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            ‘Sometimes, I feel the past and the future pressing so hard on either side that there’s no room for the present at all.’

            JULIA FLYTE, BRIDESHEAD REVISITED

         

      

   


   
      
         

            PREFACE: PLATO’S CAVE

         

         
            ‘Obviously I’m into myself, but I’m not walking around just saying, “Oh, everybody look at me.” I wear make-up and dress this way because it makes me look better. I’m not doing it to get people to stare at me. If I wanted to do that, I could just put a pot on my head, wear a wedding dress and scream down the high street. It’s easy just to get attention. People also think if you look like this, you’re running away from something … I’m not hiding. It’s a long way from hiding.’

            BOY GEORGE

         

         Who were all these people?

         It was late March 1979, a Tuesday night, around ten thirty, and Covent Garden was dark, wet and ominously quiet. The street lights were off, there were no cars, no bodies. It was springtime, but still cold and empty, looking not unlike the set of some fifties spy movie – one of the austere black-and-white ones, before James Bond and Harry Palmer came bounding in with their smirks and their colourful ironic cool. The ‘Winter of Discontent’ may have just drawn to a close, with the dustmen finally going back to work, but the central London streets were still full of rotting rubbish, with food scraps spilling out of the sodden cardboard boxes, cracked plastic containers and torn black bin liners dumped by the neighbourhood restaurants. Five years ago, the famous fruit and vegetable market had moved south, over the Thames to Nine Elms, taking any hustle and bustle along with it, and the new shopping centre in the Covent Garden piazza was still over a year away (the new arcade development would have quaint, old-fashioned gas lamps at the request of the architect). So Covent Garden still felt very much like a postcode in limbo.

         Tonight, though, at the eastern end of Great Queen Street, near Kingsway, a crowd of extravagantly attired night owls was gathering outside a small, nondescript wine bar, some of them clogging up the pavement in their shawls and funny-looking capes, their hairstyles making several appear far taller than they actually were, rivalling the unlit street lamps for attention in the moonlight. Their stilettos and brogues may have been wet from the puddles, but they all looked polished. There was someone who looked a little like a young Clark Gable, another wearing black leggings and a skirt under his black Lewis Leathers jacket. Others were sporting metallics and neon.

         Squeezed next to a tiny secretarial agency, from the outside the Blitz looked completely unprepossessing, almost as though it was daring you to ignore it. A small sign inside asked you to keep the noise down as you left, out of respect to the local residents, although it was difficult to see where they might have lived.

         To the uninitiated the place just looked like any other wine bar.

         It was the people, though, who appeared to make the Blitz what it was. One by one, they slowly filed into the club, passing by the concertinaed metal grille across the front and nodding to the doorman, who appeared to be just as extravagantly dressed as they were. Actually, he seemed far more important than a doorman – often acknowledging someone he knew, and even occasionally asking someone to step aside, usually the least extravagantly dressed. Tonight, he was dressed in some weird leather jodhpurs and a massive German overcoat. ‘I’m strict on the door because once people are inside I don’t want them to feel they are in a goldfish bowl,’ he would say, when asked by the papers. ‘I want them to feel they are in their own place, amongst friends.’

         And there were so-called friends everywhere. Covent Garden might have been desolate and badly lit, but then you walked into the club and it was suddenly, ‘Ta-da!’

         The reason they were all here was because Steve Strange – the abundantly attired doorman – and Rusty Egan – the DJ – had decided to move their regular Bowie night at Billy’s – a club way over in Soho – to a more hospitable venue. The Blitz’s manager, Brendan Connolly, had apparently been struggling to fill the club towards the start of the week, and so took a gamble on the Billy’s crowd. But they were all here tonight, as they were every week, as were the press, who had started to take notice too, calling them the Peacock Punks, the Cult with No Name or – worse – New Romantics.

         Once inside, the Blitz actually looked a bit seedy, almost as though it hadn’t been decorated since … well, since the Blitz. The Second World War-style austerity echoed the flatlining seventies: bare floorboards, gingham tablecloths, old film posters, a bit of wood panelling, an overhead fan, pendant lights with dusty enamel shades, and the obligatory framed pictures of Churchill. There was a small blackboard – ‘All Blitz cocktails £1.95’ – with a hastily drawn martini glass, complete with its own olive. There were even some old gas masks.

         The people were glamorous, though. A lot of them – and there was almost no one over the age of twenty-five – looked like they’d come straight from Central Casting, extras in their very own movie. There was a girl over there with cascading copper-red hair, dressed up to look like Rita Hayworth – if Rita Hayworth had been wearing a silver spray-on cocktail dress and S&M stilettos, that is. Indeed, some of the girls were in such tight dresses they looked like egg timers. One had such defined cheekbones they appeared to be almost swollen.

         Chatting over by the bar were Steve Dagger, the super-slick manager of Spandau Ballet (who would soon become the Blitz’s in-house band); Robert Elms, who was the scene’s most reliable Boswell; Fiona Dealey, a St Martin’s fashion student and generally regarded as one of the queens of the Blitz; Chris Sullivan, soon to form a short-lived jazz–salsa band called Blue Rondo à la Turk; milliner Stephen Jones; fashion student Michele Clapton, who would one day become an Emmy-winning costume designer, working on Game of Thrones; and Cerith Wyn Evans, another St Martin’s boy, who would go on to win the Hepworth Prize for Sculpture. So many people in this room would go on to become something or other, but for now they seemed content to pose about in their satin and tat.

         Over in the corner was the society photographer Richard Young, who had descended into Covent Garden tonight, forsaking the bold-face names at Tramp, the Embassy and the Dorchester. For him, there were rich pickings here. Everyone was dressed up as though their lives depended on being photographed, swishing and pouting and looking almost like mobile sculptures. They smiled, they glowered, they knew they were in exactly the right place at the right time.

         As you passed the cloakroom, you’d see a seventeen-year-old George O’Dowd, who in a few years would be known as Boy George. Ostensibly he was here to check coats, although there was always a suspicion he rifled through the pockets when everyone was on the dancefloor. He already had the razor-blade wit that would stand him in good stead when he was being besieged by the world’s press in a few years’ time: ‘Doing that one to death, aren’t you, darling?’ he would say, if he thought you hadn’t been adventurous enough with what you were wearing. People tried to avoid the cloakroom as much as possible.

         Sitting in a huddle at one of the small, rickety, gingham-covered tables around the edge of the club were a couple of ‘them’, the small nucleus of London archy-farties who until the Blitz Kids arrived were the crowd who populated the paparazzi pages in Ritz magazine: Andrew Logan, Duggie Fields, Zandra Rhodes and Peter York, one of the greatest social chroniclers of our time, and someone who loved a new set of sparkling young wannabes. He liked nothing better than bending into a conversation – like George Sanders’ Shere Khan – and asking one of the extravagantly dressed urchins some question or other about an arcane ecclesiastical reference, usually to the bewilderment of the recipient.

         There was a real buzz about the Blitz – a word that in some circles was being said in inverted commas, almost as though its original meaning had been consigned to history – a buzz determined by ‘faces’. This very poor jet set included the dancer Michael Clark, future global superstar Sade and more St Martin’s students than you could quite believe. The dancefloor was full of an intoxicatingly random mix of people: DIY futurists, make-believe nuns (the ones Peter York was talking to), rich boys trying to look poor and poor girls trying to look rich.

         The Blitz was a creation myth, and those involved mostly believed it.

         Tonight, it was all about divine decadence. Over by the back wall was a girl wearing a black beaded dress and a bandeau, clutching a long cigarette-holder and wielding a frown. Very Cabaret. A bit Night Porter. By the stairs, two boys were surreptitiously kissing; standing right next to them, two girls were doing the same, although rather more ostentatiously. One of them was Kim Bowen, a St Martin’s student who had started to be photographed a lot with Steve Strange. Lazy journalists would one day say that Strange held a mirror up to people trying to enter the club, asking, ‘Seriously? Would you let you in?’ This would happen, but six years later, at Leigh Bowery’s nightclub Taboo, when the notorious Mark Vaultier was on the door. Strange might have said, ‘Sorry, you’re not blonde enough …’ but that was about it.

         There were girls here with fire-engine-red lips, and boys with such pronounced eyeliner that it looked permanent. And as you moved back to the dancefloor, the music overwhelmed you: Yellow Magic Orchestra, Space, Ultravox, Eno, Fad Gadget, Sparks, Grace Jones, Thomas Leer, Cerrone, Psychedelic Furs and Bowie, obviously, lots of Bowie. On and on it went, a constant swirl of automated Germanic beats – hard-edged European disco, synth-led, bass-heavy … all very angular: Kraftwerk and Gina X, Giorgio Moroder and Donna Summer, and some early Roxy Music. Robotic sounds, anglepoise limbs and unmoving chins. In a room that tried to imagine the past, the music seemed to emanate from somewhere in the future, like some sort of benign sci-fi attendant. Sometimes there would be an ad hoc quadrille on the dancefloor, before one of the team fell about laughing.

         There was a rather annoying girl called Rebecca, who liked to hold court over by the stairs – tonight talking to the young designer John Galliano. ‘I’m like Rosemary,’ she would say, meaning the character in F. Scott Fitzgerald’s Tender Is the Night. ‘I’m detached!’ Rebecca said something like this every week, and always cackled afterwards, throwing her head back, waiting for everyone around her to laugh. Behind her was Malcolm McLaren, his orange curls sitting uncomfortably underneath a massive oversized fedora; Midge Ure, with his pencil moustache and Oxfam film noir, and soon to take John Foxx’s role in Ultravox; and Thin Lizzy’s Phil Lynott, all waistcoat and leather trousers, and a throwback to when it was cool to look like a rock star, talking to a girl with a face so white she looked like she was in a silent film. ‘We’re the New Swells,’ she screamed at a journalist from the Daily Express, who was actually writing this down in a notebook. Occasionally, there would be a commotion by the door, that mysterious sense that sweeps over a room when someone really famous walks in.

         Outside it was all dark, but here in this tatty old wine bar the future – and the past – reigned supreme.

         Did the Blitz already feel like a living museum? Completely. But the people inside were loving every second. They also seemed to be heeding the words of Dr Frank-N-Furter, the narcissistic transvestite in The Rocky Horror Show: ‘Don’t dream it, be it.’

      

   


   
      
         

            INTRODUCTION: LA VIE EN ROSE

         

         
            ‘This British future style is a dandy one – it’s software rather than hardware. What they’re setting up is the cellar club of the future rather than the next shuttle station. They’re working on the great look, rather than the five-year plan.’

            
        PETER YORK
      

         

         As a pinch-point for the seventies, 1975 couldn’t have come at a better time. Politically the UK was still in turmoil, economically the country was very much in the doldrums, and culturally we were still living in the sixties, albeit without any of the verve, and certainly none of the optimism. Defined by power cuts and the three-day week (with no television after 10 p.m.), endless public sector strikes, IRA bombings and apparent industrial collapse, the decade – which had also seen a diaspora of the underground community – appeared almost too busy to worry about culture. At home, after our evening meal we would be sent to bed in darkness, either to read by candlelight or listen to the radio (Radio Luxembourg, always). There was also double-digit inflation, which had reached 20 per cent, and the miserable economic climate was reflected by a country still littered with outside lavatories, derelict docklands and townscapes blighted by undeveloped bomb sites, thousands of wartime prefabs and the rapid emergence of new brutalist housing estates.

         It wasn’t exactly a dystopian nightmare – the extraordinary success of Queen’s baroque epic ‘Bohemian Rhapsody’ yet again underscoring the British public’s appetite for the absurd and the excessive – but in 1975, Britain was largely stagnant and dull.

         This was the year forty-three people were killed in an underground train crash at Moorgate; the year Biba finally went out of business, closing its Kensington store. Like New York at the time, London was unsafe, economically undynamic and physically fraying, while provincial Britain, in the words of the poet Lavinia Greenlaw, ‘was a place of boredom and violence, suspicious of difference, ambition and pleasure’.

         Between the late forties and the mid-sixties, a cultural and lifestyle revolution had swept through Britain, fundamentally changing the social landscape. By 1975, however, that landscape was in stasis. The future prime minister, James Callaghan, then foreign secretary, wrote in his memoirs: ‘Our place in the world is shrinking; our economic comparisons grow worse … sometimes when I go to bed at night I think if I were a young man I would emigrate.’ In his 2009 book When the Lights Go Out: Britain in the Seventies, Andy Beckett said declinism ‘darkened the work of artists, novelists, dramatists, film-makers and pop musicians. It soured foreign commentary on Britain … And it shifted in tone: from the anxious to the apocalyptic.’

         By 1975, the country was not just heading for a very particular economic crisis, it was still a conflicted territory, as the collapse of the IRA’s 1974–5 ceasefire had triggered a new wave of terrorist bombings. Nineteen seventy-five would also be the year the Conservatives would choose Margaret Thatcher as their first female leader, the year just over 67 per cent of the electorate supported the Labour government’s campaign to stay in the Common Market, the year North Sea oil started to flow, and the year that saw the first episode of Fawlty Towers. This year there would also be radical new laws to end the battle of the sexes, with legislation introducing a woman’s right to equal pay and status in the workplace. The Sex Discrimination and Equal Pay Act was designed to prevent women being paid less than their male counterparts, and was introduced to coincide with the end of International Women’s Year. Sex discrimination by employers would now be illegal, unless they employed five people or fewer, as would any form of bias by landlords, finance companies, schools and restaurants. Elsewhere, Charlie Chaplin was knighted, Saigon surrendered, Arthur Ashe won the men’s singles title at Wimbledon, Franco’s thirty-six-year reign was brought to an end in Spain, and Elizabeth Taylor and Richard Burton thought the time was right to remarry.

         But it was the economic and cultural drought which seemed to define the UK, a country caught between a past that refused to die and a future that had stubbornly refused to arrive. So it was perhaps no surprise when some people decided to take matters into their own hands.

         Decades usually take a good few years before their character starts to emerge, and this was certainly the case with the seventies, a decade which even by its midpoint was having trouble sustaining itself. Towards the end of 1975, however, things began to change. The first stirrings of what would eventually become punk started to emerge on the outskirts of Chelsea, as a malcontent shopkeeper called Malcolm McLaren busied himself with his Situationist game plan, thinking up ways he could draw attention to his King’s Road clothes shop – principally by launching an insurrectionary version of the Bay City Rollers. On 6 November, McLaren’s Sex Pistols (in his mind, a kind of sexed-up New York Dolls) played their first concert, at St Martin’s School of Art, on the Charing Cross Road. At precisely the same time, disaffected soul boys (and girls) were starting to experiment with the way they dressed, keen to pursue slightly more esoteric worlds. Their heads had been turned by David Bowie and Bryan Ferry’s Roxy Music, both of whom had started to experiment with dance music. Already adored by the rock fraternity, Bowie and Ferry became revered by the dancers who frequented the standout southern clubs (such as the Goldmine in Canvey Island, the Royalty in Southgate and the Lacy Lady in Ilford) when they both adopted the rigours of the dancefloor – Ferry with ‘Love Is the Drug’ and ‘Both Ends Burning’, from the 1975 Roxy Music album Siren, and Bowie with the ‘plastic soul’ of Young Americans. Long before such things became pejoratives, Bowie and Ferry were seen as arbiters of cool, indicators, men who understood the benefits of looking sharp in both a retro and a modern sense, and who had purposefully rejected the ideological orthodoxies of the world of rock. Neither Bowie nor Ferry wore denim.

         Between them, the punks and the soul boys kick-started a continuum of rapidly morphing pop trends that would result in one of the most creative and combustible periods of post-war pop culture, a decade of genuine animated idealism. What happened between 1975 and 1985 – in terms of music, style, design and pop-cultural perspective – would have a lasting effect, and these ten years would be remembered for everything from gender-bending synth duos and the emancipation of gay pop to the globalisation of the entertainment industry, a publishing and design revolution, and widespread social upheaval.

         This was a real pop-cultural epoch, one defined by urgency as much as variety; it was a very British one at that, as this rich seam of creativity was almost exclusively UK-based. Not since the sixties had Britain been so golden – not in terms of creativity, anyway. And at its heart, bathed in a soft tungsten glow, were the New Romantics, a small batch of young London-based creatives who, initially through the way they looked, and eventually by how they behaved and what they produced, soon became the toast of the town, both here and abroad.

         How this came about warrants attention.

         Punk. Soul. New Romantics. Synth pop. What worlds they were. Sweet Dreams is the story of how these worlds and narratives interlinked, and how they were all undeniably helixed together.

         The original New Romantic scene revolved around self-expression, being a platform for identity. Today we are all encouraged to be who we are, feel who we are, show who we are and exaggerate who we are; this certainly wasn’t the case in 1978, when this particular reinvention of teenage rebellion was considered by most to be simply a fashion play, all about dressing up and little else. However, over forty years since a couple of hundred people started dressing up in order to show off in a tacky theme bar in Covent Garden, the way we look is now intrinsic to who and how we are. We live in a bespoke world. In the tailor-made twenty-first century, we not only choose our own clothes, careers and narcotics, we can also choose what’s between our legs. In the eighties, choice, the free market and rampant individualism were all vilified as the trappings of virulent capitalism, but they were an inevitable stepping stone to the fractious libertarian world we live in now.

         
            *

         

         Death confers dignity on the famous for only a short time, as within a year or so their reputations begin to dip. Then, as the wheel turns, so time reconfers dignity and importance, and the dead are rediscovered and reappraised, their legacies balanced out.

         It’s often the same with decades. ‘The recent past always seems tawdry and passé in comparison to the more distant past, and this applies to the people who were celebrities in it,’ wrote A. C. Grayling. ‘Look at images of the people and fashions in the eighties and compare them to images from the fifties; the latter seem far more interesting because more remote and magical. The eighties just seem old hat. While the past moves through old hat to its magical stage, the personalities in it have to suffer the same fate.’

         The eighties have changed, though, and the farther away they become, the more interesting, the more complex they appear. In Britain, the decade has been repeatedly rubbished, held responsible for the divisive economic and social policies of Margaret Thatcher and derided for its celebration of the trivial, the shallow and the expensively produced. But the farther away we get from it, the more the decade is reassessed, its legacies re-evaluated and regraded. The farther it disappears into the distance, the fonder we feel about it.

         As Bob Stanley, the journalist and Saint Etienne member, says: ‘Where the Clash had been terrified that Top of the Pops would contaminate them, singer Adam Ant recognised it could amplify his music and challenge his fans. As Malcolm McLaren had before him, Adam understood that the formats and possibilities of mainstream broadcasting, from Top of the Pops to Smash Hits, were not only available but wide open, and had huge and thrilling expressive potential. New pop took punk’s self-determination and sense of urgency and married them to values that post-punk had spurned: flash, cash, high theatre, high chart positions, great image. Like French new wave cinema, it was born from a love of pop history: for Godard read Horn, for Antoine Doinel read George O’Dowd.’

