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            Further praise for Like Punk Never Happened:

            ‘A really unusual guide: a sharp treatise on the aesthetics of pop … by the time this book was published, in 1985, Culture Club’s time at the top of the charts was pretty much over. Knowing this adds some wistfulness to Rimmer’s narrative. And it adds some context to his argument, which is that, in the aftermath of the punk explosion, a new “pop” sensibility emerged, rebelling against the punk-rock rebellion by steadfastly refusing to be rebellious. So what if it didn’t last? Who says great pop is supposed to last?’ Kelefa Sanneh, Guardian (‘Top 10 Books about Musical Subcultures’) ii

            ‘Rimmer has written a fascinating study of pop trends, youth culture and a consumer society in which “you are what you buy.” He makes the success of Boy George make sense.’ Don McLeese, New York Times

            ‘Rimmer’s point is that if the new pop stars’ success makes it seem “like punk never happened”, they emerged, in fact, as a direct result of punk attitudes … Rimmer tells this story in his raciest Smash Hits manner, with wit, insider info and scandal.’ Simon Frith, City Limits

            ‘Resonant … Through intimate access to Culture Club at their most popular, Rimmer documents the unravelling of a band who initially styled themselves as a democratic, fan-friendly proposition. But as the band became increasingly successful across the globe, Rimmer witnessed behind-the-scenes manoeuvres more reminiscent of bloody-minded Thatcherism than populism … Rimmer’s book is a depressingly relevant read … A lesson for history and a warning against the destructive tendencies of fame and fortune.’ David Lichfield, Oxonian Review

            ‘In English pop, the punk revolution changed everything on the surface and nothing at the core; Dave Rimmer’s lost classic, Like Punk Never Happened, a book that traces the punk kids who became Culture Club, captures the result perfectly.’ Dave Marsh, Chicago Reader
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            For my mother, for the gift of language that was stolen from her.

            For my father, because I forgot his birthday again.

            And for Laurence Shephard, wherever the hell he is.
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            FOREWORD

BY NEIL TENNANT

         

         I was on the staff of Smash Hits magazine between 1982 and 1985 as news editor and later deputy editor, compiling the news pages and interviewing the pop stars of the day. It was one of the most enjoyable times of my life. I didn’t come from a music journalism background but from book publishing: my previous two jobs had been as an editor with illustrated books publishers, and indeed I was initially employed to edit the first Smash Hits Yearbook. I had also undertaken freelance copy-editing work for various publishers, including Faber & Faber, with whom I had maintained links.

         An old friend from Newcastle, Dave Rimmer, was already doing freelance writing for the magazine and he started to work in the office two or three days a week. (He describes the experience in this book.) His frequent features for the magazine had the flair, humour and technique to make you ‘feel like you were there’, which was the essence of a good Smash Hits piece, and he wasn’t afraid to discuss ideas. It was common practice at the magazine for a writer to interview a group or artist several times, getting to know them in the process and reinforcing the magazine/artist relationship. For instance, I xiibecame the ‘Paul Weller correspondent’; one of my interviews with him produced the infamous denunciation of pop excess ‘It’s like punk never happened!’, which was much quoted in the office. Culture Club and Boy George were among the biggest pop stars of the first half of the 1980s, and Dave emerged as the ‘Culture Club correspondent’.

         A book that had long fascinated me was Love Me Do! by the American journalist Michael Braun, published by Penguin in 1964. It’s an account of Beatlemania from the perspective of the Beatles, resulting from Braun travelling with them through the monochrome landscapes of early-1960s Britain as they toured the country. Braun was given close access to the group, chatting to them backstage and in their hotel bedrooms, and wrote a thoroughly fresh and authentic account. His book was published soon after the events it describes and was an excellent example of a ‘first draft of history’, written as it was happening.

         When it was decided that Dave would travel to Japan with Culture Club in 1984 to write an unusually lengthy two-part feature, I suggested to him that we turn this into a book along the lines of Love Me Do! Dave liked the idea but proposed widening the focus of the book to place Culture Club within the changing landscape of the British pop scene that had become known in music journalism circles as the ‘New Pop’ (broadly speaking, from Adam Ant to Frankie Goes to Hollywood). This was a tremendously fertile period for British pop music, and with his Smash Hits experience Dave was perfectly positioned to write a book about it, while I operated as his editor.

         Dave went to Japan and on his return duly wrote his two features, and we carried on discussing the book idea. Pete Townshend of the Who had recently become a commissioning xiiieditor for Faber & Faber, with the idea of developing a contemporary culture list, and I suggested approaching him. Townshend was indeed interested and the book was commissioned. It was published the following year, in 1985.

         Dave decided to give the book the provocative, Weller-inspired title Like Punk Never Happened to indicate the growing sophistication of the British New Pop and its astonishing worldwide popularity. Culture Club, Duran Duran, Eurythmics and other bands had scored huge hits everywhere, even topping the charts in the USA. Smash Hits now had the largest circulation of any music magazine ever in the UK and seemed likely to become an international brand: in 1983 I had been dispatched to New York to launch the American version, Star Hits.

