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            Introduction to Why I Did It

         

         I did it to stand up for Airdrie. I did it because of Memorial Device. I did it because later on everyone went off and became social workers and did courses on how to teach English as a foreign language or got a job in Greggs. Well, not everybody. Some people died or disappeared or went into seclusion, more like. I did it – well, I was going to say I did it because back then anything seemed possible, back then being 1983 and 1984 and 1985, what I call the glory years. The glory years in Airdrie – what a joke, right? But really that would be untrue because back then everything seemed impossible.

         Me and Johnny McLaughlin, that was us back then. We thought it was important, what was happening. We thought it was important to document it. I got a few pieces in the Airdrie & Coatbridge Advertiser. It’s happening on your own doorstep, man, I told them. This isn’t Manchester or London or fucking Chingford. This is Airdrie. I wanted to put a cassette out, a cassette with all the local bands, Memorial Device, of course, and Glass Sarcophagus and Chinese Moon and Steel Teeth, but not Fangboard, fuck Fangboard, anything but them, and I wanted to call it This is Airdrie. But of course I didn’t. I wanted to write and publish a fanzine, and of course me and Johnny did publish a fanzine that ran for all of one issue before I dumped the copies we hadn’t shifted behind some bushes in Rawyards Park and urinated on them, which might have been my greatest contribution to the scene. But most of all I wanted to write a book.

         1983 and ’84 and ’85 were the years of Memorial Device. Previously they had been in other bands, bands that some people cared about and bands that some people thought were a joke, but when they came together it was undeniable. They sounded like nothing else. They sounded like Airdrie, which is to say they sounded like a black fucking hole. Everyone loved them or hated them and the people who hated them loved them twice as much. We thought they would go the whole way, we thought they would vindicate Airdrie, valorise Coatbridge, memorialise Greengairs. The rumour was that when Sonic Youth played Splash One in Glasgow in 1986 they asked for Memorial Device as their support act. Who knew what could have happened? But it was all over by then. And what’s left to show for it? I could never put it out my mind. Over the years I began tracking people down, writing letters, making sad international phone calls in the middle of the night. I had my interviews from the time, I had written some stuff back in the day. I talked Johnny into doing the same. It’s not about the music any more, Johnny said. Well, what the fuck is it about? Like I said, I did it to stand up for Airdrie. I did it because of Memorial Device. I did it because, for a moment, even when everything seemed impossible, everybody was doing everything, reading, listening, writing, creating, sticking up posters, taking notes, passing out, throwing up, rehearsing, rehearsing, rehearsing in dark windowless rooms at 2 p.m. like the future was just up ahead and we better be ready for it. And now already it’s the rotten past. That’s why I did it, if you want to know the truth.

         Ross Raymond, Airdrie, Lanarkshire, Scotland

April 2016

      

   


   
      

         
            1. Hidden Occluded by Chemistry by Water

         

         1. Hidden Occluded by Chemistry by Water: Ross Raymond meets Big Patty and Lucas Black in 1981 and everything changes and I know I know I hate it when I hear people say things like oh that record changed my life that book changed my life Led Zeppelin changed my fucking life when you know that really their life just went on exactly the fucking same but meeting Patty and Lucas and starting to go to shows with Johnny McLaughlin and buying records and hearing this music really did change everything although it might be more accurate to say it deformed my life rather than just changed it if you know what I mean. And if you do you’re in.

         At the time that I met him, Big Patty lived somewhere near the top of South Bridge Street in Airdrie, which today is the worst street in Airdrie, the most boarded-up street in Airdrie, the street that most effectively announces it is all over for Airdrie, but the weird thing is I’ve no idea how I first got to know him, perhaps I met him one night at The Staging Post across the road from Airdrie Library, perhaps I met him at the library itself, I was a teenage sci-fi, horror and existentialism nut and that was my haunt, if you know what I mean, my medieval castle, but really I have no idea, which is weird, but appropriate, perhaps, because it makes it seem more like an amnesiac alien abduction than the beginning of an awkward long-term friendship, which, looking back, is closer to what it actually felt like.