         Tom Wolfe may have identified the seventies as the Me Decade, but the idea really came to fruition in the eighties. The extraordinary transformation of lifestyles occasioned by the sixties confronted a generation with decisions they had never been asked to make before – decisions of taste. In the eighties, those decisions became even more fundamental as society became more market-driven, and choice became a lifestyle decision in itself.

         The eighties is a much maligned decade, often referred to only in a pejorative way. It’s the designer decade, the reductive decade of style over content, the decade of bad pop and terrible clothes, of shoulder pads and ra-ra skirts, of yuppies and Filofaxes, glass bricks and the matt black bachelor pad. The eighties is often painted as the divisive decade, a decade of no redeeming features.

         Yes, but also no. During the eighties, the media went style crazy as London became a crucible of self-expression. Club culture produced a generation of show-offs, people as desperate to be photographed as the papers were desperate to feature them. Everyone wanted to buy into the dream, especially pop stars. Club culture was trendy, and there was no better photo opportunity than the bar at the right nightclub. It was also deemed cool to have more than a cursory idea of what was ‘going on’. Towards the end of 1985, I wrote a long and rather overwrought piece in i-D about a silly Italian youth cult called the Paninari. In a style that now seems rather overexcited, I catalogued the Paninari obsession with casual sportswear, their predilection for riding little red motorbikes through the streets of Milan and hanging out in sandwich bars (hence the name: a panino is a bread roll), and, of course, their reactionary prepubescent machismo. Acting on disinformation, I also wrote that the Pet Shop Boys – who were apparently big fans of Paninari fashion – had even recorded their own paean to the cult, called, simply enough, ‘Paninaro’. As the song eventually appeared a few months later, I thought nothing of it. Until about three years later, that is, when I read an interview with the Pet Shop Boys in Rolling Stone magazine. They had read my piece. ‘We read that we’d recorded this song,’ said Pet Shop Boy Chris Lowe (the laconic one). ‘Of course we hadn’t, but we thought it was such a good idea that we soon did.’

         Style culture actually became the binding agent of all that was supposed to be cool. Catwalk models were no longer simply clothes horses and were rechristened ‘supermodels’. Fashion designers were sanitised for everyday consumption, so they could appear on early-evening television shows. Pop stars were no longer considered to be council-house Neanderthals; they were suddenly elevated to front-page sex symbols whose every word was copied down, amplified and endlessly repeated in the gossip columns of the national press. It was a sartorial melting pot, a visual melange of crushed-velvet miniskirts, high heels and lipstick. It was almost as if there was a blueprint for the celebrity interface with the fashion industry, one that determined that the best place to be at any given time was propping up the bar in the Wag Club.

         If the seventies in Britain had suggested that the country was a shrinking state on the verge of collapse – imagined as a vitrified landscape full of abandoned, broken machinery – in the eighties all anyone could talk about was growth. The nationalised industries may have been taking a pounding, unemployment may have been rising as quickly as the shiny new buildings in Canary Wharf and the poorer pockets of the country may have been starting to become disenfranchised as the disparity between rich and poor began to escalate, yet everywhere you looked things were getting bigger, grander, more expensive. As Alwyn W. Turner said so eloquently in Rejoice! Rejoice! Britain in the 1980s: ‘Models mutated into supermodels, supermarkets into superstores, cinemas into multiplexes. Building societies became banks and humble record shops developed delusions of grandeur, turning themselves into megastores. High streets were eclipsed by out-of-town shopping centres, and the number of television channels, newspapers and magazines simply grew and grew. If something wasn’t already big, then advertising – one of the great growth industries of the time – could make it seem so, or else the overblown price tag would suffice, as with the rise of nouvelle cuisine or the trend away from drinking in pubs towards bottled beers in bars.’

         Gentrification had started in earnest, with London undergoing a kind of mass architectural disfigurement with postmodern steel and glass. Repositioning was everywhere. You only had to look at the 1982 advertising campaign for Stella Artois to understand how the eighties was starting to define itself. The ‘Reassuringly Expensive’ slogan was created by Frank Lowe, formerly of Collett Dickenson Pearce, who had worked on the Stella brand in the seventies, and who took the account with him when he left to form his own agency in 1981. Within a year, he had turned a considerable negative (the beer’s high alcohol content made it more expensive due to greater duty) into a positive, convincing the consumer that because it was more expensive than its competitive set, it was better. This rationale would start to be applied to everything, from clothes and cars to apartments and holidays, from food and drink (the more expensive the cocktail, the more we wanted it) to art and design. Taste was suddenly an intangible it was acceptable to buy; so what if you didn’t know anything about white leather Italian furniture or Scandinavian kitchens, you could simply buy the most expensive and be done with it.

         Taste as a commodity became big business in the eighties, as it developed into a growth industry in the media. Magazines, newspapers and lifestyle television programmes aimed not just at teenagers hungry for culture, but also at avaricious adults who had enough money to buy into the good life. If, in the sixties, taste was something discovered by the few, in the seventies, it became something owned by the few; in the eighties, taste started to become not only something that most people wanted, but something a considerably larger number of people could afford.

         At least, this was what we were told.

         The illusion of affluence played an enormous part in the designer-lifestyle boom of the early-to-mid-eighties, creating a divisive culture in which the yuppie dream was allowed to thrive as though it were a religion. If you were on the right side of the fence, then the party went on all night.

         Perhaps predictably, ‘designer’ became a pejorative almost as quickly as it became a prefix, while the consumers of anything ‘designer’ were brutally lampooned. It would become death by acronym, with yuppies the first urban tribe, Young Urban Professionals whose hobby was money, their aim self-fulfilment, surrounding themselves with the accoutrements and occupational hazards of the newly empowered: the waterfront conversion, the better-buffed personal trainer, the foreign domestic help and the Golf GTI convertible with the personalised number plate. If you didn’t have a Barcelona chair, a Richard Sapper anglepoise or a Braun shaver, then there was really no point in turning up at the office. And, like The Face said, all was black, matt black, in the matt black dream home: this was the matt black dream conversion, with a black hi-fi on a black shelf and black clothes in the black wardrobe. Having parked your black BMW in the underground car park, you settled down on a black sofa (bought from Habitat, or maybe the Conran Shop), your sublime good taste confirmed, and then read with horror the red bank statement.

         Of course, as you settled into your evening, perhaps reclining in a tubular steel and leather Breuer chair, you would be listening to a Sade CD. As a metaphor for the eighties, the CD is as good as any other. Like Madonna, the black Gucci loafer, MTV, privatisation, shoulder pads or Terry Farrell’s truly dreadful postmodern architecture (such as MI6’s headquarters in Vauxhall, for instance), the CD was the defining symbol of the age, an age when presentation wasn’t just paramount, it was pretty much everything. The compact disc compartmentalised its contents, cleaned them up, washed behind their ears and then dressed them up for the market; it digitally improved them, shrunk them and then enshrined them in a transparent pocket-sized jewel case. Albums were messy things and didn’t fit in with the ideas the decade had about itself. Albums were OK if you went back to a flat filled with grey metal shelving units, all the better for showing off your adolescent good taste. But having good taste in music didn’t matter as much in the eighties as it had in the seventies; taste had changed anyway, drifting off to the borders and corners, diversifying in extraordinary ways. But even music that determinedly originated in the dark, on the edges of society, or was designed to appeal to those for whom music had become too commercial, too blemish-free, even this was codified, commodified. The CD made a commodity out of everything.

         During the eighties, much like the seventies, you weren’t allowed to be on the other side of the political divide. Being the most divisive prime minister in living memory made Thatcher the most visible manifestation of right-wing authority the so-called counter-culture had ever had, at least in Britain. To the British, she was that generation’s Nixon, a wall on which to project all of society’s evils. The country went through transformative changes, as Thatcher’s belief that Britain’s great nationalised industries could be replaced by service industries such as banking and insurance became a manifesto. What she will never be forgiven for was the brutal manner in which this was carried out.

         The country was becoming a very different place under her leadership, and the way she rapidly took ownership of Britain’s psyche was more than remarkable. And even by 1985, the country had changed dramatically since her arrival in Downing Street. However, as Alwyn W. Turner points out, it would be a mistake to conflate these two things, ‘for it was by no means certain that the changes that Britain went through were in the direction she wished. Rather it was as though she had unlocked a Pandora’s box and released forces into a society over which she had little or no control. She called for a return to thrift and good housekeeping, and presided over a massive increase in credit card and mortgage indebtedness; she sought to encourage the entrepreneurial spirit, and saw the City of London overrun by what detractors viewed as a generation of spivs and speculators; she wished to reverse the effects of sixties permissiveness and found herself in a country … where home video recorders and satellite television made pornography ever more available.’

         For many, the eighties remains a binary decade, one that penalised those who weren’t caught by society’s buffers, and which celebrated success at all costs. ‘I wouldn’t wish the eighties on anyone,’ declared the late Derek Jarman. ‘It was a time when all that was rotten bubbled to the surface.’

         As the period drew to a close, critics were quick to dismiss what had just been and gone, criticising style culture for its lack of intellectual nerve. Jon Savage once said that we would look back upon this time and say: ‘They fiddled while the world was burning. Then they put the burning world into car adverts.’

         However, from where we sit today, the eighties looks far more benign, a decade of cultural experimentation and sexual emancipation, and the start of a prolonged period of bohemianism, one that in many respects is still with us. It was a decade of cultural deregulation.

         What do the people in Sweet Dreams mean in relation to their era? How important are they to the cultural mission creep of the period? I’d say they are vital, crucial, in part responsible for one of the most creative periods of post-war culture, helping frame a decade of wildly diverse accomplishment. Perhaps these years – these ten brimming years – were a series of happy accidents. Perhaps. Consequence, then, from inconsequence.

         The alchemical relationship between this period and its custodians was not based exclusively on material success, in spite of what critics tend to say. There are so many people who were emancipated by the period and who thrived in other ways. What few appreciated was that the eighties were also a time of great experimentation, a time when people felt liberated enough to explore their own personal journeys by creating alternative communities (many of the principals involved with the Blitz club are still going strong today, clubbing in their fifties and sixties), operating very much on the margins of society or living in a pansexual environment that pre-dates the sexual fluidity that is so much a part of contemporary culture. Not everyone wanted to be a pop star, not everyone wanted to reach for the stars; some simply used the period to enliven and enrich their own lives, refusing to be anaesthetised by other people’s. It was almost a moral obligation. The eighties weren’t just about androgyny, and in a sense they embraced polymorphous perversity in a way it had never been embraced before, an exploration of self that hadn’t been as intense since the sixties. This was a new type of bohemianism, one empowered by a certainty and an optimism that was only fleeting back in the so-called Swinging Sixties.

         The ten years between 1975 and 1985 were one large invitation, an unregulated playpen that encouraged entrepreneurial freethinkers as well as unrelenting hedonists. Norman Mailer once defined democracy as a society in which you can head as far as you can into the distance and wait for somebody to stop you. For many, this was the eighties, a decade that actually started in 1975.

         The New Romantic period, however loosely you define it, certainly produced a cavalcade of extremely singular artists, many of whom were keen exponents of what would briefly be known as ‘white European dance music’: Spandau Ballet, Duran Duran, Soft Cell, the Eurythmics, Depeche Mode, Ultravox, Simple Minds, the Normal, the Human League, Heaven 17, Visage, Orchestral Manoeuvres in the Dark, Tubeway Army (and then Gary Numan), Yazoo, Classix Nouveaux and Japan. As the eighties developed, the genre became even more splintered, resulting in groups such as Bow Wow Wow, ABC, Funkapolitan, Culture Club, Haysi Fantayzee, Blue Rondo à la Turk, Tears for Fears, Wham! and a regeared Adam and the Ants. Some happened as a direct consequence of the moment (Spandau, Duran, Culture Club), some morphed into more glittery versions of themselves (Simple Minds, Psychedelic Furs, Japan, etc.) and others were grouped together simply out of happenstance (including those involved with Daniel Miller’s Mute Records, for instance).

         For a while, Sweet Dreams were made of this.

      

   


   
      
         

            1975

            FED UP WITH FANDANGO

         

         
            ‘What happened at the beginning of the seventies with guys like myself and Bryan Ferry and Brian Eno, we were all pretty excited about letting people know what went into our work, that we weren’t all trying to be Chuck Berry. I know Ferry was a huge Dada fan, for instance. He even did an album called The Bride Stripped Bare. Eno and I went, “He shouldn’t do that,” thinking we should have done it first.’

            DAVID BOWIE

         

         Jason Cowley (journalist): It is hard now to recall just how drab and defeated Britain was in the seventies, that wretched decade of strikes and power cuts, of football violence and casual racism, of macho unionism and rampant inflation, of charmless class conformity and bad food. There was David Bowie and Roxy Music, and later in the decade, Kraftwerk from Germany began making strange and difficult ‘electronic’ music using the new technology of the synthesizer. But on the whole, before punk smashed the social consensus, there was not much to look forward to if you were young and born outside the metropolitan loop.

         
             

         

         Steve Dagger (manager): I was brought up in Holborn, so the West End was my playground, but the early seventies were very much in the shadow of the sixties. I used to go to Carnaby Street to use the swimming pool in Marshall Street, so I was always in the area, thinking that the sixties were one great big party, but worried I’d missed it. I wasn’t old enough to be part of the sixties – I was born in 1957 – and by the time I was a teenager, Swinging London had moved to LA or Rome, as those people certainly weren’t in London. As a teenager, you were left looking around for some kind of attitude that you could cling on to, as culturally the decade was very confused. There were fashionable clothes, but there was no ideology. We had David Bowie and Roxy Music, and glam was quite interesting, but it wasn’t the kind of thing you could buy into. Then there was southern soul, but soul was all about imported American music. I went everywhere looking for the next big thing. I went to rock gigs at the Rainbow and Hammersmith Odeon and thought that was pretty dull. I went to jazz-funk venues like Countdown in Wells Street and the Global Village in Charing Cross, but I didn’t feel I was part of any one thing. I felt cheated, frustrated that there wasn’t a UFO club or a Scene club, a summer of love or a mod explosion. There was nothing.

         
             

         

         David Bowie (icon): At the time, Bryan Ferry was my only real rival.

         
            For those who cared about such things, in the early seventies, David Bowie and Bryan Ferry were the only two British rock stars who seemed capable of connecting with their public in a forward-facing way. They had managed to co-opt the fringes of a generation who weren’t content with the orthodoxies of the rock milieu, and would be cited as harbingers of change for the rest of the decade in one way or another. In 1975, they both adopted the doctrines of the disco: Bowie (who at the time tended to be slightly ahead of the curve) in February with his single ‘Young Americans’, and Ferry’s Roxy Music with ‘Love Is the Drug’, from the Siren album, in December (Nile Rodgers says that John Gustafson’s bassline was a big influence on Chic’s ‘Good Times’). Bowie and Ferry were the lodestars of ’75: the Siren tour featured Ferry and his two glamorous backing singers costumed in khaki GI chic, inspired by Elvis Presley and created by the fashion designer Antony Price; Bowie, meanwhile, adopted a hennaed wedge and plastic sandals. Both were mercilessly copied. ‘Fans dressed for the concerts with meticulous attention to detail,’ says the writer Michael Bracewell, ‘creating a total look that mirrored the super-stylised spectrum of imagery that Roxy Music merged into a single artistic statement.’ Their devotees were so attentive, so analytical in their dress, that in 1973 the NME ran a review of the audience at a Roxy gig, rather than the concert itself.

            Like Ferry, Bowie didn’t do sequels. On the 1974 Diamond Dogs tour of Canada and North America – which began in Montreal on 14 June – his fans went berserk. He hadn’t appeared live in the country since the previous March, and in that time had become the kind of pop star who attracted limpet-like adoration. The concert-goers on the Diamond Dogs tour seemed obsessed. Having not toured the US for over a year, Bowie’s followers were expecting him to turn up on stage wearing his Ziggy clothes; instead he appeared wearing baggy pleated trousers, braces, a white cotton shirt and black ballet pumps, with his hair slicked back. During the show’s intermission – a convention borrowed from the theatre – the more heavily made-up audience members could be seen heading for the bathrooms, where they would wet down their spiky hair, rub off the lightning bolts from their faces and alter their clothing. The obsessives would stalk him at the hotels on the tour, hanging out in the lobby, forcing themselves into the elevators, stealing Bowie’s hairs from the back seat of his limo parked outside and occasionally emptying his cigarette butts from the car’s ashtray. If they couldn’t sleep with him, other souvenirs would have to do.

         

         Marco Pirroni (guitarist): Roxy were more down to earth than Bowie in a strange sort of way because it all was based on fifties and sixties pop art and you could sort of hear or understand all the references. As a family we’d moved from Camden Town to Harrow, and Roxy seemed to speak to the suburbs more than anywhere else. We all wanted to escape into something that wasn’t really there, so you kind of had to create it. I also loved the whole American Graffiti thing and Sha Na Na. I loved the look of the fifties. I wanted a pair of brothel creepers, and this small news item on TV mentioned a Teddy boy shop on the King’s Road run by Malcolm McLaren. So that’s where I went. I bought a pair of white pointy brothel creepers with the buckskin tops. This was 1973.

         
             

         

         Robert Elms (broadcaster): I started going to clubs when I was fifteen, in 1975. I was living in Burnt Oak, on the outer fringes of the Northern Line, and started going to a local club called the Bandwagon in Kingsbury, sneaking in on a Friday night with my bigger mates. It was very suburban, but real hardcore funk – War, the Fatback Band, all that sort of stuff. I remember dressing exactly like Bryan Ferry, with the GI outfit and the tie tucked in, and a cap. I actually got sent home from school for wearing pale-blue pegs, a cap-sleeved T-shirt and a pair of plastic sandals. I think my pegs were a rip-off pair; they should have been from Lord John or Take Six, but mine were from Wembley market. The grammar school where I went was divided, as there was a little group of us who were into soul, and the other guys who were into greatcoats and prog rock. We were buying jazz-funk records on import at Contempo. This was around the time of Young Americans, when Bowie started to dress like us. It was an affirmation, if anything, as suddenly he had hair like us and was wearing clothes like us. I grew my hair in a nice symmetric wedge, along with some of the boys at the Bandwagon.

         
             

         

         Neil Tennant (pop star): In 1975, I was finishing my time at North London Polytechnic, where I was studying history. About a week after doing my finals, I got a job as the production editor of Marvel Comics. Ever since I was a child I had wanted to write songs and be a pop singer, so every night I would go home and write singer-songwriter stuff and tape it on a little cassette recorder. I regarded that as a parallel career. I didn’t go to many discos or concerts, but I could afford to buy LPs, as we called them. So, in 1975, I would’ve bought Born to Run and Young Americans. That’s probably all I could afford to buy. I wasn’t part of any tribe, but I was a Bowie fan and a Bryan Ferry fan.