         The way pop music operated in those days – long before social media and streaming, even (in the UK and Europe) before MTV – now seems quite naïve and straightforward. The significant media for pop stars were TV (Top of the Pops and Saturday-morning TV), Smash Hits and a few lesser glossy music magazines, tabloid newspapers and radio – particularly Radio 1. Music videos had become a big deal relatively recently and were getting bigger. The public bought their music mainly on vinyl but also increasingly on cassettes due to the popularity of the Sony Walkman. The new compact disc had been introduced, its digital ease much admired, and it was assumed to be the format of the future.

         The first half of the 1980s is a period of innovation for pop music in terms of songwriting, production and visuals. The clichéd view of the decade is that it was all ‘loadsamoney’, excess and shoulder pads, but actually it is an experimental, aspirational time for both pop artists and their audiences. It xivis only a few years since punk and its self-help lessons were learnt and then filtered through the new romantic fascination with European electronic music. Few artists seem to be scared of the old punk accusation of ‘selling out’ – it’s all too exhilarating. The influences of David Bowie, Kraftwerk, Chic, reggae, early hip-hop and rap are being digested; the strong melodies and production skills of Abba are suddenly admired. New technology – in particular sampling – is coming in and changing the sound and structure of pop songs. There’s a fertile dance-music underground that will gradually take over the mainstream. It’s not an era of narcissism; pop artists don’t just write about themselves, they engage with art and politics and aren’t afraid to express themselves in a self-consciously poetic, even obscure manner. Duran Duran can write a song inspired by William Burroughs; Frankie Goes to Hollywood can have a massive hit with an anti-war song not long after the Falklands War; Bronski Beat can achieve huge success with songs about homophobic abuse. Most pop stars hate Mrs Thatcher.

         At the beginning, style is home-made. It’s all a bit DIY, and the fans love that. Gradually, however, high fashion is being aspired to and a different conversation between designer labels and street fashion will emerge. And these are the very early days of ‘celebrity culture’. Boy George is competing with Michael Jackson and Princess Diana to be the most famous person in the world.

         It’s a different era, and Dave Rimmer is our guide, writing a ‘first draft of history’, one that from our perspective today has turned out to be a definitive account of 1980s pop.

         
             

         

         Neil Tennant, 2020
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            1

            INTRODUCTION

         

         Imagine, for a moment, that you are a punk, hanging around the Roxy club in Covent Garden, sometime in early 1977. There you are in your ripped-up T-shirt, drainpipe jeans, brothel creepers and one of your dad’s old suit jackets with the words ‘No Future’ daubed on the back. You’ve spiked up your newly shorn hair with Vaseline and wrapped a studded dog collar, purchased that afternoon from Sam’s Pet Supplies on the Essex Road and still with its lead attached, around your neck. It pinches a little but you can take it. Before coming out you have carefully festooned yourself with safety pins and in your hand – the final, essential touch – you clutch a can of lager.

         It’s only the second time you’ve been down the Roxy, and although it’s still a bit scary you think it’s great. The support band, Ed Banger and the Nosebleeds, have just finished. They weren’t very good but it didn’t matter. You pogoed for a while and then chucked a few cans at them, which was much more fun than applauding would have been. Now, as you pose furiously near the fanzine sellers at the top of the stairs, you’re satisfied that nothing will ever be the same again. The rock 4establishment is quaking in its boots, mate. Dinosaur acts like Queen, Pink Floyd, Genesis, Rod Stewart and Elton John won’t be around for much longer, that’s for certain. You’ll see to that. New groups like the Clash and Siouxsie and the Banshees will never sell out. The kids are in complete control now.

         Suddenly, a strange figure pushes her way through the ragged, saucer-eyed, lager-clutching, bin-liner-bedecked throng. It looks like a sodding gypsy, you mutter to yourself, then realize with horror that she’s heading for you.

         ‘“No Future”, dearie?’ she cackles, producing a crystal ball from beneath her shawl. ‘That’s just where you’re wrong. Cross my palm with silver and I’ll show you the future.’

         Overcome with curiosity, you slip her a ten-pence piece and gaze, hypnotized, into the proffered globe.

         It’s horrible.

         The stark, monochrome surrounds of the Roxy fade away into a distant hum as you are suddenly drawn into a procession of nightmarish scenes: pop stars dripping with pearls and swilling champagne, pop stars counting their money in long black limousines, pop stars bowing humbly to Prince Charles and chatting amiably to Terry Wogan on prime-time television, pop stars – many of them familiar faces from the very club in which you are standing, transfixed – flying on Concorde and buying mansions around the world, just like Elton John or Rod Stewart!

         With a hideous shriek, the gypsy snatches back the ball. ‘“No Future”, dearie? Just you wait and see,’ she taunts, and disappears into the crowd.

         ‘It can’t be true,’ you keep telling yourself as you stumble past the cloakroom and out into the night to vomit violently 5in the gutter. ‘It can’t be true. It can’t be. If that’s the future, then … then …

         ‘It would be like punk never happened!’

         
             

         

         This is the story of Culture Club, but it’s also the story of pop music since punk. It’s the story of how a generation of New Pop stars, a generation that had come of age during punk, absorbed its methods, learnt its lessons, but ditched its ideals – setting charts ablaze and fans screaming all over the world. It’s the story of a whole new star system, of Adam Ant, Spandau Ballet, Duran Duran, Wham! and many others, as well as Culture Club. It’s also the story of a magazine called Smash Hits.

