americans’ came on the sound system, the coolest kiddies slunk onto the dancefloor and performed. Boys and girls, the lines between them blurred, hair dyed postbox red or gunmetal blue, PVC and rubber, plastic sandals, peep-hole bras and piercings, 20s and 50s styling, a retro-modern melange. Some soul clubs actually had what was called a ‘Bowie Room’, where the more rarefied tastes of this soul subset were specifically catered for, with a constant round of Bowie, Roxy, Lou Reed and other assorted arty anthems mixed in with the funk.

         It was the denizens of these Bowie Rooms, the outré outsiders, who made up the original punk in-crowd as they coalesced on the King’s Road around Vivienne Westwood’s designer shop or Don Letts’ Acme Attractions. It is no coincidence that they were called the Bromley contingent. It is no coincidence that that first night at Billy’s was described as a Bowie night.

         This chic, ferociously cool, innately elitist group – Siouxsie Sioux, Steve Severin, Billy Idol, Jordan and Adam Ant, Catwoman, Little 18Debbie, Berlin and a certain Philip Sallon, all of them noted, night-clubbing Bowie acolytes – went on to form bands and open shops, providing the initial impetus for the punk bandwagon. There was a slightly younger generation of us standing at the back of those early punk gigs, the sixteen- and seventeen-year-olds pogoing in the shadows and waiting for our turn in the limelight.

         Once punk had gone mainstream and become seriously dull, the junior hipsters walked away, thinking they had missed the speed-boat. They were the people – we were the people – still almost all under twenty-one, primed by punk but also bored by it, who turned up at Billy’s on a Tuesday night. It was the second-generation safetypin kids.

         Steve Strange had started his own briefly infamous punk band called the Moors Murderers when he was just seventeen. Rusty Egan was a teenage drummer who played with former Sex Pistol Glen Matlock in the Rich Kids. Gary Kemp and his manager mate Steve Dagger had seen the Sex Pistols at their local cinema The Screen on the Green in Islington and been inspired to start their own group. Midge Ure had been asked to join the Pistols by Malcolm McLaren. Siobhan Fahey, who formed Bananarama, had lived in the Pistols’ rehearsal rooms on Denmark Street. I personally had been a Clash-obsessed seventeen-year-old, who had only recently hidden his white socks and his Lonnie Liston Smith albums to go hitching round the country in a Lewis Leathers biker jacket following the White Riot tour. We were all punks.

         The life-changing catechism of punk was ‘you can do it’, which suggested, just like Bowie had done, that whatever your background or your education, wherever you came from, whoever you were, you could be whoever you wanted. It was the three-chord trick: 19learn three chords and start a band, start a fanzine, a record label, a shop; become an artist, a designer, a director, an actor, a manager, a star. The Sex Pistols famously sang ‘No Future’, but ironically by doing so they created a potential future, a path to follow, for an entire generation of young people who grasped the liberating, you-can-do-it message of punk and ran with it. Punk turned us from consumers to potential creators. That’s where Billy’s, and subsequently the Blitz, came from.

         The other revelation of punk was the fact that those up on stage were just spotty oiks like everyone else. Pre-punk, we had been sold the idea of the rock god and the guitar hero on a celestial pedestal, led to believe that those idols on Top of the Pops were somehow different to us – unattainable stars and distant celebrities. But Malcolm McLaren intentionally pulled back the curtain on fame, revealing and celebrating the ordinariness of those involved.

         Following the Clash around, I had got to know them a little, been invited backstage or onto the smelly tour bus, and realised these were just eager young men a little older than but a lot like me. Mick Jones grew up in the council flats near my nan and supported the same football team as me. Strummer was an extraordinary Joe up on stage, but a proudly down-to-earth bloke living in a squat the rest of the time. Paul Simonon was great-looking, a star, but also a Ladbroke Grove lad. The Clash were us. What they did seemed perfectly possible. That was to be an invaluable lesson.