         
             

         

         Peter York (cultural analyst): Nineteen seventy-five was the cusp, wasn’t it, the cusp of everything? In 1975, I had just signed up to Harpers & Queen, where I was about to start as their style editor, a new thing. My first piece was about the New Seriousness, but then I got going into the things I liked to do, like the funny people of New York and so on. And at the same time, I had a proper job as a licensed boy executive for my then wonderful management consultancy, SRU. At the time, I hadn’t written any journalism, but I had a girlfriend who was a journalist who got swept up into Harpers & Queen, and because of that I met the editor Ann Barr and thought, ‘I can do this job.’ So she let me write about things the Harpers & Queen readership wasn’t interested in, like Sloane Rangers and German disco music and eventually punk. That hadn’t happened yet, but I loved Bowie and Roxy and the big black acts of the Earth, Wind and Fire variety. By 1974, I’d somehow met Bryan Ferry, who by this time had been sort of co-opted by the Notting Hill set, and I thought he was a completely wonderful person. You’d go to see Roxy Music and everyone would be dressed as Bryan, which was absolutely fascinating. And you could see that thing of people following as closely as they could their great heroes, and there was already that thing that Robert Elms described later as pale faces and white socks, which is a combination of art students and aspiring working-class kids of all kinds, from all sorts of regions. Fabulous audiences. My eyes were out on stalks for the audiences. There was a lot of home-grown ingeniousness, a lot of theatricality, a very art-school feeling. It was all about Bowie and Roxy and their worshippers worshipping them.

         
             

         

         David Bowie: With Young Americans, I sunk myself back into the music that I considered the bedrock of all popular music: R&B and soul. I guess from the outside it seemed to be a pretty drastic move. I think I probably lost as many fans as I gained new ones.

         
             

         

         Robert Elms: I saw my first real soul boy on a London District Line underground train in about 1975. This creature’s clothes were shocking, the very antithesis of seventies excess, but it was his hair that really got you: it was both long and short at the same time, heavy on top and falling over one eye, but karate-chop short at the neck. It was like a lop-sided pudding basin but streaked as if this boy had spent some time in the sun.

         
            The wedge had been invented by Trevor Sorbie, a hairdresser at one of Vidal Sassoon’s London salons, in 1974. Originally created specifically for girls, it was quickly adopted by their boyfriends, who flaunted their newly acquired aerodynamic masterpieces in nightclubs from Ilford to Southend (along the A13, the backbone of British club culture). Co-opted by the soul fraternity as a tonsorial flag, the wedge became one of soul-boy culture’s most durable emblems.

            Quite unlike all those ‘rock culture’ haircuts (long, dank and dirty), the wedge was, says Peter York, ‘the uniform for the southern English, club-going, working-class soul stylist’. As pop archivists are always keen to point out, the mid-seventies were clearly polarised, and in the cathedrals of dance along the A13, the wedge-wearing funkateers enjoyed the euphonious delights of imported American soul music; third-generation boogie and progressive pomp rock just didn’t get a look-in. On the southern soul scene, your clothes were as important as the steps you traced on the dancefloor, but neither was as important as your wedge. York describes its construction in detail: ‘When they first cut it and blow it dry, they keep brushing the sides flat, pushing them back underneath the long bits at the crown so the bob part of it is resting on the pushed-back horizontal part. The stylists’ trick then is to let it go, so it springs out, the long bits bouncing out on top of the side, all that bouncing volume disappearing into razored flatness, with nothing hippie or impromptu around the neck.’

         

         Graham Ball (club entrepreneur): I started clubbing when I was fourteen, going to see two DJs at the Park Hotel in Hanwell, Wild Walt Brown and Steve Maxstead. While one of them put a song on, the other would juggle knives over the decks. Everyone was drinking, and everyone was under sixteen, which shows you how dysfunctional things were at the time concerning licensing and young people. That was our youth club. We were all soul boys, and when Bowie got his wedge, it made us all want one.

         
             

         

         Stephen Jones (milliner): In 1975, I was at High Wycombe School of Art doing a foundation course. I was seventeen and obsessed with David Bowie and Roxy Music. I had been heavily into glam rock, but I wore a lot of suits at the time. I was living in Maidenhead, in Berkshire, with my parents, and had just come down from the Wirral in Cheshire, where I was boarding at Liverpool College. Wycombe had a fantastic reputation because as well as doing foundation, the town was also the centre of the furniture and textiles businesses. When I arrived at the college, I realised there were lots of other people who were good, if not better than me, at art, at communicating. That was quite a wake-up call. So I really didn’t know what I was going to do. I did two-week blocks of textiles and ceramics and interiors and car design and all those different things, and then, finally, fashion.

         
             

         

         David Bowie: My Young American was plastic, deliberately so, and it worked in a way I hadn’t really expected, inasmuch as it really made me a star in America, which is the most ironic, ridiculous part of the equation. Because while my invention was more plastic than anyone else’s, it obviously had some resonance. Plastic soul for anyone who wants it.

         
             

         

         Bryan Ferry (icon): You needed to visually carry the mood of the music. A couple of times we had grandiose-looking stage sets – trying to do something reasonably interesting within the quite strict confines of what you can do on a stage. We once had a huge eagle and a rather de Chirico open piazza. For Country Life [the album before Siren], there were banners, and I wore some military stuff which Antony [Price] designed: a black tie and a strap across the chest. The banners seemed to go with this fascistic look, which was tongue-in-cheek but quite good to look at, I thought. I can’t remember spending very much time over it, to be honest, other than saying, ‘Why don’t we do it like this?’ For a few years we were very popular, and there was a very strong following, not only in London, but also in the provinces and internationally. Maybe the fact I come from a provincial town [Washington, County Durham] also struck a chord with the northern industrial cities, where we always seemed to have a really strong following – with boys as well as girls. You did see people in the audience dressing up like us, and therefore each concert did have a sense of occasion. There were devotees. We didn’t really dictate a style so much as favour certain styles. It was a way of playing around with style, rather than defining one. Generally, I would favour tailored clothes as a rule, thus ending up looking like a character from a movie or something. We were perhaps the most cinematic-looking band.

         
            Bowie’s influence on the punk generation, and on the Blitz Kids who came in their wake, is well documented. Bryan Ferry’s influence at the time was no less important, although it has dimmed a little over the years. Ferry was the Tyneside proto-lounge lizard who, along with Bowie and Marc Bolan, helped invent the feel of the early seventies. Mixing the glamour of nostalgia with edgy modernity is nothing special now, but Ferry experimented with this long before most. When Roxy Music first appeared at the very start of the seventies, they were so different from their peers that they may as well have been from outer space. Roxy’s music was certainly arresting – pop-art Americana mixed with searing R&B and avant-garde electronics – but it was their clothes that really turned heads. Leopard and snakeskin. Gold lamé. Pastel-pink leather. At a time when most pop groups thought long hair, cowboy boots and denim were the height of sartorial elegance, Ferry and his band walked into the world looking like renegade spacemen. The first Roxy Music album was like a whirlwind of playful decadence, a members-only nightclub, with Ferry as the quintessential playboy making a bumblebee exit, buzzing from table to table on his way out. 

            Roxy were a montage of hot music, giddy, drunken laughter, stoic, almost minatory posing and nightclub reverie. The music took the sweet old rock’n’roll melodies and twisted them like hairpins. This was a seemingly classless world full of bright lights and dark alleys, of loose women wearing tight dresses and bad men wearing good suits. A glamorous world etched with danger, a full-scale escape from reality, Roxy were its fulcrum, the very zenith of Style Centrale.

            Much like the generation he inspired, as a boy Ferry had longed for escape. Having grown up in the north-east of England in a fairly impoverished mining village called Washington, near Durham, Ferry was desperate to travel south, to London, to metropolitan excess. He was helped in his cause by the legendary pop artist Richard Hamilton, who taught Ferry at Newcastle University. Hamilton not only inspired the Roxy Music cover-girl album covers, he also inspired the music itself, a mixture of sci-fi aspiration and fifties Americana. ‘To go that route seemed the only option,’ says Ferry. ‘I mean, we could’ve had a picture of a band looking rather glum, which was normal, standing on a cobbled street or something. But I didn’t fancy that. The pin-up was a great way to sell things traditionally, whether it was a Cadillac or a Coke bottle or a packet of cigarettes.’

            Or even Roxy Music, come to that.

            In 1957, Hamilton had come up with a definitive description of pop art, one that could easily apply to Roxy themselves, and one that Ferry took to heart: ‘Popular (designed for a mass audience), transient (short-term solution), expendable (easily forgotten), low cost, mass produced, young (aimed at youth), sexy, gimmicky, glamorous, big business.’ Throw in some fifties balladry, white noise and synthesizer treatments, plus some futuristic Teddy boys, and there you had Ferry’s vision. Even their name was pop: ‘We made a list of about twenty names for groups,’ says Ferry. ‘We thought it should be magical or mystical but not mean anything, like cinema names – Locarno, Gaumont, Rialto …’ According to Andy Mackay, Roxy’s bequiffed sax player, ‘If Roxy Music had been like cooking, it would be like a dish in Marinetti’s Futurist Cookbook, Car Crash: a hemisphere of puréed dates and a hemisphere of puréed anchovies, which are then stuck together in a ball and served in a pool of raspberry juice. I mean, it’s virtually inedible, but it can be done.’ A fashion grenade rather than a fashion parade (Roxy were roughly analogous to a Gucci or a Chanel, only with a yard of fake leopard skin and a sachet of sequins thrown in for good measure), Roxy transmitted aspiration, travel, power … sex. It was a modern-day love letter to an anglicised America, a seventies idea of fifties space nobility. They were conquering the new frontier. In silver jump suits! Playing guitars! In front of girls!

            Although they didn’t know it at the time, Ferryphiles were part of the first postmodern generation, while Roxy Music were the first postmodern pop group. Ferry courted the art-school crowd and paid lip service to the fashion industry, while never forgetting the ossified denim-clad punters who paid his wages. Essentially, Ferry discovered his own identity via the assumption of false ones, in a bid, perhaps, to spend the rest of his life in a world full of Roxy Music album covers. Using a little bit of Billy Fury, a little bit of Biba and a soupçon of good old-fashioned music hall, Ferry reinvented himself as a glittering, larger-than-need-be playboy. And, boy, did he love his job. He was brazen in his lust for a life that was never really meant to be his. He wanted not just the fast cars and the fast women, but the kudos that came with them. It wasn’t enough for him to be seen to be enjoying himself; people had to believe that he meant it, that for him these things were not merely confetti – they were food and drink.

            Occasionally ridiculed by the press, he was adored by the faithful. So cool was he when Roxy were in their first flush of success – ‘Virginia Plain’, ‘Pyjamarama’, ‘Do the Strand’ – that he became, almost overnight, a unique arbiter of style, so influential that fans would copy every little detail of his dress, whether he was trussed up like a fifties retro-future crooner, an American GI or a tuxedo-clad lounge lizard. Marco Pirroni, who would become the guitarist in Adam and the Ants, was such a devotee that he once used a magnifying glass to study a photo of   Ferry, just to see what cigarettes he was smoking. ‘Even the cigarettes were really good, because they were all white. It was an important statement,’ Pirroni says.

            Ferry’s own style icon was the fashion designer Antony Price, who created many of Ferry’s best looks, and is someone who deserves proper recognition. ‘Antony Price reinvented the suit so that it was no longer about going to the office,’ says the stylist David Thomas. ‘He made it rock’n’roll. He started at a time when British fashion didn’t have sponsors. It was the era before the superstar designer. They all came after him. Yet he was a visionary. He created that military, dandy, sexy, eclectic men’s look. He created rock’n’roll fashion.’

            Ferry’s fastidiousness played against him. Critics mistook his fondness for archness for phoniness. He was, however, revered by many of those who instigated punk, even though they were reluctant to say so at the time. ‘I always do sound tests using Roxy Music, chunks of songs [notably “2HB”],’ says the Sex Pistols’ John Lydon. ‘Bryan Ferry? I mean, he’s not the most talented singer, but I love everything he’s ever done.’

            Ferry had an ability to try a little harder than many of his peers, even if he didn’t always convince. The NME’s revered critic Nick Kent eloquently dubbed him ‘the George Lazenby of the Argentinian corned-beef market’.

         

         Bryan Ferry: Roxy were always about pop art, about accessibility, about the street, and contrary to popular opinion, we were not elitist. Pop art was about celebrating mass culture. We were also quite a lads’ band back then, and we appealed to the boys on the street. It’s when we reformed that we became a ladies’ band. Dressing well is not exactly rocket science. And in my case, it’s always been secondary. I have, however, always been a keen student. Antony was the real architect of the Roxy look, and he made these amazing sculpted clothes. Whether he’s designing for men or for women, he really understands bodies, understands what looks good, what looks sexy. When I was younger, I was a mod, and I always appreciated the high street – every mod did. Mod was really all about dressing to a certain level, without having to spend a fortune. It was about great design for everyone and being smart.

         
             

         

         Antony Price (fashion designer): I met Bryan in 1972 at a party. He came up to me and asked if I wanted to get involved with Roxy Music. So, a few days later, he came round to mine with his picture book, and he pulls out the record and I put my headphones on and I hear the first Roxy album. I loved his voice and I could see he was a nice-looking guy and I thought he was going to look good, and that’s how it kicked off. Back in the sixties, Stax put a woman on the cover of Otis Blue, the Otis Redding album, otherwise it wouldn’t have sold to a white audience, but Bryan liked the idea of using a woman to sell a product. For the first Roxy album he wanted this Rita Hayworth look, and [the model] Kari-Ann [Muller] was the closest you could get to Rita Hayworth, as she had this stunning red hair. Bryan also understood that women don’t care whether a man is gay or straight. They won’t stop fancying them; in fact, it doubles the fun because it means if you can pull him in, then you’ve really got it. Roxy didn’t want to be seen as gay, but they wanted to be seen as exotic. Bryan didn’t really care either way, as he knew it was all about how you looked.

         
             

         

         Bryan Ferry: The clothes we were wearing at that time would have put off quite a large chunk of people. What I liked about the American bands, the Stax label and Motown, they were into presentation and show business, mohair suits, quite slick. And the cover art, I thought of all the American pop-culture icons, Marilyn Monroe, selling cigarettes or beer with a glamorous image. But it was a bit off-kilter as well; there was something a bit strange about it, futuristic as well as retro.

         
             

         

         Antony Price: When the press talk about the early seventies, they always call it glam rock, but we didn’t call it that. We just thought it was good taste, dressing smartly and living well. Roxy wanted a glamorous lifestyle and glamorous women. Bryan got it completely, and after a while we used to think almost as one; in fact, after a while his radar was better than mine. He really got the language of fashion and encouraged me to think up ever more glamorous looks. I really liked the military looks we did for the Country Life and Siren tours. I especially liked the gaucho look, the spaceman look, and the chauffeur look from For Your Pleasure. I loved the Caribbean suit we made for the video of ‘Let’s Stick Together’ and the crashed-plane look for Stranded – there was just so much glamour. People said we were pretentious, but to us it was just good taste. We both had a sense of perfection, and Siren was probably where it all came together best.

         
             

         

         Graeme Thomson (journalist): There is a case to be made for nominating Siren as the first true-born album of the eighties. On Roxy Music’s fifth record, you hear stirring pre-echoes of Bowie’s Scary Monsters, of U2’s incipient, pre-stadia rock chimes, of post-punk pop funk, of the glistening synthetic surfaces of the New Romantic movement. If Roxy were the very essence of retro-futurism when they began, embodying the glorious confusion wrought by the possibilities of the space age colliding with the solidly nostalgic sensibilities of the fifties, by 1975 their febrile alchemy had settled somewhat. On Siren the sound pushes forward with a relatively solid sense of purpose, rather than shuttling back and forth with mad abandon. The band are cruising into the great beyond with a streamlined purr, well past the halfway point on the road between ‘Virginia Plain’ and Avalon. Some critics asked, ‘Where is the Art?’ – a grumble that still surfaces periodically – but it’s there, all right. You’ll find it in the occult guitar, plink-plonk atmospherics and wandering oboe of the first two minutes of ‘Sentimental Fool’, a song that harks back to the magnificent strangeness of For Your Pleasure. It’s there too in ‘She Sells’, a delightful tumble of a track, which begins like the Doobie Brothers fronted by David Niven, then takes a series of lurching handbrake turns into furious urban funk and robotic art rock; and in Andy Mackay’s ululating sax solo on ‘Nightingale’, which otherwise is one of Siren’s less arresting songs, despite its prettily folksy intro and Paul Thompson’s driving drums. Most obviously, it’s there in Graham Hughes’ striking cover image. Ferry’s soon-to-be girlfriend, Jerry Hall, is presented as a dangerously alluring vision in aquamarine – love very literally on the rocks. ‘The cover of the new Roxy Music album is credited to eight people, two more than made the music,’ noted Rolling Stone, somewhat archly, in their review. There was something reassuring about that. Roxy were changing, but they were doing so with their sense of style intact.

         
             

         

         Antony Price: By the time of Siren, I had been working with Bryan for three years, and we had done four albums together – Roxy Music, For Your Pleasure, Stranded and Country Life – so we were well adapted to working together. Bryan had written this song called ‘Siren’, and for the cover he decided we should have a mermaid. Bryan always used to call me ‘the batsman’, because being a Libra I would bat things back at him, building on his ideas. At the time, we were all infected by Linda Goodman’s Sun Signs book, and you could almost spot people physically and determine their star sign. The cover of Siren obviously features Jerry [Hall], who Bryan started seeing soon after. It was shot on the rocks near Holyhead lighthouse, near South Stack on Anglesey, by Graham Hughes. We drew sketches, and then he took the pictures. The idea for the location was Bryan’s, after he saw a TV documentary about lava flows and rock formations in Anglesey, in which South Stack was heavily featured. On the shoot, Bryan held an umbrella over Jerry when it started to rain. Jerry at the time was living in Paris with Grace Jones and the fashion illustrator Tony Viramontes, and this location couldn’t have been more of a culture shock. On the day of the shoot, it was the hottest day of the year, the sea was completely blue, and as the costume was green, I had to change it to blue by spraying it.

         
             

         

         Jerry Hall (model): Bryan was at the height of his fame when I arrived in London ahead of the shoot in summer 1975. I loved Roxy Music and thought Bryan had the most beautiful voice, heartbreakingly touching and sexy. One look at his elegant, handsome face and I forgot all about New York. On my first night in London, he took me out to dinner in a black Jaguar with leather seats. When he shifted gears, his hand almost brushed my knees – there was a lot of chemistry between us. The album photo shoot was in Wales, where we stayed in a little seaside hotel. After dinner, I went to bed and curled my hair for the following day’s work. I was tucked up in bed in my nightdress when Bryan knocked on my door. I let him in and got back under the covers, embarrassed.

         
             

         

         David Bailey (photographer): We spent a lot of time with Jerry Hall at this point, as she was Marie [Helvin]’s best friend. But I could never get on with Bryan Ferry, who was then Jerry’s boyfriend. I always thought he was a bit silly, a bit stuck up. I get on with most people, but I always found him a bit odd. He’d be perfectly nice at dinner or at home, and then you’d see him at a party and he’d blank you. What’s all that about? I don’t care one way or another, but you can’t say hello to someone one day and ignore them the next. She was much better with Jagger. Mick was more dismissive, but in a sense he was more chivalrous.