         I’ve chosen to base this story round Culture Club because in many ways they were the perfect New Pop group. Only Michael Jackson was more famous than Boy George. Colour by Numbers was the nearest thing to a perfect pop album the decade had produced. ‘Karma Chameleon’ was the nearest thing to a perfect pop single: pretty and sickly, complex and singalong, meaningless and meaningful all at the same time, rising to number one in Britain, the USA and just about everywhere else where pop records are bought.

         The only other group I could have written this story around would have been Duran Duran. Then there would maybe have been more about video, less about the press and dressing-up, but the essential details would have remained the same. In 1983, at the height of the New Pop period, Duran Duran and Culture Club were deadly rivals, but only different sides of the same coin. 6

         As a writer for Smash Hits over this period – one which saw its circulation soar with the rise of the New Pop to become the world’s biggest-selling pop magazine – I was allowed unusually close access. Unlike Fleet Street or the old music weeklies, Smash Hits was generally trusted not to slag people off without good reason. I talked to, interviewed, travelled with, got to know and usually liked most of the New Pop stars. In writing this book, I’m not attempting to pass judgement on them, just to make some sense out of it all. And, I hope, make some money too.

         In that sense, I’m as much a part of the New Pop – which is really the Old Pop now – as any of them.
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            2

            THE BIRTH OF THE NEW POP

         

         Picture the scene. It’s a grey afternoon in early 1980. Jon Moss is sipping tea with Adam Ant and Marco Pirroni in the living room of a small Harrow semi-detached – Marco’s parents’ place. None of them are very famous yet. Oh, Jon was once voted ‘the prettiest punk’ in a fanzine and Adam’s name gets sprayed on the backs of a few black leather jackets, but that’s about it. ‘Cult,’ Adam has decided, ‘is just another word for loser.’ Even the indignity of paying Malcolm McLaren £1,000 for an intensive four-week attitude overhaul and then watching the former Sex Pistols manager walk off with his band hasn’t softened Adam’s resolve. Fired with fresh ideas, he’s already recruited Marco Pirroni as a new collaborator and the pair are now looking for other musicians.

         Jon Moss is also fed up with being a loser. A drummer, he’s done time with them all – Damned, Clash, London, Jona Lewie, The Edge, Jane Aire and the Belvederes – but never managed to settle down with any of them. After spending three months staring blankly at his bedroom wall, he’s just forked out £250 for an attitude overhaul of his own: a weekend Exegesis course. Although he came out of it a bit mad 8– thinking he could ‘zap’ things and change the colour of traffic lights and all that – he’s determined to hit the big time now. Adam has approached him through an old girlfriend and this is their first meeting.

         Mrs Pirroni flutters around excitedly offering everyone more tea. Adam munches a cupcake. Jon’s finding all this a bit weird. Adam’s so quiet and intense it’s eerie. He’s almost robotic. He leans over to Jon and explains, ‘I’ve got this idea for two drummers.’ Out comes a tape of some Burundi drumming, part of a whole batch of stuff McLaren recorded for him. Jon listens, shrugs his shoulders and says, ‘Okay, er, great.’

         Two weeks later, Jon gets a call from Adam, loads his drum kit into the back of his estate car and drives down to Rockfield studio in Wales. He double-tracks his playing to achieve a fair copy of the Burundi sound for Adam’s last independent single, ‘Cartrouble’, bungs his drums back in the car and drives home. Jon gets a session fee but doesn’t much fancy a full-time job with Marco and the mechanical man, and Adam soon finds his two drummers elsewhere.

         That was it really.

         Except that eight months later Adam was topping the charts. And a few months after that the group McLaren stole from Adam and turned into Bow Wow Wow gave one George O’Dowd his first turn in front of a mike. And that it wasn’t long before George, Jon and Culture Club were topping the charts too, along with Spandau Ballet, Wham!, Duran Duran and all the rest of the New Pop stars of the 1980s. 9

         
             

         

         But Adam, in his own sweet way, was the very first of them all. In his rapid rise to the status of first teen idol of the 1980s, he mapped out all the moves for those who came after. Though the Human League and the Thompson Twins would later pull it off too, he was the first to engineer a self-conscious move from margins to mainstream, from cult to conqueror. He didn’t seem to have even the tiniest prick of conscience about ‘selling out’ (an old hippy concept which the punks had adopted), he just made damn sure someone was buying. While the Clash were still making a self-righteous stand about never appearing on Top of the Pops (not that by this time anyone wanted them to), Adam played the media for all he could get out of it. He ignored the traditional music press (NME, Melody Maker, etc.), which, in the late 1970s, had created both a vital lifeline and a deadly dull ghetto for the post-punk independent movement. They’d always slagged him off anyway. Instead he went straight to Fleet Street and the new glossies (Smash Hits, The Face). Taking a cue from Bowie and the Boomtown Rats (noted, at the time, for this sort of thing), he put a lot of effort, energy and imagination into his videos. Even if you didn’t like the record, the latest clip was usually amusing. He gave up on the rock ideal and plunged himself into the idea of showbusiness, often verging on pantomime and at one point, around the time of ‘Prince Charming’, embracing it wholeheartedly. ‘Such a new puritanism has grown up of late,’ he told The Face in April 1981. ‘I’d rather dress up like Liberace.’ And then, of course, after the distinctly unsexy punk period, it was Adam who brought sex back into the equation. He talked about it almost as much 10as he talked about business (i.e. an awful lot), tattooed the words ‘pure sex’ on his arm and declared that he was making ‘Ant Music for Sex People’.