         The Thin White Duke returned to London in the summer of 1978. David Bowie, in his coke-ravaged, ice-cold-from-Berlin persona, played at Earl’s Court just a couple of months before Billy’s started, and was a direct catalyst. I went with Graham Smith and Melissa and hated being in such a massive old hangar of a venue, 20so far away from the Starman. But I loved seeing Bowie. He looked fabulous in a billowing white shirt, leather trousers and matelot cap, and performed his whole “Heroes” schtick with aplomb. He was messianic.

         I actually recall very little of the gig, mesmerised perhaps by his presence, and alienated by his distance, but I distinctly remember being really excited by the crowd. There were lots of little clusters of glamorous, splendidly attired teenagers who looked like us, many of them faces I recognised from funk and punk clubs. It felt like something was in the air; it was a gathering of the tribes and a portent of things to come. It felt like Bowie had come back to point the way, yet again. Steve Strange was there that night, seeing all those Bowie boys and girls gathered to pay homage to the main man. Billy’s, and later the Blitz, was born in the presence and forged in the image of the great shaman, a new generation of shapeshifters about to be unleashed.
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         Just like fungus, youth culture thrives in dark, dank places, away from the blinding light of the public’s gaze. Billy’s – buried down an alley, secreted away on a Tuesday night beneath Soho’s near-empty nocturnal streets, known only to a tiny, self-selected few –was the perfect spot for the spores of a new scene to germinate.

         Central London in 1978 was far from the teeming, gleaming metropolis we know now, closer in time and feel to the Second World War than to today. There had been a brief West End revival when the 60s kicked in and Carnaby Street catapulted to fame on the back of a few groovy boutiques, but by the time I first started heading into town from my family council house on the far reaches of the Northern Line, it was monochrome, sombre and quiet. London had stopped swinging some time around 1969 and spent a decade in the dark, getting gloomier, emptier and sometimes scarier. It was a dysfunctional place with packs of feral youth prowling the night.

         Urban theory in the UK at the time was based on American models of a suburban, car-owning city, where life was lived out in the verdant ’burbs and happy citizens whizzed around on freeways. The centre, which had taken a severe bashing in the war, was seen as antiquated, dirty and dated, so had been wilfully neglected, hollowed out and encouraged to decline. Much of it was marked for demolition.

         Between the end of the war and the late 1970s, inner London had lost half its population, as people were displaced in a conscious attempt at slum clearance and town planning. And what the Luftwaffe hadn’t destroyed, the Greater London Council tried to knock down. Families like mine were exiled from the supposed 24slums of Notting Hill and Islington, Paddington and King’s Cross, to outlying estates in the leafy fringes, a mass working-class diaspora.

         That explains why so many of the kids who gathered at the Blitz were from the outer suburbs, from Burnt Oak and Bromley, Ealing and Croydon, Ilford and Romford, or even Canvey and Clacton, a generation of Londoners exiled from their ancestral homelands but eager to get back to the centre of town. Soho was like a siren call to me. I’d grown up with the idea that the West End was where you went to be part of the scene, your stage for coming of age. Uptown was your birthright. My two elder brothers had bought their threads on Carnaby Street and worn their tonic suits and wing-tip brogues to watch Georgie Fame at the Flamingo jazz club. I expected nothing less and wanted my London to swing.

         That was one of the main reasons why I chose to study at the LSE: it was in central London, which I saw as the centre of the universe. That was why I went all the way to Berwick Street and Hanway Place to buy records; they sounded better from there. That was why Soho was so perfect for Billy’s; it was our fabled lost Shangri-La. So we sat on buses or Tube trains, did that long, sometimes risky schlep into town from the suburbs, exposed to the eyes of scornful others in all our extravagance, en route to the promised land. But, in 1978, there wasn’t much there.

         Soho had been London’s cosmopolitan and bohemian enclave in the 50s and 60s, a notorious, shabbily glamorous haunt of artists, actors, poets and gangsters, as well as dancing girls and fancy boys. But by the time I first started seeking out the enticing ‘old Soho’ the Kinks sang about in ‘Lola’, it was much shabbier and considerably less glamorous. There were still a few famous gin-soaked artists and thespians, but these ageing bohos were confined to a handful of 25sweaty old pubs, bilious after-hours drinking clubs and a couple of moth-eaten restaurants.