         
             

         

         Antony Price: Women usually like men who look like girls with a cock, whereas that’s not what gay men want. They want scrubbed and shaven and muscle tissue. Jeremy Healy [the DJ] once described my clothes as Action Man meets Barbie doll. I love the crossover. And I think I got it right with Bryan Ferry and Jerry Hall.

         
             

         

         David Bowie: In 1975, I spouted some nonsense about the Young Americans album being synthetic radio stuff. I don’t believe that for one moment now. I was living and breathing soul and R&B at this time. I listened to nothing else. It became America for me.

         
             

         

         Marc Almond (musician): In my first year at art school, in 1975, I had a bit of a nervous breakdown, and had to be sectioned for five weeks in a special unit. I come from quite an unstable background, and because of my breakdown I knew I wasn’t a very emotionally stable person. I was studying performance art at Southport College, and had started to be quite confrontational. My school had been a complete disaster, and I had moved around quite a lot as my parents got divorced, bouncing between Southport and Leeds. I was also off school for seven or eight months with pneumonia and pleurisy because I’d been to a Roxy Music concert. This was 1973. They were debuting their new look, having just released Stranded, and they were playing with their new line-up at a festival in Leeds. I bunked off school, just me and my friend, and it was freezing cold. We stayed all night, and I barely had anything warm to wear. So I got pneumonia, was off school and never made up the course work. I ended up playing truant all the time, and I’d go and buy records, anything by Marc Bolan or Roxy. Anything that David Bowie said was good, I was interested in. I thought Bowie was much more of a teacher to me than my teachers because he told me that there was a much more interesting life outside Southport – a life of Jean Genet and William Burroughs and Lindsay Kemp, Iggy Pop, the Velvet Underground and London! So I didn’t bother going into school. I went into registration in the morning, went home again, played my records and went back at lunchtime. Then I’d go home again, watch Lift Off with Ayshea on the TV. I’d read books, but I didn’t get any O-levels, apart from art and English. I wanted to go into the theatre, but I had a terrible stammer, so I thought I was never going to be able to learn to be an actor. So I blagged my way into art school in Southport. They thought I was interesting enough.

         
             

         

         Martin Fry (musician): It was a great year to be seventeen. I went to see Queen at the Manchester Free Trade Hall because I loved ‘Killer Queen’ and Sheer Heart Attack. They had this new album called A Night at the Opera, and that night Freddie Mercury threw a sleeve out and I caught it. So I figured I had a little bit of his magic dust and I took it home. This was the same year I saw the Roxy Music Siren tour. Everybody showed up in their tuxedos, which he’d worn on the previous tour, but Bryan Ferry came out in his GI outfit with Jerry Hall, which was an extraordinary sight – completely glamorous. At the time, I saw lots of bands – Dr Feelgood, the Sensational Alex Harvey Band, Steve Hillage, Tangerine Dream and the Jess Roden Band. I was still at school, reading the NME and going to the Free Trade Hall every week, just waiting for something to happen. Dr Feelgood were the future for a while. I mean, it’s hard to describe Lee Brilleaux, as he was a gear change, and the Feelgoods were suddenly something different. You felt there was going to be a change.

         
             

         

         Rusty Egan (DJ and drummer): In 1975, I was the runner and tea boy at Dick James Music, at DJM studios, which was in New Oxford Street. I was eighteen and desperate to get into the music business. My parents were musicians, and I was playing drums in the afternoons whenever I could get a chance. I was a real teenage clubber, and there was a club on Friday lunchtimes called the Sundown, which eventually became Busby’s, so I would nip down there on a Friday afternoon before finishing work. I looked like a cross between a soul boy and a hippie. I had an Antony Price cap-sleeved T-shirt, but I still had the three-button high-waisted trousers and Chelsea boots, which I absolutely loved. And I had a leather jacket and a David Cassidy-style haircut. I kept bumping into people like Marco Pirroni, who would one day be in Adam and the Ants. Obviously, we all liked David Bowie and Roxy Music.

         
             

         

         Siouxsie Sioux (punk icon): I was fifteen when I first saw David Bowie. He was singing ‘Starman’ on Top of the Pops, and I was in hospital recovering from a serious illness. I just couldn’t believe how striking he was. That ambiguous sexuality was so bold and futuristic that it made the traditional male/female role-play thing seem so outdated. Besides, I’d lost so much weight and had got so skinny that Bowie actually made me look cool! He was tearing down all the old clichés, but he was also having a lot of fun doing it. Bowie was well into clothes and dressing up, and that had a lot of resonance with me, although I was never a Bowie lookalike. A few years later, when he began to withdraw from it all, it really felt like there was something missing. Until then, his albums had been eagerly anticipated. But by the mid-seventies, there was a vacuum. It was no coincidence that so many people involved in punk at the beginning had been inspired by him. Bowie was the catalyst who’d brought a lot of us, the so-called Bromley Contingent, together. And out of that really small group of people a lot happened, including Siouxsie and the Banshees.

         
            As a schoolgirl in Chislehurst, Kent, Susan Janet Ballion – soon to be Siouxsie Sioux – was a determined loner, a reclusive Roxy Music freak with hair ‘down to my bum’. Without a peer group, and feeling alienated from her surroundings, she began making day trips to London, visiting Biba, the King’s Road, soaking up the urbanity much like another proto-punk, Paul Weller (who used to come up to London and record the traffic). Gradually, she became embroiled in what became known as the Bromley Contingent, the group of friends who would follow the Sex Pistols around, cutting her hair into strange shapes and dyeing it funny colours, shopping at jumble sales, wearing outlandish make-up and generally running riot.

         

         Siouxsie Sioux: It was a form of rebellion, I suppose. I was never happy at school; really miserable, hated it. I was very lonely, but mainly out of choice. As soon as I cut my hair … that’s when I began to meet different kinds of people. I used to like Roxy Music and Bowie, but I never wanted to emulate them like other people. You have to pay for your independence. When I was at school, my mum bought all my clothes, so I could never get involved in what was fashionable, but then I wouldn’t have wanted to. Leaving was the first chance I had to strike out on my own. I got a strange, perverse thrill from looking the way I did – it was like having a massive surge of adrenalin.

         
             

         

         Peter York: Now Bryan was wonderful, in and out of Roxy Music. Very clever, agonisingly fastidious, he managed to give the postmodern appearance of standing outside what he did – then a new posture – while at the same time being hyper-involved and passionate. He was ironical and sincere. When you heard ‘Virginia Plain’ for the first time, you knew you were listening to the natural antagonist of Joe Cocker; you were listening to a singer whose whole approach said, ‘I’m not singing, I’m being a singer.’ Similarly, the looks, all of them said, ‘This is just a phase, just a costume for now.’ But at the same time, it mattered enormously how you looked. So you got dyed feather shoulders over blue spangles, or you got the white tux with half-tamed forelock, or you got the Antony Price GI combination of 1975 (with matching girl back-up singers – very ‘sexy’), and whatever you got, it was done beautifully. And thousands of boys and girls who were sick of the street, sick of the high-street low-life, no-life, did a Bryan and turned up at the concerts wearing the Bryan look (or the gorgeous girl-accessory-to-Bryan look, as in those first wetdream Roxy album sleeves). People went to the first concerts at the Rainbow, in Finsbury Park, and had their lives changed.

         
             

         

         Keren Woodward (singer): Sara [Dallin] and I were massive Roxy Music fans, and when I got rid of all my vinyl when I was older, they were the only albums I kept. They were sacred. Every opportunity we’d go and see them. I remember meeting Bryan Ferry outside the Colston Hall in Bristol and nearly fainting. He got out of his car and said hello to us, and I remember going, ‘Oh my God,’ and just collapsing on the floor. I think the promoter felt sorry for us and gave us tickets for the show, which was amazing. I mean, he was just the coolest person. I knew every lyric of every song. We used to sort of act them all out.

         
             

         

         Harvey Goldsmith (promoter): I worked on every Roxy Music tour in the seventies, although it soon became very apparent that Bryan wanted to be thought of as a separate entity. He wanted a suite, whereas the rest of the band were content with a double room. He wanted a limo, whereas the rest of the band were happy to be on the tour bus. It was only ever going to end one way.

         
            When Ferry came down to London in 1970, he had been fortuitously introduced to both Antony Price and hairdresser Keith Wainwright on the same evening, at the same party. With an eye on the grand design, Ferry engaged both of them – Price to make his clothes, and Keith (it was always just ‘Keith’) to cut his hair. Keith owned Smile, Britain’s first unisex salon, and it was here that he first cut Ferry’s hair. ‘He first asked to have it dyed black, which was unheard of at the time,’ says Keith. ‘It was the late hippie period, when everyone wanted fresh, clean, healthy, natural-looking hair. And in comes Bryan Ferry demanding to be dyed.’ Ferry originally sported a ‘Budgie’ hairstyle, as worn by Adam Faith (another of Smile’s clients) in the TV series of the same name, but between them Price and Keith came up with a more suitable long dark quiff. Smile quickly developed a reputation for championing dyed hair, to obvious effect on the gatefold sleeve of Roxy’s second LP, For Your Pleasure, for which saxophonist Andy Mackay was given a green space-age D.A. ‘Hair colouring was quite new at the time,’ says Keith, ‘and when the album came out, we were inundated with people wanting Andy’s and Bryan’s haircuts. They were the only two in the group who really cared about the way they looked.’ For Ferry’s first solo record, These Foolish Things, Keith made him the ultimate Roxy icon. ‘The cover of These Foolish Things is just one big combing job. His hair is actually quite long and tucked around the side and back, because he wouldn’t have it cut. This haircut was probably more popular and more influential than any other I’ve done, as so many men – and women – wanted it. But the haircut I used to give people who wanted one was nothing like the one Ferry had himself. It was something quite different.’

         

         Ollie O’Donnell (club runner): Before I worked at Smile, I worked for Ricci Burns. I had seen an interview with him on TV. He was very theatrical, very camp, and I could tell he was also a bit of a rascal. I had already decided I wanted to become a hairdresser, and it had to be a salon in the West End; I had fallen in love with the West End of London from the age of eleven. So I went through the phone book that night and found the phone number for Ricci Burns, in George Street in Marylebone. This would have been August 1975. I wrote a letter for Ricci’s attention, and a few days later I got a letter back telling me to come in for an interview. He said, ‘I like you, I like your enthusiasm,’ and he told me that not only would he give me an apprenticeship, but if I worked hard and was on time every morning, after two weeks he would make me his junior. He was giving me a brilliant opportunity. I was sixteen, and I started work a few days later.

         It was a large salon with a lot of staff, and it was very, very busy. They had a very smartly dressed older gentleman in immaculate double-breasted suits who would take the clients’ coats. If it was raining, he’d give them umbrellas on the way out. Bianca Jagger was a regular client, and she would come in three to four times a week, just to get her hair washed and blow-dried. Lionel Bart would pop in most days just to hang out, as did Lulu, Adam Faith, Michael Caine, Terence Stamp, Mick Jagger and lots of other people from the sixties.

         Ricci had decided that my real name, John, did not suit me any more, and from now on everyone would call me Tara. He said I reminded him of a dear friend of his, Tara Browne, who died in a car crash in the early sixties. Tara Browne was an Anglo-Irish socialite, a playboy and Guinness heir who hung out with all the stars of the early sixties. He was the Tara who ‘blew his mind out in a car’ in John Lennon’s ‘A Day in the Life’. Ricci would theatrically flick his hand out in the air and shout, ‘Tara!’ and I would have to dash across the salon and place his scissors or comb and brush in his hand. It was pure theatre. Ricci was hilarious. Many years later, when my first child was born, I named her Tara.

         About sixty people worked in the salon, and they had a large kitchen at the back, run by a guy called Nick. He was the most outrageous-looking person I had ever seen: six feet three inches tall, rake thin and very pale, with a gaunt face and messy, slightly spiky blond hair. He wore white sandals and red jeans with two see-through plastic pockets in the back, and a white tight Serra T-shirt. Both the jeans and the T-shirt came from a shop in the King’s Road called SEX, run by Malcolm McLaren.

         After a few weeks, Nick invited me to a club called Sombrero in Kensington High Street – down a steep set of stairs, very dimly lit, with lots of alcoves and a DJ booth set up near the ceiling. Lots of gay guys and beautiful girls wearing boiler suits, with short spiky hair, mostly hennaed red or cropped and bleached blonde. Or others with a forties look in smart suits. Some of the guys wore baggy fifties suits; others had winkle-pickers and bowling shirts, with Levi’s and either red or white Converse or white plastic sandals. The gay guys all looked the same: Levi’s, checked shirts, working boots, and all of them with moustaches. It was all very friendly, and the gay crowd were very accepting of everyone else.

         
             

         

         Fiona Dealey (fashion designer, costumier): My first nightclub was Intercom, in the Southend shopping precinct. I would have been thirteen or fourteen. I obviously fell madly in love with our hero David Bowie, and also Bryan Ferry and all things Roxy Music. The dream was to look like a Roxy pin-up girl, and we would spend hours studying the make-up and clothes on the Roxy albums, and that’s where I discovered Antony Price. Then I started going to Raquel’s, again in Southend, and Zero Six, which was at Southend airport. It wasn’t in the terminal, it was on the edge of it, on an industrial estate. I used to catch a bus with my friend to get there, and as we were still at school, we’d have to recite our birth dates to make ourselves three years older, because we were having to make ourselves over twenty-one. I started going to the Goldmine, on Canvey Island, which was a very hard place to get to from where I lived – two trains and a bus. I was still only sixteen, so this would have been late 1975. This is when we all started wearing forties clothes, with pencil skirts and lots of fox fur stoles and high heels, and the boys all dressed like they were in the army. Basically, they were copying what Bryan Ferry was wearing at the time, which was the whole GI look. Antony Price told me he and Bryan once went to the Goldmine for the night, and I imagine they were quite shocked at how suburban it all was. They thought it was going to be super-stylish because the Goldmine was in all the papers. We all danced to Glenn Miller and swing music – my friends and I raided second-hand shops for forties clothes … One night, Chris Hill was the DJ, and he picked up a Glenn Miller record, cracked it and then put on ‘Love Hangover’ by Diana Ross, and that’s when it all changed. We weren’t going to be dancing to swing any more.

         
             

         

         Andy Polaris (singer): In 1975, I was in a children’s home in Stock, between Billericay and Chelmsford, in Essex. I’d been there since I was seven. I didn’t really have a family life. My mother was married to a Scotsman, and when they got divorced, as my mum was trying to work I was loaned out, so I went to live with some family, and they were abusive and the school found out about it. So I got put in a children’s home and didn’t come out until I was sixteen. It was almost like a prison sentence. You didn’t have any freedom, and if you wanted to go somewhere, you had to ask permission. That’s why I used to sneak out at the weekend to go to Lacy Lady with my brother, who was a bit older than me. I used to get girls from school to say I was staying at their house for the weekend. My brother went to Southend Technical College. I think Tracey Emin was in his class, and he knew people, like Fiona Dealey, who were already into fashion. I also went to the Goldmine, Raquel’s and Croc’s in Rayleigh, which is where I met Alison Moyet and the kids from Depeche Mode. I remember Vogue or Tatler did a one-page article on the Goldmine, and that was a big deal at the time. I was a massive Bowie fan before then, though, and I’ve got dozens of Bowie scrapbooks. That was my escapism: collecting magazines and basically anything that had David Bowie on the cover. We all liked Bowie, T. Rex … The home was a real multiracial bag of bad kids, Asian kids and white working-class kids.

         
             

         

         Antony Price: The Siren tour was an extension of the military look, and I turned Bryan into a GI. The Eurythmics knocked off the whole idea a few years later. The air hostess dresses that the back-up singers wore were so tight and so sculpted they had to be lifted onto the stage, as they couldn’t move their legs. The army look was happening at the time, as everything had to look very American. I quite liked it, and I was slightly military-orientated with my design anyway, so that crept into it and Bryan looked good in it. I know a lot of people in the clubs started wearing it, and I actually went down to suss out the Goldmine to see if we could do a shoot there. We didn’t; they were doing a forties night and had swing music. Obviously, a lot of people would copy what Bryan wore. At their concerts, I would peak through the curtains, and there would be people in the front row wearing copies of the clothes, so I was aware that the clothes became very important. Bryan was a perfectionist and he would spend months getting the right guitar note or fiddling with some aspect of the music, and then someone would say, ‘Oh, I love your trousers.’ When the likes of Duran Duran came along later, you realised how important the clothes had been to them when they had been in the audience at the Roxy gigs. The only other person who cared about presentation was Bowie. Freddie Burretti used to dress David, and I used to dress Bryan, and we used to bump into each other at the Sombrero. Bryan and I loved the clothes, but they were very much stage outfits. We preferred the country-gent look as we used to go off to stay in country houses at the weekend. When we did those first shots of Roxy, the record company thought they looked weird enough to go with the sounds. I scraped all the hair back as I was then heavily into men’s ears. I swept all Bryan’s hair back and put him in my llama jacket, which I made at the Royal College of Art. Bryan loved the models, and they knew he was interested in the fashion business and the make-up and the make-up artists and the whole beauty of presentation. They understood the beauty of presentation, which is make-up, hair and lighting. The thing is, the mainstream media weren’t interested in fashion at the time, so it was really just a cult thing. As a designer, I couldn’t get arrested, I couldn’t get a penny to help me back the business. Nobody wanted to know. It didn’t happen in English fashion until Galliano went to Givenchy in the early eighties. It was too early. Vivienne Westwood and Malcolm McLaren were early too.

         
             

         

         Malcolm McLaren (shopkeeper, impresario): When I left art school at the dawn of the seventies, I ended up on [the] King’s Road and went into fashion. It wasn’t unnatural or surprising because I came from a family of tailors and dressmakers. But the last thing on earth I was trying to do was make fashion. My aim in life was to make trouble! I saw that King’s Road was a wonderful place to make trouble. It was like having a bridge between art school and the street. Art school was a very disenfranchised place, in which we disaffected creatures could separate ourselves from the world and be snobbish about it! It was a safety valve, a hermetic environment where you didn’t have to think about the ‘real world’. But when we were finally thrown out into this real world, what the hell were we going to do? That was the most astonishing revelation.

         
            Before Malcolm McLaren became notorious as a punk entrepreneur, creating the Sex Pistols – the pachyderm of punk – and forging a career as a cultural disrupter, he was an art student. McLaren actually studied at St Martin’s, attending evening classes in fashion and graphic design in 1963, before briefly going to Goldsmiths, Harrow and then the Royal Academy of Art. He left education in 1971, when, with his partner Vivienne Westwood, he started running 430 King’s Road, a shop he immediately renamed Let It Rock to reflect their passion for fifties clothing and culture. In 1973, the shop was given a new name,   Too Fast to Live, Too Young to Die, to reflect an emphasis on ‘rocker’ clothing, and then in 1974, the name was changed again, to SEX, swapping retro clothing for fetish wear. SEX started to attract a small group of disparate customers, including Chrissie Hynde, Adam Ant, Siouxsie Sioux and all four future members of the Sex Pistols. It would soon become one of the crucibles of what would morph into punk.