         With a single-mindedness bordering on obsession – in itself as characteristic of the New Pop as anything else Adam got up to – he became the first artist since the Sex Pistols successfully to sell, not just an unmistakeable ‘look’ (as he always put it) and an unmistakeable ‘sound’ (ditto), but also a half-baked set of theories and attitudes that pinned the two together. He’d dress up like Geronimo, play pop that leant heavily on African drumming and waffle on all the while about tribalism, the ‘warrior ideal’, noble savages and so forth. This was partly just a hangover from punk. ‘Ideology had been important for so long,’ noted writer Mary Harron, ‘that it was hard to start a new fashion without one.’ Spandau Ballet would have this same problem, and obviously a lot of what George did would beg some explanation, but groups like Duran Duran or Wham! never bothered to justify themselves at all – why should they? This was equally a measure of how much Adam had got from McLaren for his £1,000, but most importantly it helped reinforce the idea of an Ant Clan as Adam gathered his fans around him and demanded not only their loyalty, but also a hefty slice of their pocket money.

         Of course, much of what went into Adam’s success had been done before and maybe better by other people. The Sex Pistols had the pop ideology to end them all (or so McLaren had hoped). T. Rex had made a similar move from margin to mainstream – in their case from dippy hippy fantasy folk duo to glam rock sensation – in the early 1970s. Scores of groups had worked hard on their videos. Adam never claimed to be 11original anyway. ‘None of the ideas are mine,’ he told Smash Hits in June 1981. ‘It’s just the way Marco and I have moulded them together.’ He was talking about his music. The same, though, is true of his overall strategy. That he had a strategy at all is part of the point. That sort of thing had, in the past, usually been left up to managers and record companies.

         ‘This is show business. That’s two words. And if you don’t take care of business, someone else is going to run your show.’ The epigram isn’t Adam’s. It was coined by one David Grant, a British funk performer of fleeting renown. But really the words could have come from almost any British pop star of the last few years, Adam especially.

         Adam was the punk who grew up wanting to own or control everything he did. He wrote, sang, recorded and performed all his own material. He designed his own sleeves and directed his own videos. When he revamped his look around ‘Prince Charming’ in the autumn of 1981, he patented the image through the Merchandizing Corporation of America and did his legal best to try and control every last sleeve, badge, T-shirt, poster or sticker bearing his face or his name. That he had to pay photographers to use their pictures of the image he’d created, he regarded as scandalous. He once remarked that he never touched alcohol because ‘if you drink, a lot of people take advantage of you’. During his heyday, Adam’s publishers would demand of Smash Hits more than twice the going rate for the right to reproduce one of his lyrics. Adam’s explanation: ‘That’s business.’

         And so it was.

         And so it would be for all the New Pop groups who followed. In the 1960s the Beatles lost millions through inept 12management and pirate merchandizing. Now groups started setting up merchandizing and publishing companies almost before they’d played a gig. A good business head was suddenly more important than the ability to play an instrument, though that helped too. People no longer mistrusted record companies because they might mess with their artistic integrity; they simply worried that they might not be able to sell enough of their records.

         ‘Don’t bother me with all your “arty” stuff,’ grunted Adam. ‘I live in the nitty-gritty world.’

         Ironically, it may well have been Adam’s habit of impressing his business acumen on all and sundry that led to, if not his downfall, then at least his departure from the dizzy heights he achieved in 1981 and 1982. After a while, behind the make-up and the costumes and the star-studded videos, even his fans began to perceive the same monomaniacal success robot that Jon Moss had shared a cupcake or two with back in early 1980.

         
             

         

         Spin the wheel, watch it turn. Rock and roll in 1956, beat and the Beatles in 1963, hippies and psychedelia in 1967, Bowie and Roxy and glam rock in 1972, punk in 1976 … watch it turn. As an old wave degenerates and expires, so a new wave explodes and regenerates. Every five years or so the paradigms shift. So runs the cyclical theory of pop, and so, after punk, we get the New Pop. Simple, isn’t it?

         Well, up to a point. This cyclical game is supposed to hinge on a delicate balance between art and business, between expression and exploitation. Very glibly: in a consumer 13society, you are what you buy. As you choose what you spend your money on – within the limits both of what’s on offer and of what you can afford – you choose what you are. If you buy crushed velvet flares, a long string of beads, some marijuana and a pile of records that are all about going to San Francisco and wearing flowers in your hair, then you’re a hippy, right? If you buy bondage strides, a packet of safety-pins, some Crazy Colour, a copy of ‘Anarchy in the UK’ and a large tube of modelling glue, then you’re a punk. In a perfect moment everything clicks together. The records you buy are by people who dress the same way that you do and express themselves in a manner that sums up the way you feel about things, too. A whole generation, artists and audience, thinks that going to San Francisco and festooning itself with daffodils to the tune of Jefferson Airplane’s ‘White Rabbit’, or going to the Rainbow Theatre and ripping up the seats to the tune of the Clash playing ‘White Riot’, is exactly the right thing to be doing. And if your parents don’t like it, well, that’s precisely the point. That’s your perfect moment.