         In the 1970s, the area was so dominated by the sex trade that it was seedy and uninviting, peopled almost exclusively by men in dirty macs in search of dirty books and ‘dirty’ women, an almost hermetically sealed enclave of red lights and blue films. Pubs still shut in the middle of the day and at 10.30 at night. Clubs were mainly pick-up joints. Working girls still walked the streets. Piccadilly Circus was a notorious spot for male prostitution as wan young urchins lined up ‘on the Dilly’ waiting for clients, while Charing Cross Road was where the sad street junkies stood, anxiously fidgeting outside the toilets of Tottenham Court Road station, waiting for a fix. I loved it.

         London, like New York City at the time, was edgy and dodgy, down on its luck and all but falling down. Corrugated iron was wrapped around abandoned buildings and whole crumbling blocks had been left to collapse, but it was also ripe with possibilities. Today, central London is swish and sophisticated, maxed out by developers, like a colouring book where every page has been filled, leaving no space for creativity. But back in the 1970s, whole areas were unused or underused, empty and dilapidated, just waiting.

         Covent Garden was yet to find a function after the fruit and flower market closed in 1974, its grand piazza and maze of surrounding streets eerily tranquil. The whole historic and charismatic area was due to be razed to the ground in an extraordinary act of civic vandalism proposed by the GLC, flattening it all in favour of an elevated motorway and vast car park, until it was saved after a campaign led by its remaining, staunchly working-class residents. Paul Smith opened his first boutique in Floral Street in 1979, 26heralding a revival which eventually changed the area into a tourist magnet and Sir Paul into a fashion magnate. But that was still a good few years away. In 1978, PX, where Steve Strange worked, was pretty much on its own in a ghost town.

         King’s Cross, meanwhile, comprised rows and rows of old tenement squats and empty train sheds, plus grimy yards for storing coal and potatoes. Hoxton and Shoreditch, now so clamorous and fashionable, were literally wastelands, silent shells of warehouses and old factories, with bombsites, known colloquially as debris, everywhere. In 1979, Willie Brown – a denizen of Billy’s and the man who designed Spandau Ballet’s kilts and Russian constructivist suits – opened his first shop, Modern Classics, which was then the only business on the now-buzzing Rivington Street, EC2.

         Soho, which smelt of semen and disinfectant from the numerous peep shows, strip clubs, brothels and clip joints, had scores of empty basements and garrets, many of which had late-night licences. The famed old discos like the Scene, the Whisky A’ Go Go, Le Kilt and Le Discotheque, which had boomed when the 60s were swinging and the mods were dancing, were still there but struggling to find anyone to cut their beer-stained rugs. So when Steve Strange and Rusty Egan, friends and flatmates from their punk days, decided to put on a ‘Bowie Night’, Soho was the obvious choice. But it was not an obvious thing to do.

         The idea that young promoters – Steve was just nineteen, Rusty was twenty – would take over a club for one night, invite their own crowd, play their own music and make their own money was, as far as I know, completely unheard of. They invented it. That kind of nocturnal entrepreneurialism became one of the tropes of the 1980s, when London exploded with specialist one-night clubs of 27every hue and cry, but it felt truly revolutionary when Steve Strange first did it.

         Andy Czezowski, later of the Fridge in Brixton, had taken over Chaguaramas, a gay haunt in an old fruit-and-veg warehouse on the edge of Covent Garden, to turn it into the Roxy, London’s premier punk club, but he had bought the lease and actually ran it as a seven-days-a-week venture. Steve Strange and Rusty Egan had a very different business plan, which wasn’t really about business and didn’t involve much of a plan.

         They started the club to make enough to pay the rent on the flat they shared. Rusty had lost his job when the Rich Kids split up, and he was far from rich. But beyond that basic requirement, they were not originally motivated by money. Later, they went on to make rather a lot of it from Club for Heroes and Camden Palace, but at Billy’s they charged 50p entry, which even then was not very much, the same as it cost to get there on the bus. If you didn’t have the money one week, Steve would just wave you in.