            McLaren’s career would be one of haphazard provocation, a career that would pinball around the entertainment industry without apparent rhyme or reason. He became a shopkeeper, entrepreneur, fashion designer, impresario, cultural theorist, showman, pop manager, singer, television presenter, writer and agent provocateur – all of which stemmed from his art-school background and a minor obsession with Situationism. ‘I’ve always embraced failure as a noble pursuit,’ he said. ‘It allows you to be anti whatever anyone wants you to be, and to break all the rules. It was one of my tutors at St Martin’s, when I was an art student, who really brought it home to me. He said that only by being willing to fail can you become fearless. He compared the role of an artist to that of being an alchemist or magician. And he thought the real magic was found in flamboyant, provocative failure rather than benign success. Any survivor of a sixties art school will tell you that the idea of making a product was anathema. That meant commodification.’

            McLaren had identified – however accidentally – that the defining characteristic of the mid-seventies was one of neglect. Record companies in particular highlighted the poverty of the present, a poverty of the imagination, and an unwillingness and an inability to do anything about it. Realistically, how could they do anything else? After all, they were responding to the market, and in 1975, the market seemed content with nostalgia, as the charts were full of so-called legacy acts: the Four Seasons, Chubby Checker, Johnny Mathis, Frankie Valli, the Drifters, Roger Whittaker and even, most bizarrely, Laurel and Hardy (with the Avalon Boys featuring Chill Wills) with ‘The Trail of the Lonesome Pine’. The album charts, although containing some stellar work that would later be enshrined in the pantheon of ‘classic rock’ (Led Zeppelin’s Physical Graffiti, Bob Dylan’s Blood on the Tracks and Joni Mitchell’s The Hissing of Summer Lawns, for instance), were similarly laden with odourless blasts from the past: Perry Como, Jim Reeves, Tom Jones and Engelbert Humperdinck. McLaren rightly surmised that at this point in the culture, transgression could arrive in many forms, disinterred or not.

         

         Malcolm McLaren: The origins of punk? One Sunday lunchtime when I was sixteen, I found myself in this little club in Great Newport Street, in Soho, and saw this group called the Rolling Stones. The first thing I noticed was that they were playing looking bored. I’d never seen that before, never seen guys looking like they really didn’t care. They were all looking down instead of up and they all looked dirty, not glamorous at all. The music was equally dark, and I suddenly felt that this was actually it, this was the real thing.

         
            McLaren loved Soho and would wander around its streets for hours on end, making friends with traders, vice girls, hustlers, anyone he felt was genuinely part of the ‘street’. He called it ‘French Soho’ and loved the fact it was European, so international. His love affair with the Rolling Stones restored his faith in the power of pop and its ability to be transgressive. He had been brought up on rock’n’roll, loved the initial energy of fifties music, and thought the Beatles had ruined everything. In 1975, he was determined to replicate that excitement.

         

         Vivienne Westwood (fashion designer): Malcolm was against everything, for no particular reason. He absolutely hated authority. I cared more about trying to change the world and make it a better place. That’s what punk was about – young people figuring out what they wanted from this world. The first thing they have to realise is that they are all victims of propaganda. The only way to do that is through culture. Culture is the antidote to propaganda.

         
             

         

         Malcolm McLaren: I’m a product of the sixties, man. The idea of having a career was always a vulgar notion. You never used the word ‘career’. If you put that in conversation, you were considered really bad news – it was very uncool. So you just wandered off into the Global Village, you just did whatever came your way. In those days, it was just as hip to be dressing a window on Carnaby Street as to be painting in the attic of the RCA – if not more so. I think that staying at art school was what it was all about. It didn’t really matter how many you went to, it was just hanging out, they were all cool in their own way. That was one of the great periods of my life, and I probably learnt everything there. I learnt a lot since through experience, but most of my education was at art school. They taught you how to profit by your eccentricity. They taught you how to get away with murder.

         
            McLaren’s only proper job was in 1962, when he was sixteen, when he went off to work as a trainee taster for George Sandeman, the wine merchant. ‘The occasional glass of sherry on religious days was the only wine I’d tasted. But my mother, a walking cliché of nouveau riche, thought this sounded respectable enough to boast about at cocktail parties,’ he said. He hated the job so much he eventually got himself fired by smoking Gitanes, prompting a letter from Sandeman to his mother: ‘Your son is not fit to work in this firm. He’s smoking foreign cigarettes, preventing other boys from tasting and smelling our wines. He’s a saboteur!’ Wasn’t he just. When he drank Bordeaux or Burgundy later with his fellow students at St Martin’s, he’d find himself saying, ‘This one’s got a big back on it: the older it is, the bigger the back. A truly heroic, masculine body.’ Or that a cheap Beaujolais was ‘a young filly, got to watch her – she’ll betray you’. His friends would look at him, bemused, as if he were an intriguing, slightly exotic being just off the boat from Burma.

         

         Malcolm McLaren: I left school at sixteen, and my mother got me a job as a trainee wine taster. But one day I followed some girls into St Martin’s and saw a voluptuous woman sitting on a stool being sketched. I decided to get myself fired.

         
             

         

         Chris Sullivan (club runner, DJ): The whole Blitz thing was a continuum from punk, along with those of us who had been soul boys, but the common denominator was a love for David Bowie and Roxy Music, who were probably both at their height in 1975. I used to go to local clubs in Merthyr Tydfil, then we used to go to northern soul clubs, and that’s where I met Steve [Strange]. That would’ve been 1974, early 1975. We went up to Wigan Casino, because there was no alcohol there, so you didn’t have to be eighteen. I went to weekenders in Bournemouth, went to the Lacy Lady in Ilford. Then I came up to London in the September of 1975, when I discovered SEX and the King’s Road. It was like, ‘Wow. This is amazing.’ The scene was really working-class. Joe Strummer’s father might have been a diplomat, and Malcolm McLaren might have come from a rich family, but most people were working-class.

         
             

         

         Ollie O’Donnell: It wasn’t a working-class movement at all, as it involved everyone: working-class people, the upper class, people into soul, people into rock, people into fashion.

         
             

         

         Boy George (singer): I think my first attempt to go anywhere exciting was the Global Village, underneath the arches in Charing Cross. I’d get the train straight from Blackheath and often bunked the fare. I remember a few times not getting in because I was young, so I used to talk to people in the queue, picking up make-up tips about how to look older. There was a local club in the Black Print pub in Bexleyheath which had a soul night that kind of slowly morphed into a sort of weirdo night. But being a local club, there were quite a lot of roughs in there, so if you were a young and feminine boy like me, it was quite scary, especially because I was really popular with girls. I was always with a gaggle of females, and most of them protected me. So I gravitated towards the West End. There was a DJ at the Global Village called Froggy, and I remember dancing to ‘Shaft’ by Isaac Hayes, ‘Brick House’ by the Commodores and ‘Fire’ by the Ohio Players. Before that, when I was about fourteen, I used to get the Red Rover bus and go up to South Molton Street and the Chelsea Girl, on the corner of Regent Street and Oxford Street. I used to go wandering around the West End looking for exciting people. I had this dream that I was going to become best friends with Bowie and I’d go hang out with him. But I wanted to be part of the bohemian world, which was probably a result of growing up in such a big family where there was very little space. I was always dreaming of buying my mum a big house, so I would do a lot of window shopping to work out what I would buy once I had some money, like what sort of light fittings and furniture I’d get. I would also wander around Blackheath looking at the big houses. So I definitely had a plan to have the life I ended up having, but it was all pretty naive when I was a kid. Clubs were definitely a place where you met exotic people.

         
             

         

         Robert Elms: One of the black boys at the Bandwagon started talking about this club called Crackers, in Soho, on the corner of Oxford Street and Wardour Street (and which later, during punk, became the Vortex). I kind of knew where Soho was, but I don’t think I’d ever been out at night there. My first trip to Crackers was on a Friday afternoon, because they used to have an afternoon session. I think it started at twelve and went on until three. I bunked off school on a Friday afternoon, and it was a revelation because it was so different to the Bandwagon. At Crackers everyone was either a dresser or a dancer, and everyone was cool. I started going regularly, and towards the end of 1975, a group there started to look very different. I remember seeing a girl with her hair dyed blue, and another one wearing clothes that were a bit ripped and with some safety pins in them. And so this look started to emerge, and after a while you started to hear about places like Acme Attractions and SEX. So it’s pre-punk, but we’re dancing to funk records. I started going to the Lyceum on a Monday night, and the Global Village, which later became Heaven. And you would see more and more of these little pockets of kids, who I now realise in retrospect were Siouxsie Sioux and her mates, like Billy Idol. I still hadn’t really heard the word ‘punk’ and didn’t know anything about bands or any of that sort of stuff.

         
             

         

         Ollie O’Donnell: I used to go to the Bird’s Nest Club in Muswell Hill, the Royalty in Southgate, and then in 1975, I started going to see pub-rock groups like Kilburn and the High Roads and Dr Feelgood. But the hairdressers had introduced me to a whole new scene: the Sombrero, Crackers, Chaguaramas, and then Maunkberry’s and the Embassy in Mayfair. The Embassy was the most glamorous place, with all the young guys in hot pants. It was beautiful. Very chic. Nice cocktails. My biggest influence was Bowie, I suppose, so I wore plastic sandals, pegs, mohair jumpers, stuff bought from Acme Attractions in the King’s Road, Portobello Road and Brick Lane market.

         
             

         

         Princess Julia (DJ): In 1975, I was fifteen, going to Bishop Stopford’s School in Enfield, north London, and anticipating leaving school quite quickly. My father was a Hungarian refugee who worked in a metal-box factory, and my mother worked at the BBC as a telephonist in Bush House. My father was quite strict and was already trying to arrange marriages for me – with anyone from the factory! He was trying to marry me off as soon as possible. Obviously, I had other ideas and wasn’t having any of it. I didn’t want to be judged by my ability to find a mate. Because if you didn’t settle down and find a husband, you were considered a failure. I wanted more. My parents rented out the top floor of our house to students, so sometimes I befriended them and would go out to clubs to listen to soul and reggae. I used to skive off school and go to the big Biba in Kensington. I saw an ad in Miss London magazine for hairdressing models, so I used to run up to Knightsbridge and have my hair done up into fantastic styles, including the wedge. I was always interested in clothes as they were escapism. Even when I was eight years old, when my mum asked me what I wanted for my birthday, I said, ‘Don’t get me something, I’ll give you a list.’ At the time, I wanted to become a make-up artist, but instead I got a job in a hairdresser’s called Crimpers. We were all friends with the juniors up at Smile, and one of them was a girl called Kiki, who went out with [Pistols drummer] Paul Cook. So that’s how I became aware of the Sex Pistols.

         
             

         

         Fiona Dealey: There was a real sense of aspiration. When I was sixteen, I went to see Bryan Ferry play a solo gig at the Royal Albert Hall, and I wanted the whole thing. I loved the way he dressed and was completely in love with him. Then I looked up at the VIP area, and I could see a little group of people who looked amazing, had the best clothes on … One girl had a pink parasol perm, and I kept looking up at them and I thought, ‘That’s the cool gang.’ That was what drove me. I’ve got no idea who they were, although I imagine Antony Price was up there. I was just always driven to be part of the scene, I suppose.

         
            Malcolm McLaren certainly didn’t care for Bryan Ferry, thinking him bourgeois and very much part of the old guard. Ferry used to regularly come into 430 King’s Road, and McLaren would give him short shrift. ‘I think he’s leading the kids astray,’ he said at the time. ‘I mean, Andy Mackay [Roxy Music’s saxophonist] comes in all the time and buys clothes for what I think are really “chic”, calculating reasons. I think Ferry’s stuff is too reserved, too “English”. I dislike how he puts it all together. I don’t know why half these rock stars come here in the first place.’

         

         Kim Bowen (stylist): I used to lie about my age when I went to nightclubs as I was probably about fourteen when my friend and I started going out. We used a very fine eyeliner brush and would draw wrinkles on ourselves. We used to go to the Top Rank in Reading. This was 1975, and we were both at the local secondary modern school. We were very nervous of boys and wouldn’t let anyone buy us a drink, although I’m sure people thought we were jailbait. That’s about the time I first met David Holah, who went on to form BodyMap. Then I heard about the Lacy Lady, in Ilford. I lived in Farnborough, in Hampshire, so getting to Ilford was really demanding. My friend and I lied to our parents, saying we were staying at someone’s granny’s. We used to jump on a train to Waterloo station, then dress up like prostitutes in the station because you couldn’t leave your house dressed like that. My father, who was a plumber, would have killed me. Punk was just starting, and we were wearing fishnets and leather. The Lacy Lady was an absolutely shitty, ugly-looking pub, but it was miraculous because there would be all these cute guys, who were really good dancers, dressed in clothes from SEX, like giant mohair sweaters and pegged pants and things. We didn’t have any money, so we probably had one drink each, but we would just dance all night and then try and get a bus home. One night, I remember we slept in a porn cinema in Soho. Chris Hill was the DJ at the Lacy Lady, and he would sometimes play reggae, so music was becoming more varied.

         I’m quite well spoken as my mother was a real stickler for things like that. She was Irish, quite well read and very intelligent, and she was super-conscious of being Irish as people were so racist in the seventies, in that No Blacks, No Irish, No Dogs way. It was important to her to be well spoken and well read because she didn’t want to be judged for being an Irish peasant. She was also conscious of all the IRA bombings, as in those days no one wanted to hear an Irish voice. She would be very upset because people would say things like, ‘You fucking Irish, go home.’

         
             

         

         Andrew Hale (musician): The mid-to-late-seventies history of punk and club culture doesn’t always reference the influence of the suburbs and suburban soul-boy culture, which was my background. I grew up in Wembley. In 1975, I was thirteen, at school in Hammersmith, and while I was into Bowie, Roxy Music and Steve Harley, I was also listening to Nicky Horne on Capital, and Greg Edwards or Robbie Vincent, immersing myself in soul music. The Bowie I fell in love with was the Bowie of Young Americans, and I was also soaking up Stevie Wonder, Roy Ayers, the Ohio Players …

         I started playing the piano early. When I was about five, a friend of my parents told me I was ‘a natural’, even though I was just banging my hands up and down. We had a piano in the house, and I started having lessons. A few years later, I remember the movie The Sting came out, and I wanted to start playing ragtime. My classical music teacher told me this was a distraction and she didn’t want me to do it, and I got pissed off and stopped having lessons. Consequently, my musical education after that was playing along to records in my teens. I was getting influenced by jazz. My best mate’s dad had an eight-track in his car which was always playing Stan Getz. I suppose my musical education was about the music I was trying to copy as a piano player, so that’s why I got into people like Herbie Hancock and Stevie Wonder. But at the same time, I saw Brian Eno with Roxy and was fascinated by keyboards and electronics being used in a way that looked really cool. Kraftwerk’s Autobahn also blew my mind, but so did Parliament and Funkadelic. The first time I heard ‘One Nation Under a Groove’ it had as profound an effect on me as hearing Bowie or Roxy.

         
             

         

         Dave Rimmer (journalist): The influence wasn’t just fashion as such, it was also the tradition of individual eccentrics, going back to Quentin Crisp, the forties dandy, wandering around London with his hair dyed red and his fingernails painted, long before David Bowie or anyone else like that appeared. Then, in 1975, there was a documentary about Crisp on the BBC called The Naked Civil Servant, and I think that had a big influence on everybody – the fact that someone was being that flamboyant and challenging everything way back in 1945. People like Boy George and [club promoter] Philip Sallon were as much influenced by him as they were by particular fashion designers.

         
            In 1975, another TV moment was equally important, if not more so. This was the year Kraftwerk appeared on the BBC’s science and technology show Tomorrow’s World, their first appearance on British television, and also the year they had their first British hit with ‘Autobahn’. In the programme, the presenter, Raymond Baxter, said: ‘The sounds are created in their studio in Düsseldorf, then reprogrammed and then recreated on stage with the minimum of fuss.’ This appearance would later be heralded as the entire electronic ethic in one TV clip: ‘The rejection of rock’s fake spontaneity, the fastidious attention to detail, the Europhile slickness, the devotion to rhythm.’ Baxter ended the report by stating emphatically that ‘next year Kraftwerk hope to eliminate the keyboards altogether and build jackets with electronic lapels which can be played by touch’. Nevertheless, the German technocrats had suddenly electrified synth Britannia. At its best, Kraftwerk’s music yielded a sensation of indeterminate depth and expansiveness, while appearing to do just the opposite (‘It’s good, but is it rock?’ asked Rolling Stone when they were first exposed to ‘Autobahn’). Their passivity was their strength, a refusal to wield guitars, express emotion or, indeed, sweat. Minimal, robotic and exhilarating, they were a teasing glimpse of the future. If Kraftwerk counted as a science-fiction band, the fiction was just as plausible as the science. Visually, they were a conundrum: on the one hand they looked severe and authoritarian, and on the other, as lifeless as the stare of a shop-window mannequin. (‘Kraftwerk’ means ‘power station’: ‘We play our machines into the electrical system and create transformed energy,’ said Ralf Hütter. One of the group’s nicknames was the Human Machine, another Sound Chemists.)

         

         Ralf Hütter (musician): I think it was more like an awakening in the late sixties of the whole situation. The German term is ‘einfach Musik’ – everyday music. It’s more like discovering the tape recorder for us; like, the world of sound. Everyday life has a sound, and that’s also why our studio is called Kling Klang, because ‘kling’ is the verb and ‘Klang’ is the noun for ‘sound’. So it means ‘sounding sound’. That’s really what Kraftwerk is about. Sound sources are all around us, and we work with anything from pocket calculators to computers, from human voices, machines and body sounds to synthetic sounds – from anything, if possible. We don’t want to limit ourselves to any specific sound, as before with classical music. Then it had be strings, it had to be piano, blah blah blah. We wanted to go beyond, to find a new silence, and from there to progress and continue walking into the world of sound.

         
             

         

         Wolfgang Flür (musician): My first ambition, musically, was to copy the Beatles. What else could I do? We had no music of our own, and in the sixties, there was no chance to play at any venues other than school halls, garden fairs, gymnasiums or private parties.

         
             

         

         Ralf Hütter: We were brought up within the kind of classical Beethoven school of music. We were aware there was a contemporary music scene, and of course a pop and rock scene. But where was our music? Finding our voice, I think that was the use of the tape recorder. Our contact with the tape recorder made us use synthetic voices, artificial personalities, all those robotic ideas.

         
             

         

         Wolfgang Flür: The Beatles did something brilliant, but in the end it was not new music. They came from rock and blues, and they liked Elvis Presley and Chuck Berry and everything else. It was not a new invention in music, I must say, even though they were amazing musicians, with their melodies and themes, of course. But Kraftwerk did something more. We developed a completely new music, a new style. The press called it Krautrock, but it’s not Krautrock really, it’s electro-pop.