         But of course it stops being perfect as soon as money starts being made. The artists get altogether too concerned with business and disappear off to distant mansions. The people who’ve been buying their records realize that they’ve ceased to express themselves and are simply being exploited. The artists all start writing concept albums and the public all throw their crushed velvet flares in the bin and go off to get proper jobs. The result is a bit of cultural vacuum and, since nature abhors this, sooner or later the Next Big Thing comes rushing along to fill it up. Raw, young, vital and local, it is immediately taken up by the younger brothers and sisters of the last lot. 14

         And that’s how the wheel spins.

         Or so the theory goes.

         In fact, outside the general notion that there’s always both a younger crowd eager to consume something different from their forebears and a younger bunch of bands eager to cater for them, the only phenomenon it makes any sense of at all is punk. Sure, before punk there’d been shifts and changes aplenty – many of them dramatic enough – but the only other time the commercial rationale of it all had been even vaguely called into question was during the hippy era. We are now further from punk than punk was from Woodstock, and though in the intervening years there have been countless cults, fads and revivals, there still hasn’t been an explosion as such. If those who insist that the importance of youth is dying with the decline of teenage spending power are right, there will be no new explosion ever again.

         All of which begs the question of the New Pop. It didn’t burst out, it just grew slowly: first a spark, then a smoulder and before you knew it the whole house was on fire. In the absence of an explosion, our theory would dismiss the whole phenomenon as unworthy of serious consideration. But in cold commercial terms, at the very least, as British pop groups began to conquer charts and minds all over the world and London once again came to be seen from afar as some kind of thriving capital of youth culture, there had been nothing so spectacular since the Beatles. Many complain that the youth explosion of the 1960s was a damn sight more significant and ‘authentic’ than all this mass-marketed pop for the video age. Maybe they’re right. But try telling that to a fifteen-year-old Culture Club fan whose life has never been the same since George replied to one of her letters. 15

         The irony of the situation is this: to those who cling on to the spirit of punk, everything about the New Pop is utterly abhorrent and devoid of their precious ‘credibility’. The New Pop isn’t rebellious. It embraces the star system. It conflates art, business and entertainment. It cares more about sales and royalties and the strength of the dollar than anything else, and to make matters worse, it doesn’t feel the least bit guilty about it.

         It is, in short, like punk never happened. But if the spark that set the New Pop smouldering came from anywhere, it came from punk.

         ‘We all trace our roots back to one of the early Sex Pistols gigs,’ Gary Kemp told me in summer 1982, shortly before Spandau Ballet made the transition to a life of limousines, stadium concerts, Sun exclusives and antique collecting. He was talking about all the new British groups that were then in and around the charts: Human League, ABC, Duran Duran, Haircut One Hundred, Adam Ant. Doubtless most would have agreed with him. ‘That’s where it all really started. Our ideas were got together and formulated in 1979, but it was all based on things we’d picked up as we went along from those early punk days when I was only sixteen …’

         In the beginning, the most obvious thing Spandau had picked up was a business lesson. Their manager Steve Dagger’s skilful steering of the group from club set to charts owed more than a nod to the business strategy Malcolm McLaren had gleefully set in motion with the Sex Pistols and later turned into the parable of ‘The Ten Lessons’ in the film The Great Rock ’n’ Roll Swindle. No matter that McLaren was motivated as much by making trouble as by making money. Dagger had been paying attention, and it worked well either way. 16

         If Adam was the first of the artists as businessmen, then McLaren was the businessman as artist. He didn’t play the guitar, but he did play the media. More interested in an adventure than a career, he was in some respects an awful manager. He just didn’t care. No good going to him if you were looking for a future in the pop game. He’d drop you as soon as he got bored. ‘It wouldn’t have mattered if Annabella [of Bow Wow Wow] had gone under a bus,’ he remarked in 1984, playing the rogue bit up to the hilt. ‘We could have replaced her.’ His troublemaking was effective, though, and it’s remarkable how long and large his influence has loomed. Leaving aside Dagger and all the others who learnt by his example, McLaren’s own CV is impressive enough.

         He reinvented Adam so successfully that he topped the pop heap for two years. He invented Bow Wow Wow, who, although they don’t look such hot property in the cold light of hindsight, seemed in 1981 (along with Adam and Spandau) to embody much of the spirit of the times: a splash of colour and bravado amid the gathering gloom of the British depression. He was the first to spot the star potential of George O’Dowd and gave him a crucial leg-up into the limelight. For better or worse he pioneered the idea of cultural plunder and helped bring the hip-hop/break-dance culture to Britain with his 1983 hit ‘Buffalo Gals’. And in making his Duck Rock solo LP with Trevor Horn, he inspired the star producer to unearth a lot of the ideas, influences and noises that would later go into making Frankie Goes to Hollywood the pop sensation that would really turn the whole thing full circle.

         But punk was McLaren’s finest hour. As co-owner (with Vivienne Westwood) of the King’s Road clothes shop Sex 17(later Seditionaries, later still all sorts of things) and as manager of the Sex Pistols, he spearheaded a movement that aimed, not to spin the wheel, but to shove a bloody great spanner in the spokes. With the maximum of ceremony, punk dealt the remnants of the 1960s rock establishment a good ideological kicking which, if it didn’t make them go away, at least left them smarting. Record companies, radio stations and the music press were all caught high and dry. Old hippies everywhere suddenly found themselves not only out of date, but openly despised.

