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At the back of the Windmill, a flat-roofed pub at the top of Brixton Hill that for the past two decades has been an unlikely epicentre of Britain’s underground music scene, is a shed-like space that was once intended as a green room. Generally known as the smoking shed or the Jack Medley room, this would-be artists’ quarters has a tendency to get filled each night with people who may or may not have something to do with whoever is performing on the little stage in the corner of the main room. The green room/smoking shed/Jack Medley room backs out onto the Windmill’s garden where there is graffiti on the walls, an extremely dirty Kronenburg 1664 umbrella over a picnic table in the centre, and a rockery in the corner where the rocks are painted in sickly shades of blue and purple. Here and there are patches of greenery, even the odd flower. You cannot help but feel, though, that the flowers are fighting a losing battle.


“Some fucker’s taken down the No Smoking sign again,” gripes Tim Perry, the man responsible for turning this once desolate boozer into London’s most exciting place for underground music, as he sinks into a brown leatherette sofa in the smoking shed and rolls a cigarette. Above him is a mural of an Ian Dury type with a curly quiff and earrings, pointing a big finger, the words ‘Secure As Fuck’ emboldened below his head. Surrounding this man with the dramatic, benign countenance are commands like Deal With It! and Suck It Up! in star shapes, like a Situationist approximation of a supermarket promotional campaign.


“That is the Jack Medley mural,” says Tim. “Jack Medley was an anti-folk artist and an absolute party animal who was here all the time. He had a duo called Secure Men, which was a piss take of Saul from Fat White Family’s side project Insecure Men. In the end it wasn’t the drugs that killed him, although they would have killed most people.”


“He was a good lad,” sighs Seamus McCausland, the Windmill’s landlord, of the late Jack Medley. “He used to DJ in here. This was his spot.”


Medley was part of a southeast London scene of which the terminally unhygienic Fat White Family have been the shining lights; a scene typified by chaos and nihilism and yet, underneath it all, an idealistic and actually rather innocent belief in life and art for its own sake. They are one of the bands most strongly associated with the Windmill, alongside Goat Girl, who like Fat White Family took their cues from a massively influential if relatively unknown and highly transgressive band called the Country Teasers. The younger and healthier, yet no less challenging Black Midi is another Windmill mainstay. You could be forgiven for thinking drugs might be a problem here.


“It might be,” says Tim, emptying the ashtray, “if any of these fuckers had enough money for decent drugs.”


Painted on the opposite wall of the Jack Medley mural is an artful series of women’s bodies, overlapping, headless and pastel-coloured.


“I hadn’t actually noticed that before,” says Seamus, raising two big eyebrows, as he perches on the edge of a sofa and contemplates the artwork.


On the far wall is a mass of graffiti tags surrounding a framed etching of a Tudor building. There is also another man in the room. He appears to be engaged in a one-sided argument with a wall-mounted screen.


“Come on, you bastard,” says the man in a rough brogue, who, with his incomplete dental arrangement and shaven/bald head, could be anywhere between 40 and 70. “Oh no, now look at that. Look what you’ve done,” he says dolefully, almost apologetically, before returning to affronted outrage. “What the fuck is going on here? What d’you think you’re doing? Two can play at that game. Turn on, you little shit. Come on now. Be reasonable.”


The conversation gets increasingly surreal as the man variously placates, pleads with, and insults the equipment he’s trying to make cooperate through sheer force of will, and an unyielding faith in the domination of humanity over inanimate objects. For a while he gives up on words entirely, making a series of squeaks to denote curiosity, annoyance, reflection and resignation. Eventually he stands up, rubs his head, says, “I can’t figure out that fucking thing. You’re going to have to do it, Tim,” and totters off to the bar.
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“Your sound guy seems to be having a problem with the screen,” I say to Tim.


“He’s not the sound guy,” says Tim, craning his head back and puffing out a plume of smoke toward the ceiling. “He’s a drinker from the estate. He’s trying to turn the telly on.”


On first arriving at the Windmill you are likely to be confronted by its roof dog, the ultimate marker of an authentic flat-roofed council estate pub. The first roof dog at the Windmill was a Doberman called Brandy but the one who entered into local folklore is Ben, a fearsome-looking Rottweiler who until dying of prostate cancer in 2015 stood over the Windmill’s guttering and glared down menacingly at anyone he didn’t like the look of. As it turned out, Ben was not only a big softie but also a dog of rare intelligence and insight.


“Ben was a good dog, but he had his own enemies,” says Seamus, nodding in recognition of Ben’s ability to judge character. “He knew the bad people, and I don’t know why but he was always right about them. We went out one Christmas for dinner, we left him upstairs, and the next thing I know I get a phone call to say your dog is down on the road. It turned out Ben saw a burglar on the roof and he chased him downstairs and out of the pub. There was a fella who used to take wheels off bicycles on the street, and Ben hated him with a passion. He jumped down from the roof one day and ran after him. Yer man comes back to me and I says to him, ‘This dog knows yer, he hates yer, and you know that yerself. You’d do better to go away and never come back.’ But for everyone else he was sound.”
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