         
             

         

         Ralf Hütter: After the war, Germany was finished, everything wiped out physically and also mentally. We were nowhere. The only people we could relate to, we had to go back fifty years into the twenties. On the other hand, we were brought up in the British sector, and that was nothing we could relate to. There was no current musical movement other than the fifty-year-old musical thing or semi-academic electronic music, meaning psychologically we had to get ourselves going. And that has only been possible with our generation. You can see the generation before ours, which is ten years older, and they could not do it. The only thing they could do was get fat and drink. There was so much accumulated guilt that it took another generation to be productive, to be willing to say, ‘OK, I’m doing a song called “Trans-Europe Express” or something …’

         
             

         

         Wolfgang Flür: Ralf had a kind of German idea in mind. Something with self-understanding and an immaculate presence, after the ugly wars our parents had inflicted on the world.

         
             

         

         Ralf Hütter: We don’t have a continuous tradition. But then we realised it was an enormous chance, because there was nothing, there was a void. We could step into that open space.

         
             

         

         Wolfgang Flür: I am proud that I said yes to them … that I understood the future in this music they showed me. We built so many things together, and we became friends then.

         
             

         

         Ralf Hütter: We always thought of ourselves as workers in sound, as studio or musical workers going into the studio to work. Not as musicians or musical artists, but as musical workers. The whole thing was to develop that. At one time we called our Kling Klang studio the Electronic Garden – we bridged the gap between music and technology.

         
             

         

         Wolfgang Flür: That was the great release for me, when I saw … heard … listened to the Minimoog. It was just this fat sound of the ring modulators. If you take a guitar, it’s always the same. But if you tune the volumes and the filters, you can make millions of sounds out of [the Moog].

         
             

         

         Ralf Hütter: I think we heard synthesizer sounds in the mid-sixties, around that time. And through our cultural situation, radio from Cologne and electronic music – well, probably mid-to-late sixties, as students. We didn’t know exactly which instruments were used, and then I think synthesizers came at around that time. I bought mine … I have to think … maybe ’71, ’72, around that time. [Synthesizers were] used for film music, and then we discovered that might be interesting for me. But I also worked with the human voice and speech and language and poetry. It’s kind of a concept of making my fingers sing.

         
             

         

         Andy McCluskey (musician): Interesting year, ’75. I was turning sixteen and asking everybody to give me money for my birthday so I could go to the local second-hand shop and buy a bass guitar, which I duly did, except the only one I could afford was the cheapest – and left-handed. To this very day, I play bass with the strings upside down. I was doing my O-levels at Calday Grange Grammar School in the Wirral, and our head boy at the time was Philip May, who became Theresa’s husband. Also that summer I went with my big Afro and my long Doctor Who scarf and my trench coat to the Anglican cathedral to listen to Tangerine Dream. But on 11 September, I went to the Empire Theatre and I sat in seat Q36 and I saw Kraftwerk for the first time.* Which was one of two Damascene moments for me, the other being ‘Autobahn’ on the radio that summer. I thought, ‘What is that? That is so exciting.’ It ticked lots of boxes I didn’t even know I had. It was different, electronic, melodic, continental, and therefore terribly interesting and strange and just intellectually stimulating. This, to me, was what popular music should be, and I was absolutely hooked. That’s when I started taking my Sunday-morning paper round money and going to Liverpool to buy albums from the German import bin at Probe Records. I would then take them round to Paul Humphreys’ house because I only had a mono record player. He’d built himself a stereo because he was studying electronics. So it was a symbiotic relationship: I had the records, he had the stereo, and we started listening to my German imports every Saturday afternoon, when his mum was at work. I liked Steve Harley – I had a Steve Harley scrapbook – and I liked Bowie and Roxy Music and the Velvet Underground, but it was Kraftwerk who turned my head, and then Neu! They were my gang of six. 

         Then we decided to try to start making music. All we had was my bass guitar and some things Paul had made by cannibalising his various aunties’ old radios. We made weird noises and shoved them through borrowed fuzzboxes and just made this ambient racket for about six months, until we finally got an electric piano and an organ. Because we had no intention of anybody else ever hearing it, it didn’t matter what it sounded like. People never believe us when we say we had no aspirations to be professional musicians. It was our Saturday-afternoon hobby, and even our best friends thought the music we were creating was utter rubbish, but bit by bit we started to write these tunes and to construct things that had melody and structure to them.

         
             

         

         Paul Humphreys (musician): In 1975, I was getting interested in making music. I started out as a roadie for the school band, because my hobby has always been electronics. So I used to build crazy machines. One of the first things I made was a really amazing sounding hi-fi. And I met Andy because we were at the same school in this little town in the Wirral. We’ve known each other since we were seven, as we went to primary school together. My friends had the school band and they were looking for a bass player, and as I’d seen Andy walking around the town with a bass over his shoulder, I went and knocked on his door and said, ‘Do you want to join a band?’ He joined, but quite quickly we realised we were the only people we knew who hated the music that was around. We were looking for something alternative. We had both heard Kraftwerk on the radio, heard ‘Autobahn’, and it was kind of the first day of the rest of my life really. It was like, ‘I want to do that.’ I bought a piano and joined this school band, but I couldn’t play, so I just used two fingers. The rest of the musicians all wanted to be Genesis or the Eagles, but we wanted to do something radical. We used to stay behind after rehearsals and do our own thing, sat in my mum’s back room building noise machines. We didn’t have any money, as we were two working-class lads. We wanted to be Kraftwerk but we didn’t have the money to be Kraftwerk, as synths were so prohibitively expensive, so I used to make these weird machines and we started to make electronic music. Kraftwerk actually played in Liverpool in 1975, and we wanted to go. Andy had turned sixteen, but as I was only fifteen, my mum wouldn’t let me go. So he went and I didn’t.

         I had a lot of aunties in those days, and they always had old radios in the cupboard. I used to say, ‘Can I have this?’ And I used to go to the local library and get circuit diagrams for drum machines and synths and stuff like that. I just used to bastardise the parts, and scraped some money together for the parts that I didn’t have and went electronics shopping. But we didn’t dare to go on stage and play our electronic music until ’78.

         
             

         

         John Foxx (musician): I think I could have written and recorded in any period, but of course there’s no way to be sure. I started off singing and playing a twelve-string guitar in the Bolton Octagon in 1973, then in a room over a Salford pub, supporting a Manchester band called Stackwaddy. At first the room was empty. Eventually it became full. But there was nothing happening in Manchester then, no scene at all, so I had to leave for London and got the band started [forming Ultravox in 1974]. The idea was to be London’s Velvets. We even had a base in a factory at King’s Cross. The synths allowed more possibilities. I was becoming really interested in what could be made in a recording studio that couldn’t be rehearsed or developed in any other way. After [hearing] ‘Tomorrow Never Knows’, I realised the studio was really the most important instrument of the future. That’s why we got Eno to work with us. It was either him or Lee Perry.

         
             

         

         Gary Numan (musician): At the time, I was seventeen, living in west London and working at Heathrow airport as a customs clerk. I was in a covers band called Black Gold, playing at weddings, but I was also writing my own songs at home. I was getting experience, but it was rubbish, and I didn’t really enjoy it. We would play ‘Proud Mary’ and ‘Route 66’ and all that – just horrible. I was in so many terrible groups, and I suppose it was all about research and development, about pretending to be in a gang. At school I had real troubles. I was at a grammar in Middle-sex, and they sent me to a child psychologist in the local area, who then referred me to St Thomas’s, in London. It was there they first started to talk about Asperger’s. But this is very early days, before the eventual diagnostic criteria for Asperger’s were established. For me it was just a day off school. I remember when the Asperger’s thing was explained to my mum, she seemed to be offended somehow, as if it was a slight on her as a parent. They had already put me on Nardil and Valium, two drugs designed to keep me calm, because I would get agitated at school and quite troublesome. They put me on those for at least a year. I was eventually expelled.

         
             

         

         Daniel Miller (producer, entrepreneur): That year I was twenty-four, and spent the winter DJing at a ski resort in Switzerland and the summer working as a minicab driver in London. I’d studied film at Guildford School of Art and was working as an assistant film editor doing commercials, and I’d had enough, so I fled to the mountains. It was a holiday resort, so you’d play Abba, Status Quo, then some German kind of music – a complete mishmash. I first became interested in synthesizer music at college, where I was in a band. There were three or four bands in my class, and we were definitely the worst. I was in the same class as Paul Kossoff from Free, and he tried to teach me to play guitar. He was a brilliant guitarist: not just a blues guitarist, but a great classical guitarist as well, and we were quite good friends for a while. But he failed to get me to play half-decent guitar. I was also with Nic Potter, who was in Van der Graaf Generator. It was quite a musical class. It was a great time for music, and a lot of people were inspired to make music. And I loved electronic music, especially German electronic music.

         
             

         

         Trevor Horn (musician, producer): In 1975, I was playing bass in a nightclub in Leicester called Bailey’s, seven nights a week, cabaret and dancing. It paid good money. At the time, I was into Yes, 10cc, the Beach Boys – all types of music. I wasn’t aware yet of Kraftwerk or electronic music of any kind, and the first time I really became aware of electronic dance music was ‘Love to Love You Baby’ by Donna Summer, which came out in the summer. That really struck me, and it kind of blew me away. It made me realise that disco could be good.

         
             

         

         Malcolm McLaren: Art school had taught me it was far better to be a flamboyant failure than any kind of benign success. I began by digging deep into the ruins of a culture I cared about – the outlaw spirit of rock’n’roll. Armed with certain relics, I began to assemble an emporium where nothing in it would be for sale – a shop that would never open. This was to prove impossible to sustain, and so I persuaded Vivienne to give up teaching children and help me instead. She collaborated in ways I never dreamed possible. The new generation would soon enter my store and want to be part of it. These young, sexy assassins would help spread the word! They became my Sex Pistols: sexy, young, subversive and stylish boys. Anti-music, anti-everything. They would form my critique, help dress a new army of disaffected youth. I gathered my art-school friends to help me plot the downfall of this tired and fake culture.

         
             

         

         Ben Kelly (interior designer): I was at the Royal College of Art from 1971 to 1975, and while I was there I developed a relationship with Malcolm and Vivienne. The week I arrived in London, I discovered Let It Rock. I had been at college in Lancashire, and when I came down to the RCA I thought everyone would look like David Hockney, but all the product and interior designers looked shit. But I discovered Let It Rock and thought it was amazing. I started wearing crêpe-soled shoes, tight jeans and pink socks. I got to know both of them very well. I remember at the end of 1975, the day he told me he’d got this new band called the Sex Pistols, those two words together freaked me out. He’d found somewhere on Denmark Street for their rehearsal rooms and he asked me if I would do it up for him. So I made it habitable. They had a rehearsal room, with another room above it where they sometimes slept. I lined both rooms out with black MDF, just to make it liveable. Of course, John Lydon came along one day and graffitied all over the walls.

         
            It was at about this time that Vivienne Westwood started to get really evangelistic about the shop’s change of direction. Glen Matlock was a part-time assistant at SEX, and he remembers one regular who was part of a crowd that had been coming into the shop since the early days. ‘They’d started out as mods but gradually drifted into Alan Ladd suits. One of them looked at the rubber gear and said, “Cor, I don’t know about this any more, this is all a bit too weird for me.” Vivienne piled into him. “Oi, you, you look like you should be in a fucking potting shed,” she said, “not my shop. If you don’t like it, get out.”’

         

         Malcolm McLaren: People used rock’n’roll as a way to dress up, as it was a way to get out of the house and feel excited about yourself. I was born in a culture of necessity, just after the [Second World] War, but the seventies and everything that came after was about living in a culture of desires.

         
             

         

         Midge Ure (musician): For most of 1975 I had long hair, until I went to the cinema and saw a rerun of Dirty Harry. The minute I came out I went and had my hair cut like James Dean. I was in the band Slik, as I’d just taken over vocals after the singer had left. They were essentially a boy band, working with Bill Martin and Phil Coulter, who were the songwriters behind the Bay City Rollers. I was living in Glasgow and was quite recognisable as I didn’t really look like anyone else at the time. My management team owned the Glasgow Apollo – and this is before Slik had had a record out, when we were just waiting for it to be released – and when bands played there, there were no rental shops, nowhere to hire instruments or equipment in case anything went wrong. So when something broke, they would be sent round to the local guitar shop, ‘And Midge is probably there, so go and see him and he’ll sort you out with an amplifier or whatever.’ So I’m walking out of this music shop, and this guy stops me and says, ‘Will you speak to my mate round the corner?’ And he was English, which was an unusual thing in Glasgow. I found out later this was Bernie Rhodes, who would go on to manage the Clash. And round the corner, sitting in his beat-up old car, was the most bizarre, effeminate man I’d ever seen in my life, Malcolm McLaren. I didn’t know it was McLaren, but he’s sitting there in his black mohair jumper and his dog collar, which again is kind of unusual in Glasgow. And they start talking to me, the two of them, and Malcolm says, ‘Oh yeah, I used to manage bands,’ and he goes on about the New York Dolls and SEX and Vivienne Westwood. And he’s telling me all this stuff in his whiny voice, and he says he’s putting this band together and, you know, do I want to join? And I thought, ‘You don’t even know what I do. You haven’t asked if I’m a singer or a guitarist or even if I’m a musician.’ So I said, ‘No, thanks.’ And the band was the Pistols. The reason they were in Glasgow is because they had some slightly hot equipment in the back of the car. So I didn’t join the Pistols, but I bought an amp. McLaren went back to London and hired John Lydon.

         
             

         

         Marco Pirroni: Because I used to go in the shop all the time, Malcolm told me about his new band. They hadn’t played anywhere at the time. He said, ‘We’ve got this band and, yeah, come down, boy.’ People always say they saw the Pistols and it changed their life and they went home and cut their hair; well, I’d already cut my hair and I already looked right.

         
            St Martin’s already had a storied history long before the New Romantics came along, although the college’s modern era really began on the evening of 6 November 1975, when the Sex Pistols played their first gig, supporting the pub rock’n’roll band Bazooka Joe on the fifth-floor common room of the art school, in Charing Cross Road. Glen Matlock (the band’s bassist) was studying there, and Sebastian Conran, the college’s entertainment secretary, who would go on to design clothes for the Clash, helped the Pistols secure the gig (50p on the door!), which would turn out to be one of the most tumultuous debuts of all time. This was the gig where John Lydon famously wore baggy pinstripe trousers with braces, and a ripped Pink Floyd T-shirt with ‘I hate’ scrawled over it. He looked like a young Albert Steptoe masquerading as a soul boy. Bazooka Joe, on the other hand, looked not unlike many of the bands who would come in the Sex Pistols’ wake. They had been formed by Danny Kleinman (who would go on to become a multi-award-winning advertising and movie director, responsible for the stunning title sequences for the James Bond movies, including Spectre), Stuart Goddard (later to morph into Adam Ant) and John Ellis (who would find subsequent fame as a member of the Vibrators).

            ‘We knew Glen Matlock, which I suppose is how we came to book them as our support band,’ says Kleinman. ‘We were doing a lot of gigs at that time, and we were playing all over the place – a lot of art colleges, universities, parties, we had a lot of residences in pubs around London. We played to a lot of half-full rooms – that’s how good we were. This one didn’t seem to be different to any of our other gigs, but it did have quite a few memorable things about it. We were all art-school boys thrashing away at our guitars, playing rock’n’roll, rockabilly – something edgier than the stadium rock of the time. We were slightly younger than the other bands on the pub-rock circuit [and they bought their clothes in Malcolm McLaren’s Let It Rock] and   slightly more aggressive. Maybe Eddie and the Hot Rods were quite in-your-face as well, but it was hard-hitting stuff and there used to be quite a lot of fights at the gigs. Particularly, we played at the Stapleton Hall Tavern in Crouch Hill once a week, sometimes twice a week, and the locals didn’t like it because it was quite noisy, we played loudly, there were always fights outside the pub and people were raucous when they went home. The pub manager asked me if I could do anything, so when we finished the gig I asked everyone to be “respectful of the neighbours when you leave, don’t make too much noise and go home quietly … And here’s our encore, ‘Someone’s Going to Get Their Head Kicked in Tonight’.” And the place would erupt with cans and bottles being thrown … There were a lot of ageing Teddy boys who didn’t like you playing songs unless they were exactly like the original, nor did they like you playing any new material, even if it was within the genre. We had a lot of younger Teds who actually had enough hair to have quiffs, but if you saw a Ted without any hair, you thought, “Hang on, there’s a bottle coming here.”

            ‘[At St. Martin’s] I had no idea who the support act was, but what I did know was that all these gigs we’d been doing around London, all the money we’d earned from playing in pubs, we’d put towards buying our own equipment. We’d bought all these 4 × 12 cabinets, 150-watt amps and a PA system and whatnot, and we were still paying for it on the HP [hire purchase]. So we got to the gig, and the lifts were broken, so we had to carry all this stuff up six flights of stairs, huge cabinets with concrete bottoms. It was a real pain in the arse. We set it up, got it all going, and then the support act turned up and said they hadn’t got any equipment and could they borrow our PA, speakers and amplifiers and stuff. And we said, “Sure.” I remember not being terribly impressed by the gig. I think they played a couple of cover versions [the Who’s “Substitute” and the Small Faces’ “Whatcha Gonna Do About It”], and there was some not very competent playing. They played four or five songs and seemed OK, until they started smashing up our equipment. Johnny Rotten started kicking the speaker cabinet, which we hadn’t even finished   paying for and had carried up all these flights of stairs and had just lent them out of goodwill. I thought, “You’re not Pete Townshend, mate.” So I ran in and manhandled him a bit. I’m not a particularly violent person, but it wasn’t my finest hour. I think Stuart was quite impressed by their performance, although I think I was too dull to realise this was a game-changing event. Fairly soon after this he left Bazooka Joe and reinvented himself as Adam Ant.’

         

         Stephen Jones: The Sex Pistols played in the student union. I can’t remember what date it was, but it was their third-ever gig or something. It was a complete disaster because they turned up really late. They played about two or three songs and, I think, either stormed off stage or the equipment broke down or something. And all the students wanted their money back, and it was actually more of a scene about everybody wanting their money back than the fact that the Pistols played there.

         
            This gig not only kick-started punk, but it set in train a whole sequence of events that would result not just in the formation of the nascent New Romantic scene, but also start a narrative, a long continuum that wouldn’t reach a conclusion until Live Aid, ten years later. There were barely thirty people at the Bazooka Joe/Sex Pistols concert, and yet the demographic crossover had already started, with the St Martin’s students offering the kind of sophisticated audience the Pistols would cultivate for their first year in business. At their early gigs there was always a smattering of soul boys (just as there was always an enthusiastic hippie contingent), as many bleached jeans and ski jumpers as there were torn T-shirts and plastic trousers. After that, the audiences started to become more institutionalised, not least because they started to ape generic rock’n’roll styles; one of the reasons that traditional rock fans found the original 1976 punks so disturbing is because they looked like demented soul boys rather than US-style rockers à la Lou Reed. 