         McLaren was of course neither the first nor the last imaginative entrepreneur to make the most out of an easily manipulable music industry, but he was probably the first to make a show out of doing it. In the death, which came quickly, the Pistols were always more of a media event than, in the classic sense, a rock group and their business dealings were as much a part of the act as Rotten’s sneer or Sid stubbing a fag out on his arm. It might have been nothing more than a few swear words on the telly that got the Pistols sacked from two major record labels but, as they waltzed off, giggling, with a couple of fat cheques, they used the glare of scandal to illuminate the workings of a by now extremely jittery music industry for all to see.

         Having lit the blue touchpaper, the Pistols retired with a court case (Rotten v. McLaren) and a martyr (Sid Vicious) and left what remained of the great rock ’n’ roll myth for the Clash to go chasing after. While Sid was mourned by those poor souls who refused to believe that punk had died, Rotten changed his name back to Lydon and gave us a taste of things to come. He named his new group, Public Image Limited, as though it was a business. 18

         Punk left behind it a few star groups (Clash, Jam, Police), a few new music businessmen (Miles Copeland, Bernard Rhodes) and a whole generation of teenagers who’d been inspired to believe that they too could start their own band, work the business and find fame and fortune. Gary Kemp again: ‘I was sixteen at the time and believed that to be in a band you had to live in Hollywood, have incredible amounts of money and be an unbelievably brilliant musician. But punk had said all that was rubbish.’ This wasn’t just pie in the sky. Conditions had changed. Having failed to make much money out of punk and determined not to be caught out again, the music industry began looking in earnest for marketable young talent. On the other hand, the young talent had learnt a deep distrust of the music business and approached it warily. They were no longer so naïve. They were no longer about to let themselves be exploited.

         Also determined never to be caught out again was the British music press. More widely read and more influential in Britain than anywhere else in the world, the music press – consisting, in the late 1970s, of the four weeklies Melody Maker, Sounds, Record Mirror and the NME – had been ‘favourite colour’ fan magazines in the 1950s and 1960s, found a more adult footing in the hippy days and were beginning to flounder a bit by the mid-1970s. Once they’d caught on to punk, which took them a while, it turned out to be a godsend. Here was something that needed them, needed explaining and interpreting, something that actually looked good in gritty black-and-white on smudgy newsprint. How nice it was to be important again. Once punk went the way of all flesh, they too began casting around for the Next Big 19Thing. If it happened, they were going to be the ones to let you know about it. In fact, they’d let you know about anything, just in case.

         There were plenty of candidates, though no one was sure how seriously to take them. Stylistically, punk had thrown bits of every post-war subculture up in the air. In the uncertain climate that followed, it all began to fall back to earth as marketable ‘revivals’. Over the next few years there were to appear revamped versions of ted, rockabilly, skinhead, hippy, beatnik, mod and even, after a scarcely decent interval, punk. All came with their own groups and most, of course, involved attempted hypes by lesser McLarens with some kind of vested interest.

         First off the block was the mod revival. A joke for the most part, consisting as it did at first of unimaginative Jam imitators in parkas, it did manage to spawn 2-Tone. This was a Coventry independent label, rooted in a punky version of ska and centred round Jerry Dammers’ group, the Specials. After scoring one independent hit, they came to a model arrangement with Chrysalis Records. Instead of just signing the band, Chrysalis signed the label too. 2-Tone signed the bands, decided on the releases, provided the distinctive black-and-white artwork; Chrysalis provided the bankroll and got the records into the shops. Not only did this result in a whole crop of new groups (Madness and the Beat among them) and some fine singles, but everyone concerned also made a lot of money. At a time when record sales in Britain were dropping by 20 per cent and when EMI and Decca – for thirty years the two dominant British companies – did so badly they were both taken over, that wasn’t bad going. It was beginning to seem as though the artists knew better than the companies. 20

         Though certainly the most successful, 2-Tone wasn’t the only high-profile independent label. Hundreds sprang up between 1977 and 1980. Some, like Stiff, were smaller, more imaginative versions of the major companies. Some, like Zoo in Liverpool or Factory in Manchester, were formed to reflect a local musical identity – after London-based punk it was a time when Britain’s other major cities began to assert themselves. Most were tiny concerns formed by individual groups to release their own records. ‘Do-it-yourself’ was the dictum and if punk had said you didn’t have to be a brilliant musician or live in Hollywood to be in a band, it also implied that you didn’t need to spend a small fortune on recording costs, packaging or marketing to release a record. Or at least, not if you were happy with sales of up to 20,000. For more than that you really did have to start spending money again.

         For a time, though, most independent groups were happy with small sales. A spirit of experimentation reigned. The movement – it soon became one with its own alternative shops, clubs, charts and distribution network – was idealistic, committed, questioning, and of course the music press loved it. Here was something that needed them, not just to be explained, but simply to survive. Without exposure in the NME and on John Peel’s national Radio 1 show, the independent labels would have died very quickly. Most of them did anyway. In this sense, with the volume of press coverage far outstripping hard record sales (a group could find themselves on the cover of the NME after releasing, say, one 5,000-seller single – often a problem for groups on the dole) the independent movement was even more of a media event than punk. 21

         Money was the death of it, of course. While the major companies operate by handing a group a large advance against future sales, the independents would split costs and profits 50/50 with the groups. That meant that if you didn’t spend much and sold moderately, you could make a living. If you sold well, you could make a killing, which is precisely what UB40 and Depeche Mode did. They were lucky. The trouble was, to sell well you needed to spend a lot on advertising and promotion. If that didn’t work, a group could wind up with 50 per cent of a massive debt to pay and no money to make the next record. This became an incentive to mediocrity. Wary of trying to make a big splash, groups just concentrated on keeping their heads above water.