         He was my first introduction to the music scene. I spent the New Year’s Eve of 1981 hanging out at his flat, which to me was a paradise of no parents and endless opportunity, but as the bells rang he forced us out onto the street and we ended up standing round in a park in the dark near Airdrie Academy hoping the future would walk right up behind us and tap us on the shoulder. Back then Johnny McLaughlin and I were working on our fanzine. We called it A Night Is a Morning That You Hasten to Light. Johnny came up with the title. It came from the French – something like that. For the first issue we had interviewed Big Patty.

         The night before the interview I couldn’t sleep. I was always that way when it came to big moments. I worried that my questions would seem banal. At that time in my life I had a bed underneath a skylight in the loft of my parents’ house, right next to a radiator, where my cat, who was named Cody after Neal Cassady’s character in Visions of Cody and whose memory comes back to me now like a puzzled ghost with great owl-like eyes staring out of the past, would curl up in the crook of my legs, and at the foot of the bed I had a bookcase filled with random dread; I was educating myself in suffering, sleeping naked in the woods, I told myself, books by Philip K. Dick and Christopher Lasch and Albert Camus and H. P. Lovecraft. Sometime in the night my mum came upstairs and knocked on the door of my bedroom, which I always kept locked because parents stick their noses in everywhere. I was listening to Y by The Pop Group, which was one of my favourite records at the time – I played it to death, almost literally to death, to the point that it wouldn’t play any more without sticking and jumping – and I was smoking a cigarette out of the window while staring at a cluster of trees silhouetted on the horizon that I always associated with the future or the mystery of all of my life that was yet to come. Hold on, I said. When I unlocked the door she asked me what I was doing. I’m preparing for an interview, I said. I think I might be up most of the night, I said. Do you have any ideas for questions? I asked her. She thought for a moment. Yes, she said. You should ask him if he always tells the truth in interviews.

         I’ve never done an interview before in my life, Big Patty said. How the fuck would I know? I had underlined a sentence from a philosophical text, something about the nature of love. He looked embarrassed. I have no idea, he said. I typed up the interview until 4 a.m. Then I fell asleep.

         I had a paper round at this point – everyone in Airdrie had a paper round, it was a rite of passage in Airdrie – and I had two or three cassettes that I would alternate on the Walkman but mostly Fun House by The Stooges. I was delivering in Whinhall, on the outskirts of Airdrie, which was a desperate situation. Then I got a summer job in a flower shop in Coatbridge, then as a kitchen orderly in Monklands Hospital in Coatdyke. That put me off carrots for life. But suddenly I had enough money to buy records. Every Saturday I would meet Johnny and we would travel into Glasgow and buy two LPs each: the first Ramones album, The Sonics’ Boom, Easter Everywhere by The 13th Floor Elevators, which is still the greatest psychedelic record ever made, Can’s Tago Mago, Metal Box by Public Image Ltd, the first Roxy album, This Heat, Nurse With Wound, So Alone by Johnny Thunders – in fact anything by Johnny Thunders, everyone in Airdrie was obsessed with Johnny Thunders.

         We cottoned on early that there were certain bars that the musicians liked to hang out in and certain cafes too but most of them are long gone so it would be pointless to tell you about them and heartbreaking too, the booths with the torn leather seats, the shakers stopped up with damp clusters of salt, the chipped Formica tables, all vanquished in favour of faceless coffee shops full of idiot middle-class couples and pregnant mums. On Saturday evenings, after lying around in Johnny’s living room playing our latest purchases – The Modern Dance by Pere Ubu or Like Flies on Sherbert by Alex Chilton, which still sounds perverse and macabre, like a suicide note where you’re not sure whether it’s a joke or it’s for real – we would head out to one of the bars and mooch around and scope the scene. Occasionally we would bump into Big Patty and we’d both feign surprise, wow, what are you doing here, we hang out here all the time, etc. It got to the point that we struck up a real friendship, which at first was exciting. I’m in, I thought, bohemia here I come.