         

         Robert Elms: There was a kid on my council estate called Stephen Marshall – who ended up being a roadie for Spandau – and Stephen was a big guy, a quite tough sort of guy. One day in November 1975, I saw him on my way to the tube, and previously he’d been this very normal straight guy. Suddenly I saw him walking alone, and he’s got a safety pin in his ear and he’d shaved his eyebrows and he’s really looking extreme, and I asked him what happened. And he said, ‘I went to see this group called the Sex Pistols. They’re fucking terrible and fucking amazing.’ I remember thinking, ‘Well, how does that work?’ Because I’d gone to see groups that were technically brilliant – you know, went to see War, went to see Brass Construction …

         
            At the end of the year, more and more people started going to Chaguaramas, a gay club in Covent Garden’s Neal Street. More and more of them were buying their clothes from SEX, and soon they started replacing the club’s core clientele.

         

         Robert Elms: Wednesday night at Crackers in 1975 was Bowie night, attracting Siouxsie [Sioux] and [Steve] Severin, pre-punk Nazi chic and plastic trousers, clothing by Acme Attractions and a King’s Road shop by the name of SEX. Wednesday night at Crackers was for people with coloured hair and nowhere else to go, and was the start of a scene which was to move on to other gay clubs – Louise’s and Chaguaramas.

         
            At the time, Martin Degville was a chef in Walsall. He hated the routine of it all, so he used to dye his uniforms bright colours and spray them all over with whatever was at hand. He would then wear his chef’s outfit with ten-inch winkle-pickers, massive shoulders and a huge white quiff. He used to put pillowcases and socks in his T-shirts because he hadn’t discovered shoulder pads yet, but he knew he wanted a different silhouette. Big hair, big shoulders, small waist. ‘I looked stunning but, of course,’ he says, ‘I lost my job.’

         

         
            * Kraftwerk would tour the UK the following year too, and on this visit Ralf Hütter bought himself a beautiful racing-green vintage Bentley and had it shipped back to Germany to be refurbished. Although the legend supports the narrative that the members of Kraftwerk spent most of their leisure time cycling around Europe, they also had a collective weakness for luxury cars.
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            ‘Even in their wildest dreams, none of the young participants and witnesses of punk shows in 1976 would have thought that these wild, chaotic events would be the subject of history. It felt important – the only thing happening within a moribund, decaying society – but that was not a view that swayed the general public, which regarded it with incomprehension, if not hostility.’

            JON SAVAGE

         

         Peter York: Bryan Ferry had a dreadful time when punk came along, because socially he had gone upstairs terribly quick, and those people who used to love him had to pretend that they didn’t. All the people who adored him said, ‘You traitor.’ Certainly, people like Julie Burchill, who had adored him, said he was a class traitor. Bowie was different and he managed these things better, but I think Bryan was wrong-footed by that and rather sort of miserable about it.

         
             

         

         Midge Ure: The Slik single ‘Forever and Ever’ came out at the very end of 1975, so by early 1976, we were on Top of the Pops. It had already been a baptism of fire as I had expected to play on the Slik records, although the management thought otherwise. We turned up in South Molton Street in London with a van full of equipment, having driven down from Glasgow, but as soon as we got in the recording studio, they played us the backing track, which they’d already done. The song had been written by the same guys who wrote for the Bay City Rollers, and the musicians turned out to be the same ones who played on their records too. So that was a major stumbling block, because in our minds we were Roxy Music. Of course, the moment you do something like this you are branded as another Bay City Rollers, and that’s a very difficult thing to shake. We were naive enough to think that we’d be able to grow through that, but we couldn’t.

         The whole thing was bizarre. Top of the Pops decided that for their New Year’s Day edition, they were going to give four new bands a crack at being on the programme. So we came down, filmed it, and on New Year’s Eve I took the train back to Glasgow – because you can’t be in England for New Year’s Day, you’ve got to be back home. And by half past two on New Year’s Day everything changed because we had appeared on television and everyone knew who we were. It was a weird time, because at that time twenty-odd million people watched it, so it was huge. You couldn’t really walk down the street without people recognising you, and all of a sudden you became important for the wrong reasons. Suddenly you were a pin-up, in Jackie magazine or Mates. All of a sudden you’re on girls’ bedroom walls, and that’s kind of a heady mixture, you know – fame, notoriety, but for all the wrong reasons.

         There were moments when girls were jumping on the limo that came to take you to do a radio or TV show, or they threw underwear on stage. But it was very short-lived, and within six months everything changed. The Pistols, the Damned and the Clash came along and upset the apple cart. We’d already started to lag, as while the first single was a No. 1, the follow-up, ‘Requiem’, struggled to get into the Top 30. I was stuck in Glasgow, four hundred miles from where it was all happening. So we broke our contract. We walked into the studio one day, and the latest song that these guys had written for us was ‘The Kid’s a Punk’, which was a bizarre mixture of the Bay City Rollers meets Johnny Rotten, and it was just wrong from the word go. So we walked, thinking that another company would pick us up, but no one did.

         
             

         

         Fiona Dealey: I started going to the Lacy Lady in Ilford, which was a big deal. It remains the best club I’ve ever been to. It was just so exciting. The place was tatty, upstairs from a pub, but you would get a lot of people from London, so that was when I met the very first punks. It cost one pound to get in, and probably for licensing reasons you were given a raffle ticket or token and got ‘free’ chips in a basket. This would have been early 1976. They looked really exciting because they were wearing proper punk clothes, but although we were really soul girls, we were wearing similar clothing – rubber trousers, big brightly coloured mohair jumpers. Mum would help me sew a new outfit every week for what I would wear on a Saturday night. I made skin-tight ski pants out of black rubberised industrial shower curtain fabric; harem pants, slashed from the waist to ankle, from curtain lining, worn over fishnet tights; second-hand finds would be cut up, readapted; satin sixties stilettos would be dyed brighter colours with felt pen … Anything and everything was possible, new looks conjured up every Saturday night. Never wore the same look twice!

         There was a complete crossover on how we were dressing, but we weren’t punks. Punks knew that and we knew that, but we just mixed together. And the music was the very best. Chris Hill and Robbie Vincent were DJing. The whole scene there was completely working-class. I was a bit snobby and I started to think that the Goldmine was a bit provincial.

         
             

         

         Jan Parker (musician): I got into punk while hanging out at the Lacy Lady. It seems that everyone who went there became someone in the media. We were listening to soul and funk at the club but throwing ourselves around and wearing ripped-up clothes. We were deeply interested in anything alternative, but there was no music to go with what we were feeling – until 1976, when the Damned played at the Lacy Lady. We were all completely blown away.

         
             

         

         John Lydon (punk icon): I read about some disco git in England who theorised that punk actually began in the discotheques. There was, he wrote, a club called the Lacy Lady in Ilford, and he recalled seeing punks there who danced to all the disco records. He remembers it well. Johnny Rotten stole it all from them! Ha! Those punks happened to be me and my mates. Sid, [Jah] Wobble, John Gray, Dave Crowe and Tony Purcell – a right motley crew. We used to go down the Lacy Lady every weekend because we knew someone who lived nearby.

         
             

         

         Andy Polaris: One of the first times I got to escape from the children’s home to London was seeing David Bowie at Wembley Arena on his Station to Station tour. That was an eye-opener because you saw all his other fans there, the freaks who were all wearing their plastic raincoats and plastic sandals, girls in dustbin liners for the first time, lots of proto-punks and some of the people that used to go to the Lacy Lady. I can remember seeing Billy Idol there. At the time, I kind of self-censored myself as you couldn’t really be out and gay, as you felt your friends were not going to be that liberal. So you stayed in the closet.

         
             

         

         Fiona Dealey: We started going to the Global Village. I used to have to bunk the fare up, as it was so expensive to get to London. The clothes we wore would often be made the night before, and I’d still be sewing myself into them on the train. The clothes seemed to change quite dramatically at this point. I don’t know where we were getting the ideas from. I think we looked at magazines, but it would have been more like 19 and Over 21 because Vogue was a bit dull. It wasn’t about us.

         I liked the way it changed all the time. So you might go one Saturday night to the Lacy Lady, and you’d see someone in a fluorescent top wearing bright-pink dungarees, for instance. Then we started dressing very fifties, and I’d wear my grandmother’s fox fur with circular skirts that I’d made with netting and little slashed home-made tops. The people who lived in London knew how to dress, but we weren’t overawed by them at all.

         
             

         

         Peter York: By 1976, it’s starting to look as though something is changing. I was living in a rather dreadful place on the King’s Road. You can’t get dreadful places on the King’s Road now, but then you could. It was just down at the Crotch [on the King’s Road], just before World’s End, literally next door to SEX. I would stop and talk to Malcolm and Vivienne because they were funny talkers – here’s this funny art-school couple, and they’ve got political thoughts and they talk all their stuff. And you could tell they were limbering up for something. Malcolm would talk about the New York Dolls and New York, and I’d actually been to New York and stood in the queue for CBGBs and all that. I’d also read about all these New York bands in the NME. I think the NME was an absolutely huge influence, and I was reading it obsessively from ’75 onwards. I remember going to Andrew Logan’s [Butler’s] Wharf party, where I met Billy Idol and said to him, ‘And what do you do for a living?’ And he said, ‘I’m a van driver.’ And I thought, ‘No, you’re not,’ and, of course, he wasn’t. He’d been to Sussex University, he’d cut his hair short, and there were lots of other fabulous people there. Then I met the Pistols through Malcolm and Vivienne. The Andrew Logans of this world knew Malcolm and Vivienne, but then Malcolm felt equivocal about being related to those people because they were too bourgeois and arty for the story they were trying to sell. And certainly they would have been too bourgeois and arty for the Clash, those warriors of W11. At the time, there was that thing about presentation and people wanting to distance themselves from their mentors. You had to be new. I remember going to see Car Wash with Malcolm and Vivienne, and sitting in the front row of the cinema, which was funny, because everyone was staring at them. [York says that at the time, the couple were ‘plunging themselves into legend’.]

         
             

         

         Rusty Egan: I gave up my day job and went professional as a drummer, and started auditioning for the Clash. Every day we went down to the cafe, and they’d talk about politics and no Elvis, Beatles or the Rolling Stones. It was a bit Monty Python, like, ‘What have the Romans ever done for us?’ I said, ‘But I like Bowie.’ And they said, ‘All right, we like Bowie, but not Pink Floyd and Led Zeppelin.’ And I go, ‘All right then.’ You were allowed to like Lou Reed, but not the Rolling Stones, which I thought was stupid. So I’d be sitting there saying, ‘Well, I don’t agree,’ and they would say, ‘Shut up and play drums.’ So that’s why I was not in the Clash.

         
             

         

         Paul Simonon (musician): The Clash were the only band with three frontmen. All for one and one for all. It made it tough on Topper [Headon, their eventual drummer] because he wasn’t around in the early days, and we were already a unit. It made him feel like an outsider, I don’t think he understood what was going on. We weren’t a political party; it was all about personal politics. When you’ve got three blokes in the room and at the end of the day you’ve done your rehearsal, everybody goes home, but in the Clash nobody did go home; everybody was living it and being it. To the point, well, you know, ‘We’ve got no money, but there’s a nice pair of second-hand trousers in Oxfam. We’ll get those and paint them.’ It was all in-house, and through that environment everybody was double-checking each other. In essence, it was because we were all trying to outdo each other. That’s why people say, ‘It was like three Eddie Cochrans on stage,’ because we were all trying to outdo each other. ‘If he jumps this high, I’m going to jump this high.’ We were like yo-yos.

         
             

         

         Mick Jones (musician): We were so of the moment, we never really thought about it, or I didn’t anyway.

         
             

         

         Paul Simonon: I remember me and Joe [Strummer], as our psychological problems were welling up, saying to each other, ‘How come no one talks to us? They always talk to Mick after a show.’ After months of agonising, we asked Mick why he thought it was, and he said, ‘It’s because they are scared of you.’ And there’s me and Joe having two-way therapy sessions with each other. Nothing much affected us. We had each other; we were an inbuilt system. Mick had his friendship with Tony James [from Generation X], whereas me and Joe had pretty much cut away our lives completely and started from day one with this new ideal: ‘We’re in the Clash.’ I mean, I arrived in the group from nowhere. I had no friends, no baggage, and the same with Joe. The point was that we were doing what we were doing, and other groups were trying do whatever they were doing. It wasn’t our concern; our concern was to deal with our stuff. We had an inbuilt integrity within the group and a social conscience. The Pistols were the only people we socialised with at the time. [Class] was something that we had to deal with internally, insofar as Joe went to boarding school, but then again, at the end of the day, does it really matter? By the time I met Joe, he was as broke as I was. OK, he had had a better education than me, but so what? What you’re doing with your life now is more important. Whether you’re middle-class or not, it’s what you do with your life that is important. That’s the thing about punk. It changed their [the fans’] lives, and it changed ours too.

         
             

         

         Mick Jones: We were very aware of each other. We spent so much time with each other. There was that kind of telepathic thing. We knew things without even saying them; we looked at each other and just knew what the others were thinking. We were a three-pronged attack. We formed in a line, and the line was so strong that we never really thought about it.

         
             

         

         Paul Simonon: In the beginning, it was us against them. Most of the audience were not on our side. They wanted to fight you ’cos you were punk, or you looked punk … Hence having cages over the front ’cos of the glass and bottles. That’s partly why we moved around so much.

         
             

         

         Mick Jones: Ducking and diving … There’s goes a bottle, bang …

         
             

         

         Paul Simonon: Well, we always did it on our own terms. And that’s the magic of the Clash: right or wrong, it was on our own terms. The whole thing about the Clash is that from day one, I was thinking it wasn’t going to last. I’m rowing with Mick, and Joe’s rowing with Bernie [Rhodes], and so on. We were always so serious about it, the whole idea of being in a group. It was a very fragile thing – to the point that somebody dropped the plate, and that was it.

         
             

         

         Robert Elms: I didn’t go and see the Sex Pistols immediately, but within two or three months, and I was probably watching the Clash. And then I did see the Pistols, and everything changed. But for many of us, punk lasted about six months. It was very short-lived. I liken it now to a firework display, as it kind of lit up the sky and then just petered out. Suddenly the Pistols are killing themselves or killing other people, and the Clash had gone all American rock, and I remember thinking, ‘It’s all over now, you know. This is boring, and nothing’s going to happen.’

         
             

         

         Steve Dagger: I found out about the Sex Pistols from Roger Austin, who ran the Screen on the Green in Islington. Steve Woolley was in my year at school, and when he left, he said he was going to work at the Screen on the Green, and he became assistant manager there and rose to be the manager. So I used to go drinking there, which is where I met Roger. One day, Roger came over in his leather trousers and said, ‘My friend Malcolm has got this band – and they’re going to be the new Rolling Stones – called the Sex Pistols.’ I wasn’t keen, but then Steve went to see them and phoned me up and said, ‘Actually, they’re really good.’ So I went to see them at the Screen on the Green, and they were brilliant. Most of the people there were people I’d seen around in various clubs, and they were the more extreme end of the soul fashion crowd. It was a real crossover audience, kids that were looking for something. I thought the bands were fantastic – Sex Pistols, the Clash and the Buzzcocks – and was very excited about it. From then onwards I went to a number of Sex Pistols and other punk shows for about six to eight months.

         
             

         

         Gary Kemp (musician): Before Spandau Ballet, before the Makers and Gentry and all the other bands I was in, I was in a group of older guys called the Same Band, and we played pubs, doing country rock and Steely Dan covers. Then I went to the Sex Pistols show at the Screen on the Green in August ’76 with Steve Norman and Steve Dagger. It was a Saturday night, and we didn’t leave until two in the morning. There’s no point even describing it now because it has been so fetishised, but I genuinely was there, and it was such an extraordinary thing for a sixteen-year-old to witness these kids who were only a couple of years older than me but seemed like they were other-worldly. It was like an art installation that was so full of energy. They were supported by the Buzzcocks (and Howard Devoto had an arty sense about him), and then the Clash came on in their paint-splattered boiler suits, with their legs splayed. Then you had the oikishness of Steve Jones and Johnny. What’s funny is no one was dancing. Philip Sallon was wearing a duster coat, and he got up on stage and danced in this sort of sarcastic way. But I felt that the audience were part of the installation too. I had a rehearsal the next day, and I walked straight in and said, ‘I’m out. I don’t want to do this any more. I’ve just seen the greatest thing I’ve ever seen in my life. I can’t play in this band any more.’

         
             

         

         Julien Temple (film director): I was initially attracted by the ferocity and the originality of the Pistols. Not as musicians, but as a band, an attitude. When the Pistols played Leeds in 1976, all the kids in the audience felt that they had to wear safety pins, tear their clothes and spit at the band. I still remember that amazing image. When Rotten finally came on stage, it was like Agincourt. There were these massed volleys of gob flying through the air that just hung on John like a Medusa. It was like green hair or snakes.

         
             

         

         Neil Tennant: A friend of mine, Eric Watson, who later became a successful photographer, took me with him to see the Sex Pistols at the Nashville. This is when I by chance wrote the first piece about the Sex Pistols in the NME. I wrote it as a letter, and they published it as a little feature, with this picture by Joe Stevens. There was always an air of violence around the Sex Pistols, and I was scared by that gig. It was so horrible. There was someone being beaten up ten yards from me with a bicycle chain. I didn’t go to gigs for five years after that.

         
             

         

         Malcolm McLaren: Rotten had terrible shoulders. Round and flabby. Irish shoulders. And his body was the shape of a pear. But in the clothes that we gave him he always looked wonderful. He was a wonderful mannequin for the clothes that Vivienne and I designed for him. He complained about them, of course. I sold a lot of trousers off the back of Johnny Rotten.