         Coupled with the punk amateur ethic, this quickly led the independents into a stylistic ghetto. While able to be as esoteric as they wanted without having to worry about paying back an advance, groups were limited by small budgets and lack of technical skill. The dour, gloomy style of Joy Division and Echo and the Bunnymen, who were actually very good at it, soon became the norm, while others found self-conscious experimentation to be a bit of a dead end.

         ‘In retrospect it is hard to take stock of it,’ Green of Scritti Politti – a group once so fiercely committed to the independent ethic that they used to print a breakdown of production costs on all their sleeves – told me in 1982. ‘I mean, going down to the Electric Ballroom and hitting empty film cans and scratching a guitar about, playing this jittering, apologetic half-reggae and singing about hegemony while putting in as many discords as you could was probably doomed to failure, I suppose.’ 22

         Indeed.

         The charts were full of glossy disco and polished soul and the lure of the lavish high-tech production was hard to resist after the penny-pinching practice of the independents. Who’d want to suffer the unglamorous task of packing thousands of copies of their new single by hand when everything that pop had ever promised lurked tantalizingly just around the corner? After a single or two, the more ambitious and commercial groups, usually now armed with a following of sorts and a crucial understanding of the mechanics of the business, began fleeing to the major labels. The Human League, for example, signed to Virgin, announced that they wanted to be like Abba, and clung on to their ‘synthesizers only’ policy because, singer Philip Oakey explained, ‘we don’t want musicians coming in and doing things we’re not directly controlling every bit of’. Scritti Politti took a year off, polished up their act and returned with a new member who, although he appeared in photographs, didn’t sing, play an instrument or do anything at all on stage. He simply organized their business affairs.

         The independents soon began to flounder. Many died. Others brought their practices more into line with the major labels. Rough Trade, one of the biggest and most important, was forced to lay off a number of its staff in 1983 and now signs groups – like the Smiths, with whom they’ve had considerable success – on an advance/royalty basis. The independents survived as long as they did in a time of recession by catering for what Factory boss Tony Wilson called ‘the kids for whom music means more than money’. But times were changing.

         In May 1979 a young man called Gary Numan, armed with a battery of synthesizers, a batch of Bowie’s old moves and an 23armful of adolescent angst-ridden songs, scored a number-one hit with his single, ‘Are “Friends” Electric’. Before long he’d been successful enough to form his own company, employ most of his family and invest the profits of his art in all manner of businesses. He numbered a fleet of aeroplanes, a mansion in Virginia Water, a hovercraft, a helicopter, a racing car and a restaurant franchise among his rapidly accumulated assets. ‘Originally I wanted to be famous like I wanted to breathe,’ he sighed after becoming the first rock star ever to fly around the world. ‘Now I just want to be rich.’

         It wasn’t just Numan’s balding business head that foreshadowed things to come. While the independents had been soldiering worthily along, a new, younger teenage market was beginning to emerge. The younger brothers and sisters of the punks, they preferred Blondie or the Police to the Clash or the Stranglers and never took punk very seriously. Numan suited them perfectly. He looked good, his make-up and black clothes were easy to copy, you could dance to the music and wring some slight significance out of the words. While the older fans were finding jobs hard to come by, the younger ones had pocket money to spend. They spent a lot of it on Numan.

         The music press absolutely hated him, spat every drop of venom they could in his direction. He was shallow, second-hand and committed to nothing other than his own success. It didn’t hurt him a bit. His fans didn’t read the music press with its ever-lengthening, academic editorial and arty photos. In autumn 1978 Smash Hits, a new fortnightly magazine, was launched. It was full of glossy colour pictures and song lyrics and covered both punk and disco brightly and informatively. 24Its sales immediately began to outstrip the competition. The staples of Smash Hits weren’t the doomy northern independent bands, but people who looked good in colour: Numan, Blondie, Police, Toyah. It cared nothing for political commitment or artistic integrity. It cared about the charts.

         The wheel was turning again. The 1970s were preparing their last gasp.

         
             

         

         Picture another scene. It’s a rainy Tuesday night in early 1980. At the Blitz wine bar in Covent Garden, one of Steve Strange and Rusty Egan’s weekly ‘Heroes’ Nights’ is in full swing. They moved here a while ago from Billy’s in Soho and business is beginning to thrive. Looking around you can see punks and art students and soul boys and transvestites and freelance oddballs all dressed, not necessarily to kill, but definitely to be noticed. Around the edges of the throng shuffles the odd nervous freelance photographer, snapping randomly in the hope that this will turn out to be the Next Big Thing. On the door, former shop assistant turned professional socialite Steve Strange hopes so, too, which is why he’s let them in. The media are just beginning to hear about this place and all paparazzi are welcomed, but most sightseers, except maybe the odd film director Strange wants to suck up to, get short shrift.