         Nor were they intending to create youth culture history. There was no grandiose scheme of any kind, more a desire to have a sanctuary for the odd and the excluded, somewhere safe and exciting for people like them to go. Rusty had a carrier bag full of records by Bowie and Iggy, but also some of the new synthesiser stuff coming out of Japan and Germany, while Steve had a photocopied flyer, high hair, a big mouth and a wide group of weird friends. They were both selectors, Rusty picking the tunes, Steve curating the crowd. Their brilliance was in recognising that there were enough people like them to start a club, and then a movement.

         So they convinced Vince, the scary owner of Billy’s, that they could fill his place on a Tuesday night: they would keep the door 28money, he’d take the earnings from the bar. Billy’s was perfect because it was small and obscure, a place where their little group of bizarre-looking buddies could safely gather; Tuesday was perfect because it was traditionally the quietest night of the week, so the club would otherwise be empty. Importantly, so would central London, free from the gangs of marauding geezers who roamed the tenderloin on Fridays and Saturdays, which meant that this growing collection of extravagantly attired souls congregating from all corners of town could feel relatively safe getting there too.

         And I got there every week. After that first eye-opening, life-changing night down in Steve and Rusty’s mesmeric underworld, I became a regular Tuesday adventurer. There really was nowhere like it for both music and atmosphere, and that one night in Billy’s with the in-crowd became the focus of my week. It was thrilling to feel like you were part of this tiny, unknown underground sect. We were on the inside with the outsiders and we felt special. Me and my little group got a proper ego boost from having been there from the very start: we were Billy’s originals.

         But no one yet talked about this being a scene or a movement. There was no buzz about it, no interest from outside, no press photographers or reporters, no prying eyes. We were just a few overdressed renegades huddling together in a basement, dancing to some strange futuristic music and using the past as a dressing-up box.

         The crowd at Billy’s was as yet unformed, and certainly not uniform. There was still a punky rock’n’roll tinge to some, slick soul-boy clobber on others, Hollywood glamour for the girls, some toy-soldier militaria, some gay-icon gear, fetish wear, a touch of retro-nostalgia. The only unifying factor was you didn’t look like 29the lumpen masses out there. You had to make an effort, and I was soon raiding my mum’s jewellery box for baubles and bangles, and trying on berets, bandanas and Sam Brown belts from army surplus stores. Anything to look different.

         There was an inevitable split personality in being a student at a serious university during the day and then heading off into Soho at night dressed like Frank Sinatra or a gay Hussar. But then I’d been used to getting disapproving stares with every youth culture uniform I had donned over the years. It proved you were doing something right. Truth be told, vain and self-centred young soul that I was, I enjoyed the knowledge that people were staring at me as I went by; better to be looked over and all that.

         It was great fun to watch the faces of all the censorious old LSE Trotskyist hippies, still in their flares and Dr Martens, as I wandered into a comparative political structures lecture dressed to the nines, ready to impress Steve Strange on the door later that evening. My mum’s council house was too far away to go home and change to go out at night, so I went to college in my full garb and soon it became my everyday attire.

         It was good to find out that I had a few confederates on campus. Graham Ball was already a firm friend and a fellow nocturnal traveller, a west London soul boy turned punk who also happened to be a brilliant social science and administration student. We’d first had words in the LSE library because he had the same Acme Attractions mohair jumper as me and I said we needed to work out a rota as we couldn’t possibly both wear it at the same time. Being a natural proselytiser, I also told him about this great new Bowie night in Soho, and Graham was soon on the Billy’s team. Naomi Gryn – now a noted writer and film-maker, but then a cool rabbi’s 30daughter studying philosophy of science – would sometimes join us too and let us crash at her parents’ West End pad.