         
             

         

         Chris Sullivan: Around Easter, punk started to happen, and people got hooked on the shock value because they hated the fact that you had narrow trousers or short hair and winkle-pickers … They used to call us ‘weirdies’. I saw that more people were starting to listen to the Velvet Underground and the Doors, and Patti Smith’s Horses. They were all Bowie fans. Then the clothes became a little bit weirder and a bit more sinister, and a schism opened up. I first saw this when I went to see Bowie at the Empire Pool in May 1976. There was one gang that was all pink peg trousers and plastic sandals and Hawaiian shirts. Then the other gang, the Bromley lot, were wearing leather trousers and had dyed hair, with lots of earrings. I thought, ‘Something’s going on.’ Like anybody else, I was into one-upmanship, which is what the whole New Romantic thing was all about. You know, the banter – ‘You actually came out like that? And you haven’t been beaten up? You didn’t take the tube in that, did you?’ So anyway, I got right into punk, but it soon became a cliché, created by the tabloids. I didn’t even like the Clash at the time as they felt very generic. A lot of people behaved as they thought they ought to behave. Because punk was a fashion. It wasn’t anything to do with politics and really angry kids. This was a fashion that emanated from New York, and it was a fashion movement in Malcolm’s shop, at St Martin’s, with a gay, mixed clientele. The punk cliché got grafted on afterwards. All that spitting was disgusting. I think a lot of people who were involved with it in the beginning were absolutely appalled. Probably one of the finest examples would be Steve Strange, gay, from Blackwood. He loved dressing up. He had all the bondage stuff. He would go absolutely mental if you spat at him, and he’d been a roadie and had worked for some of the bands as well. So he saw it first-hand. So, from where it actually began, which is quite a peacock thing – you know, showing off, red trousers, plastic pockets – to end up with a minging old T-shirt and spitting at each other, with their funny hair, it’s quite a journey. In the pre-punk times, you had people wearing Acme Attractions, and if you went to Crackers on a Saturday, you’d see a couple of people looking like Robert Mitchum, you’d see girls in Courrèges and see-through macs. At the time, during the day I’d be wearing a mac and a trilby and a forties suit. Me and my friend went to this pervy shop in Cardiff and bought all this leather stuff. To get into my bedroom, I had to walk through my father’s and mum’s bedroom. My mother said to me, ‘Was I dreaming? Because last night I could have sworn I saw you walking through my bedroom dressed in rubber.’

         I had three jobs at the time: I was loading pop lorries, I had a paper round and I had this cancer and polio thing, which was like a pools delivery. I was an avid shoplifter as well, which also helped. We used to get the 7.20 bus from Merthyr Tydfil on a Saturday and would arrive at midday at Victoria station. Then we’d get the Number 11 bus and then walk right down to the end of the King’s Road. By the time we got to SEX, we’d have bumped into everybody we knew. And we’d find out where the party was, what was going on. It was almost like the equivalent of Facebook in those days. Everybody you wanted to know was there on a Saturday. So by the end we’d hear about the next Sex Pistols concert or house parties or which clubs to go to. So that’s what we did, and we did that a lot.

         
             

         

         Dave Rimmer: The key club for those punks who were later to form the nucleus of the New Romantics was Louise’s, a small lesbian basement dive on Poland Street in Soho. This was where the Bromley Contingent hung out, and soon they would also introduce it to the Pistols crowd. Siouxsie was one of the first punks to discover it. ‘Before it got a label it was a club for misfits,’ she remembers. ‘Waifs, male gays, female gays, bisexuals, non-sexuals, everything. No one was criticised for their sexual preferences. The only thing that got looked down upon was suburbia.’ Soon Soo Catwoman, Berlin, Billy Idol and all the rest of the Bromley Contingent were making it their own. John Lydon remembers taking acid in Louise’s and learning that he enjoyed the company of prostitutes. Shortly before the September 1976 Punk Rock Festival at the 100 Club, Malcolm McLaren was in there, worrying that he needed one more band to fill the bill. ‘We’ve got a band,’ lied Siouxsie. And thus the Banshees were born. Philip Sallon was a regular and told George O’Dowd to come along. George put on his best black lipstick and sniffed around sheepishly, amazed at how unfashionable it all was. The Welsh contingent, Steve Strange and Chris Sullivan, could also be found in Louise’s, where ‘Love Hangover’ was the signature tune and DJ Caroline would lose it from time to time, screaming, ‘Why don’t you straights all fuck off? You’ve got your own clubs to go to!’ But they didn’t, not really, and they weren’t all straight. Safe haven for the crowd that represented the crossover between the dressy end of punk and the nascent new club culture, Louise’s was in many ways the first New Romantic club.

         
            Louise’s was its own scene, and yet it also encouraged its new denizens to dress up and get involved. In a city which, while having its fair share of important nightclubs, was still unable to cater for those who were deliberately on the fringes, Louise’s was somewhere for the sexually fluid, the sartorially inquisitive and the socially mobile (regardless of in which direction) to explore themselves and their peers. One of the strongest leitmotifs at the time was Cabaret, which managed to fuse so many ideas, both sexually and sartorially, with the likes of Siouxsie Sioux experimenting with fishnets and thigh-high boots, cropped hair, savage Clockwork Orange make-up, leather micro-dresses and even the occasional bowler hat. This obsession with the Weimar Republic would eventually result in some of the braver habitués starting to wear swastika armbands, although even for them this felt like a transgression too far. According to Jordan, SEX’s infamous shop assistant, one regular at Louise’s was Butch Joe, a black woman with a shaved head and no front teeth who wore a beige Burton suit and used to say to anyone in earshot, ‘Strap a dick to me, dear!’

         

         Siouxsie Sioux: By 1975, I was eighteen and had started to become what I wanted to be. I started going to concerts and hanging out with the Pistols, and in September 1976, at the 100 Club punk festival, I played my first gig, along with Sid [Vicious]. We stumbled through a twenty-minute version of ‘The Lord’s Prayer’, and even though we weren’t very good, I decided to form a band. I suppose, during the first period of punk activity, I looked quite typical, with a short, sharp shock of hair which was either peroxide or jet black. When the press turned their attention to me, I stepped back, as the worst thing about the whole punk thing was that people were able to call you something on the street. Being caught out spoiled all the fun, as what I really wanted to be was different from everyone else, not the same. So I started dressing in unlikely clothes and tried to create my own face mask and my big headdress. They called me ‘a tarantula on stilts’. I knew I wanted something different; it was just a case of trial and error. Someone told me about crimpers, and after using them a few times I realised what you could actually do with them. One day, I just started hacking and came up with the idea for the look – I wanted a haircut which was gravity-defying.

         
             

         

         Viv Albertine (musician): It [London] was like the Wild West. It felt particularly terrifying for us girls to be dressed the way we were. The police couldn’t care less about us; their take was that we had it coming and we looked like aliens, and the skinheads’ take was that ‘If you’re not going to dress like “a woman”, we’re not going to treat you like a woman.’ The men in suits thought that ‘If you want to look like that, we can treat you like shit,’ and it was as if all the misogyny that was inside them could come out, because we weren’t playing the game of looking like ‘a woman’, so now they could put all their hate onto us. The whole music business was run by men, whether it was DJs, A&R men, PR people, and the streets, the businesses, the schools, dentists, doctors, everything was run by men, and so we were hated.

         
             

         

         Kim Bowen: Louise’s was off Oxford Street. My mother and my stepfather dropped us off, and we scuttled off down the road to a pub, went in the toilet and then did the pornographic transformation into whatever filthy outfits we wore. We went into this heaving club, and it was fabulous. It was the first time I saw Philip Sallon, and he was painted gold and immediately befriended us. For so many young people going into London clubs, he was the gatekeeper. There were disco glitter balls, Vivienne Westwood dwarves, men pumping iron in the corners, really loud music, plastic trousers. It was everything I ever dreamed of in a nightclub. There was a smattering of what I suppose were the first punks. We were meant to meet my mother outside so she could drive us home, but we were such horrible children that we hid in the club because we were having such a good time. My poor stepfather had to come in the club to look for us, and then Philip Sallon started to chat him up. He was horrified. I remember when we got in the car to drive home, he wouldn’t even tell my mother what he’d seen in there because it was so disgusting, which was very satisfying to us. Then I started going to the Sombrero, Crackers, Bang and the Rainbow Room on top of the Biba store. [Bang opened in 1976 and was London’s first proper gay super-club. It was held at the Sundown on Charing Cross Road every Monday, and then, as it grew more popular, on Thursdays too.]

         
             

         

         Peter York: I remember being in Louise’s. I went with this girl who was a Bowie fanatic, and Malcolm was there, and Sid. Lots of faces you’d see later on.

         
             

         

         Graham Ball: I’d started doing security for the Sex Pistols, but didn’t really know what I wanted to do. We went to lots of clubs, including Louise’s, which was so expensive: four or five pounds for a tiny can of lager. The club was full of attitude. There were real sex workers and groups of gays. Going in as a straight seventeen- or eighteen-year-old, you realised it was a more sophisticated clientele. Certainly more sophisticated than Crackers or the Sombrero. The really sophisticated people were from art school.

         
            In May, the Sex Pistols supported the Doctors of Madness at Middlesbrough Town Hall, in one of their first excursions outside their cosy London media bubble. Richard Strange, the Doctors’ lead singer, had blue hair and was well versed in the art of disruption, and yet he saw the dial had moved quite radically. ‘I’d obviously heard of them, and I thought, “Yeah, that’s all right,”’ says Strange. ‘They did their soundcheck, and it was all sort of, you know, rough and ready. But when they went on … I saw that it was all over for us, that night. I was twenty-four, I guess, and I was finished. I saw the Pistols and I thought, “That’s it, that’s tomorrow.”’

         

         Norman Jay (DJ): My clubbing days had started back in 1973, when I was sixteen. I went everywhere, from the blues parties in Brixton, where no white people went, to Crackers, the Global Village, the Lacy Lady in Ilford, the Goldmine in Canvey Island. I was a dancer and a serial clubber and a fanatical black-music fan. However, I think interesting things start to happen when people move from one world to another, so I found it interesting when people who used to go to soul clubs started going to punk clubs, and vice versa. Music scenes in the seventies were segregated because people were so tribal. I was one of those soul boys who used to be on the King’s Road on a Saturday morning chasing skinheads and fighting off Teddy boys. They were very anti-punk, so we felt a duty to protect the punks because some of my mates were punks. The skinheads used to come down and bash heads outside the Antiquarius market or outside SEX. I loved the summer of ’76 as it was hot. I was unemployed, money was scarce, I couldn’t afford to go to football, couldn’t afford the clothes I wanted to wear, but it was such an amazing year for black music. Not only was the club scene massive, but I’d started going to gay clubs like the Sombrero, because I realised very early on the gay clubs were playing the best music.

         
             

         

         Dave Stewart (musician): In adult life I learnt a lot about my childhood, and the longer I strained and looked at my formative years, the more I could remember so many triggers for me to be a musician. You’re always looking for things that cause a spark, but you can’t believe that everything is an accident. Hearing Rodgers and Hammerstein records on my dad’s stereo probably did it for me. Honestly, if I hadn’t found a guitar, I would have been a drug addict. Nineteen seventy-six wasn’t just the year of punk, it was the year I met Annie [Lennox] and it all changed, as it did for everyone, especially those who would go on to form groups in the early eighties. There was excitement in the air.

         
             

         

         Boy George: I guess my cultural development was meeting Philip Sallon in Bang, the gay club at the Sundown on Charing Cross Road. Me and my girlfriend at the time, Laura, went to a soul night at the Lyceum and we were wearing punk clothes, and they said, ‘No punks.’ So we were hovering around in the street, and this queen just came up to me and said, ‘Why don’t you go to Bang?’ That was really the beginning. That’s where I saw Philip Sallon dancing on a podium in a skirt, and I was like, ‘Oh my God! I’ve got to meet that person and become friends with him.’ A week later, I went out with him without the girlfriend, and my life began. And it was really that idea that there are other people who think like I do, someone else who had fallen for Bowie! It reminded me of his song ‘After All’, from The Man Who Sold the World. It was sort of a longing for more, really. I loved getting involved with punk. I was a massive Siouxsie Sioux fan – I’d started to see her at lots of clubs – and so I started to wear a lot of make-up. I remember somebody dropping a pint of lager on my head because they didn’t like the way I looked, and so there was a bunch of us who kind of knew that punk was becoming something that maybe we couldn’t be part of. We wanted something else.

         
             

         

         Ollie O’Donnell: In January, Ricci Burns told us he was opening another salon, this time in the King’s Road, and in March, I went to work there [by this time Burns was cutting and dyeing the hair of Jordan, the SEX shop assistant]. There was a shop nearby called Acme Attractions, and I would pop in two or three times a week. It was a brilliant clothes shop, but very expensive, as I was on very small apprentice wages. There was a very large market stall in Petticoat Lane which we would go to on a Sunday morning. It sold copies of Acme’s stuff, but at a third of the price – pegged trousers, in the same cut, but different colours. We would buy original bowling shirts from second-hand stalls on Brick Lane, which was like a Third World market in 1976 – very run down and very cheap. The top end of Portobello Road was also a great place to find clothes, especially mohair jumpers in perfect condition and big fifties herringbone overcoats and forties suits, which I would get altered. We’d buy plastic sandals in Lillywhites, the big sports store on the corner of Piccadilly. They were sold in the snorkelling and diving department, as they were to be worn underwater. I loved plastic sandals, and they were very comfortable, especially that year, when the weather started to get very hot.

         There was a great energy in the air that early summer of 1976. People would go and see The Rocky Horror Show, drink in the Chelsea Potter, the Chelsea Drug Store, the Markham. The Roebuck and the Water Rat would also be packed every night. The King’s Road was alight. It was electric that summer, fantastic energy. A very creative period in London. My friend Antonio at Ricci’s told me he was moving to another salon called Smile, in Knightsbridge, run by a very cool guy called Keith. He said it was a more avant-garde kind of place that would suit him – and also myself – better, with a much more contemporary clientele and more fashionable and more interesting work. So he arranged for me to see Keith, and I started two weeks later. A week after I started at Smile, Antonio was killed coming out of a party by Battersea roundabout. I think it was an Andrew Logan party. He must have been out of it. Apparently, he staggered into the road and a lorry spun round and smashed into him and killed him stone dead. He was only twenty-six, twenty-seven max.

         
             

         

         Nell Campbell (actress): I worked in Kensington Market, and then got a job as a soda jerk in a cafe in Knightsbridge called Smalls. I had a thirties bob and would sing and dance – the poor customers. One day, Richard O’Brien came in and said he was doing this show called The Rocky Horror Show on the King’s Road, and before the bill came I was hired. We knew it was going to be a cult hit. The film came out in 1975, and the same thing happened. People forget that all the songs are fantastic, the script is short and tight, and the sex element is major. What other musical has sex where there’s cross-gender, bi-, hetero-, trans-, the whole goddamn confusion? It’s all there. It liberated people. Hair had its fair share of nudity, but it was very dull.

         
             

         

         Ollie O’Donnell: At the time, I was going to Crackers on a Tuesday night. You were given a voucher to exchange for a small wicker bowl of sometimes scampi and chips, sometimes sausage and chips. Apparently, that was the only way they could have an alcohol and music licence. This was not uncommon in the mid-seventies. The club itself was a dump. It looked very run down and old-fashioned, but the atmosphere was electric. I had never heard sounds as edgy as this before. Pure funk. I have heard people say it was 80 per cent black kids in there on a Tuesday night, but that’s impossible. I am sure I would have remembered that, and also no club in the West End, or even the ones I had gone to in the suburbs – the Bird’s Nest in Muswell Hill and the Royalty in Southgate – would let in anywhere near that percentage of black people at any one time. I know that for a fact. From my experience it would not be more than 30 per cent. There was a Friday lunchtime session in the club as well, which was very popular, but I was too busy working in Knightsbridge to get over for that.

         People danced wherever they could in the club. It was all carpeted, apart from the small dancefloor. So people did their thing wherever they stood. It was so vibrant in there you could not be in the club and not dance. It was impossible. You had quite a mixed bunch of people, and they would be dressed to dance: very slim, tight jeans; slip-on leather shoes or little suede boots (pixie boots they were called); sleeveless T-shirts; and hand towels to wipe off the sweat from dancing.

         There was a small crowd who interested me – maybe only thirty people – who wore very different clothes. They had bleached-blond cropped hair, with crazy red and green streaks through the side. Yet again they’d be wearing black Serra T-shirts from SEX and red jeans from SEX, the ones with the plastic back pockets. These were the pre-punks. There were a couple of Bowie twins from Hatfield in Hertfordshire. They were both tall and razor thin, and looked like a slightly more exaggerated version of David Bowie on the cover of Young Americans. Their hair was even more exaggerated: deep red with bleached streaks through the front, but also with pink highlights cascading over their eyes, and slicked back at the sides. Pencil-thin dark plucked eyebrows, very pale complexions, with black mascara. They always wore the shiniest black or red plastic dungarees. Outside the club they would wear these slightly furry leopard-skin bomber jackets, which I thought looked great.

         They had a mad, slurry way of talking, and kind of shouted and talked at the same time. They would jump from one subject to another in mid-sentence. They were very unusual people. Every second line was ‘Never mind the bollocks.’ They would say that three hundred times a night. Everything was ‘Never mind the bollocks.’ I know for a fact that the Sex Pistols got the name for their album from the twins. They both earned a living selling hot dogs. One worked on Charing Cross Road, the other down by Trafalgar Square. They were mad. If you stopped to talk to them, they would always be arguing with someone. Man or woman, they always had the same line: ‘Now listen, sweetheart: never mind the bollocks.’

         
             

         

         Princess Julia: At the time, it was all about gay discos and the punk scene, bondage trousers from SEX. Jordan became a role model quite quickly. I know it’s hard to believe, but I’m actually quite shy. I was petrified of everything but so into people expressing themselves through what they did creatively or how they looked that punk was like a magnet to me. That’s how I made friends and went to gigs, and it was really quite astounding the number of women that were on the punk scene doing amazing things. It was a community for people like me who were disenfranchised. At the time, women were expected to get married and have children and have this sort of life. I just never felt like that was the life I wanted; I didn’t want a normal family life. I went to the family planning clinic and asked them to give me a hysterectomy. I said, ‘Listen, I think it’s time. I think you should take my womb away.’ And they looked really sad! I was like, ‘I’m not going to have children, and I just want to be sort of androgynous.’ I kind of identified as a robot or a puppet of some sort. I’m not sure where I got that idea from. I just felt like quite an androgynous-type person. The initial punk scene was quite androgynous; it was quite fluid, quite gay, effeminate, a lot softer than it became. Boys wearing make-up, girls wearing make-up, lots of drag!

         
             

         

         Stephen Jones: Having decided to pursue fashion, I applied to St Martin’s, which at the time was known as a sculpture college. But it was right in the centre of London, it was 1976, and it was right at the heart of everything that was happening in the city. I mean, who the hell wants to be in Kingston? You might as well be on the south coast. I had adored Bowie and Bryan Ferry, and London seemed like the only place to enter that world. I had shortish hair. I was wearing suits and was a devotee of the NME and Melody Maker, and I became aware of punk very early on. There was a place called the Nag’s Head in High Wycombe, which was a really super-well-known music venue, and I went there every week, seeing Wayne County and Generation X and all the early punk people, and then eventually I joined a punk band called Pink Parts [with Paul Ferguson, who eventually joined Killing Joke, and Martin Stone from the Pink Fairies]. I arrived at St Martin’s in August 1976 wearing black trousers and a black polo neck jumper, with a black beret and chipped black nail varnish. I remember walking into the fashion room, and there were all these girls wearing beige on one side and about five or six punks on the other. So I sat with them. On my first day, I had lunch with a girl called Chrissie Atkinson, whose boyfriend was Shane MacGowan, then in the Nipple Erectors. Kenny Morris from the Banshees was in the room next to me at the Ralph West Halls of Residence. I started to see Siouxsie and lots of the early punks, but we always had a problem with the Sex Pistols because they were manufactured, they were Malcolm’s band.
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