         The scene is bewildering at first. Such a cacophony of styles, as many different ‘looks’ as there are layers of make-up. But as you get used to the place, it’s possible to discern various distinct factions. There, by the front end of the bar, so positioned because they’re among the few who can afford to buy drinks, are a clique of what Peter York christened Thems: 25artists Andrew Logan and Duggie Fields and a couple of passing models. Film director Derek Jarman and fashion designer Jasper Conran are upstairs in the restaurant. Further down the bar are some characters from the artier end of punk. Billy Idol, maybe, and Siouxsie Sioux; sometimes even Chrissie Hynde of the Pretenders. This is just another club as far as they’re concerned. Somewhere to hang out now the Vortex has closed down. Midge Ure and Rusty Egan will soon wander over to join them for a drink.

         Strategically positioned at the top of the toilet stairs, midway between the bar and the dancefloor, is the North London ‘soul boy’ crowd. Steve Dagger and Gary Kemp and most of Spandau Ballet are here, although few beyond the Blitz regulars have heard of them yet. In fact, the room is packed with people who are about to become famous – as designers or writers or musicians or hat-makers or whatever. For the time being they are content with just dressing up and pretending to be famous.

         Over there, for example, in the back of this dingy little club, by the cloakroom. This is where the crowd from the Warren Street squat hang out: Marilyn and Andy Polaris and Jeremy Healey. In a year or two they’ll all have their own recording contracts, but these days they’re still passing the job of cloakroom attendant between them, depending on who most needs the money that week. Tonight it’s the turn of George O’Dowd. George isn’t that much more flamboyant than the rest of the crowd but he’s certainly a lot louder and his sharp tongue has earned him enemies as well as friends. He and the North London crowd, for example, haven’t been on speaking terms for years. There are those who say he nicks money from the coat pockets. Indeed, there are those who say he nicks the coats. Jasper Conran is still looking for one he left there the other week. 26

         
            [image: ]

         

         27Though not uniformly liked, George is certainly well known. He’s a fixture. This crowd’s main aim in life is dressing up and getting their pictures in the papers as often as possible, and George is very good at it. So good, in fact, that he’ll still be doing it years after most of this bunch have packed away their pan-stick and velvet knickerbockers for good.

         ‘In the future,’ once quipped that great-grandaddy of all pop businessmen, Andy Warhol, ‘everyone will be famous for fifteen minutes.’ This epigram was quoted to clichédom years ago, but the new romantics took it to heart. Punk had applied the anyone-can-do-it idea to the process of forming a band and becoming famous; the new romantics ditched the trappings and applied it to fame, pure and simple. Forming a band came later. Spandau Ballet were the first to do it, dragging the whole scene into the limelight with them. For a while new romanticism – there were lots of labels but that one came the closest to sticking – was held up to be the genuine article: the authentic Next Big Thing. Since the early 1970s, the soul clubs had fostered a whole series of ‘looks’ – the Bowie/Ferry wedge look, the Badlands 1950s look, the billowing bags and braces old-man look, the Glenn Miller look – but it wasn’t until punk alerted the media to the possibility of a resurgent underground that anyone began paying attention. With new romantic they began making up for lost airtime and showered the Blitz crowd in a storm of picture features and pop sociology overviews.

         But it never really took off. The new romantic notion was too confused to sweep the nation. Punk style might have 28dismembered bits of every post-war fashion, but it put them all back together in a kind of collage that became a definite, marketable ‘look’. The new romantics took the mix ’n’ match approach further back in history, further afield on the globe. But as they spent their entire time trying to outdo each other – ‘Oh dear!’ George would be heard putting someone down, ‘Nobody ever wears the same thing two weeks running!’ – a distinct look never really emerged. In early 1981, as the movement went fully public, there was a brief trade in frilly shirts, but that was about as far as it went.

         It wasn’t the only reason the fad never caught on. The fact that everyone spent their entire time angrily disavowing whatever label anyone tried to thrust upon them – ‘Blitz Kids’, ‘Futurists’, ‘The New Dandies’ and even ‘The Cult with No Name’ – didn’t help. It was hard enough trying to be a new romantic in, say, Grantham, without the person whose clothes you were trying to copy saying that they certainly were not a new romantic, thank you very much. The only group who ever embraced the term, and then only briefly, were Duran Duran, who came from Birmingham, and therefore, as far as the London lot were concerned, didn’t know any better.

         The lack of great pop singles didn’t help either. Spandau’s ‘To Cut a Long Story Short’ or Duran’s ‘Planet Earth’ were okay debut singles, but they were hardly the stuff to fire the imagination of a generation of young musicians and, sure enough, didn’t. Even in the early-1981 heyday of it all, there was never more than a handful of bands that could be identified as new romantic, and most of them had died before the year was out. The great pop singles were to come later.

         But for all that, new romantic was important. By defining 29itself in opposition to everything ‘grey and boring’, it effectively killed off all but the best of the northern doomy bands. Through its relentless eclecticism, it opened a way for all manner of music that had previously been kept at arm’s length from the by now ailing rock tradition: Latin, African, even jazz and disco. In the short term it breathed new life into the idea of the club: the twelve-inch single instead of the live group, with the audience as the stars. Soon London would have the massive Camden Palace and every other major British city would have something smaller but similar. It let loose a whole flood of young designers, photographers, writers and would-be musicians.

         But most importantly, it bridged the gap between what had hitherto been two opposing traditions – punk and disco – and in so doing created the conditions for a whole new mainstream. Club culture didn’t just sow the seeds for Culture Club, it paved the way for the biggest pop explosion since the 1960s.

         Business was about to boom.
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