         One of the biggest misconceptions about the small crowd who gathered at Billy’s and then moved on to the Blitz is that they were aloof and stand-offish, preening poseurs too arch and arty for any socialising. That could not be more wrong. These were indeed cool characters, but the atmosphere was anything but frosty. It was garrulous, scurrilous and gregarious, often hilarious, bursting with energy, a form of release perhaps for alienated souls who had finally found their tribe. Despite being full of some of the most self-aware and self-obsessed young people on the planet – ego was never in short supply – Billy’s was wildly sociable, relentlessly hedonistic. It was electric with gossip, flirtation and desire; it was rollicking fun. If you had made it past Steve and descended those steps, you were in, and we were all in it together.

         There were George and Jeremy, of course, and Julia, a colleague of Steve’s at PX with a mountainous beehive, deadpan estuary accent and cackling laugh; Andy Polaris, a beautiful dual-heritage waif in an oversized demob suit who had the silkiest dance moves; Peter, who would morph into Marilyn, a peroxide motormouth spewing hilarious invective; Martin Degville, who looked like he came from outer space but sounded like Solihull; David Claridge, assistant DJ who would later become Roland Rat; Stephen Linard, the stick-thin fashion goddess from Canvey Island; Stephen Jones, the posh one with the hats; Michele with the shaved head; Siobhan with the hair; Jo Hargreaves, whose dad was on the telly; Stevie Stewart, Melissa’s diminutive mate from St Martin’s in stilettoes; Fiona Dealey, the statuesque fashion student; Ollie and Jimmy O’Donnell, the barbershop brothers; Simon Withers and Jo Strettell, a glamorous 31art-school couple; Midge Ure and Billy Idol, our own resident punky pop stars …

         At this stage, Steve Strange did not have to work too hard on the door keeping people out. Apart from the occasional drunk who had wandered down the wrong alley, there were no clamouring crowds desperately trying to get down those stairs. Billy’s was just a few weeks old and Steve was still trying to attract a big enough crowd to fill the place, but it was growing slightly busier week by week. It was solely word of mouth, so invariably the newcomers were friends of friends. A sort of in-the-know network developed as everybody there knew somebody else, and soon everybody got to know everybody. But there were still no more than maybe seventy or eighty of us; the venue couldn’t hold much more than that.

         At some point, I was introduced to Steve Dagger, another wedgehead London veteran of the punk campaign, who lived in his parents’ council flat in Holborn, round the corner from the LSE, where he had just managed to wangle a place. It was not in college or in Billy’s that we met, but at Rumours, a soul-boy cocktail bar in Covent Garden that served vivid pink drinks with umbrellas, which were briefly all the rage in 1978. He was a Spurs fan, I’m QPR and I think we originally bonded over football; it took us a while to realise that we were actually at the same university. Steve was also a student of pop culture and he would regale us with tales of freewheeling 60s rock impresarios Pete Meaden and Andrew Loog Oldham. All very prescient.

         I saw Steve again a couple of weeks later, this time at Billy’s, where he had come with his best mate from school, a guy called Gary. If I remember correctly, Gary was working on the print in Fleet Street at the time, a voluble Islington lad exactly the same age as me, with 32an accent and enthusiasm remarkably similar to my own. When I first met him, Gary Kemp was a prime, primary-colours soul boy with a curly quiff and a pair of bright crimson pegs, and we hit it off immediately. We were forming a clique.

         The half a dozen or so of us guys and girls in my little group at Billy’s, who would meet up to plan our outfits together, travel together, walk in together, were all straight – as in heterosexual – although nobody ever bothered to ask or tell. Clearly there were also groups of young gay or bisexual boys and girls, youths of every sexual persuasion. In Billy’s, you could dance and snog with whoever you wanted, it didn’t matter. Nobody cared. That was one of the most important things about the place: nobody gave a damn.

         Because of the flamboyance of the crowd, Billy’s (and later the Blitz) was often portrayed as a gay club, but it wasn’t, any more than it was a straight club; it was truly, effortlessly epicene. And that was absolutely revolutionary. We’d all been to gay clubs and bars – there were plenty of them in London and they often had the best music and provided a safe haven for those whose style of dress would potentially provoke trouble in straight discos. I’d been to Chaguaramas and The Sombrero in Kensington, sat with the fashion punks at Louise’s lesbian bar in Poland Street, and felt completely comfortable in such a milieu. But most people didn’t.
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