         Back then Patty worked part-time at a barber’s shop in Clarkston. I started going there to get my hair cut but at first I didn’t have the nerve to ask for him specifically and sometimes I would make excuses, feign a coughing fit or just disappear altogether if the queue ran down and I ended up stuck with the owner, an emaciated Italian, or even worse, his shrunken son who everyone said was bulimic, which at the time I thought was the female version of anorexia, which only inspired further confusion. Once I took in a picture of Antonin Artaud that I had photocopied from the front of a City Lights book and asked for the same haircut. You have completely different hair, Patty said. It’s not possible. Then he told me that his band, which at that point was called Slave Demographics, had been played on Radio Scotland’s alternative programme. To me it was a fantasy world.

         Sometimes in the evening I would borrow my parents’ car. I had just learned to drive and I would drive all the way to Caldercruix and up past the reservoir and then back to my old school, more like old prison camp, then down to the Safeway car park and round past the train station and once I saw Patty and his girlfriend at the time, I never met her, it was just before we began hanging out and they split up shortly afterwards, but I remember thinking that’s a real romance, that’s lying back in the grass and talking about Sylvia Plath right there. She had dark hair, cut in a short bob, eye make-up like an Egyptian goddess. He was smoking a cigarette, probably a joint, I thought, and wearing a battered top hat and a pair of shades. I watched them walk off into their own life and it felt like I was watching my future self, my dream avatar, heading back to a council house in Cairnhill that opened onto a parallel universe.

         My first gig was at an upstairs venue somewhere off West George Street in Glasgow. It was on the third floor of a building that also had a Chinese restaurant and a singles bar. There were two mutually exclusive queues, the punks and the straights. When Johnny and I finally got to the top of the stairs someone started singing ‘The Trail of the Lonesome Pine’ by Laurel and Hardy at us. Next thing I know I’m in the venue and drinking beer out of a bottle for the first time. They played a song by The Gun Club and Johnny and I danced. I had my hands in my pockets, I looked like a goon, basically, but Johnny had his head down and his arms in the air, dancing like he was completely carried away. Then I saw some girls that I recognised from Airdrie, real posers, and Johnny said to me, let’s pull a Thunders, which was code for let’s overwhelm these girls with credentials, which is what we tried to do. We’re the most psychedelic guys in here, Johnny said to them. Then he slapped one of the girls on the ass. I was amazed. He was clearly in his element. And she didn’t protest. In fact she laughed. Later I saw her getting off with some guy who looked like he was in his thirties with a bald patch on top of his head. I’m not even bald, I thought. What’s wrong with me? Eventually the band played. It was Patty’s new band, Occult Theocracy. They sounded like a clap of thunder on the furthest horizon of my brain. The singer, who everyone called Street Hassle and who you would sometimes see in the winter, in the snow, walking in the gutter with nothing but a cut-off T-shirt and a can of beer in his hand, took the microphone and forced it into his mouth so that he sounded like a buzzing fly and then he said, mama, he said, mama, then he hyperventilated for a while and then he said, mama, yeah, it feels good. When I got back home I stood in front of the mirror and I messed up my hair. I knew I’d never comb it again.

         I bought an acoustic guitar, it was all I could afford, and on days off work, in other words when I wasn’t having a chug in the staff toilet while imagining the cleaners in their underwear, I would sit in the park and pretend to play although in reality I couldn’t play a damn note. I would see people checking me out. I wore a huge pair of black wraparound shades and one day I caught sight of Big Patty with a couple of friends and they came over and sat down with me. Patty looked like a cadaver. I guessed that he was on drugs. This is Beano, he said, introducing the taller of the two, who had a swollen drinker’s nose or a bad case of rosacea – either way it was rough justice. The other one they called The Doug. The Doug wore a biker’s jacket with a quote from John Cage written on the back in Tipp-Ex, something about having nothing to say and saying it. I had picked up a copy of Cage’s Indeterminacy set on a recent record-buying trip and I tried to impress them. I listen to Indeterminacy at work on the headphones when I’m cleaning pots and pans, I told them. You’d be better listening to the pots and pans, The Doug deadpanned.

         Listen, Patty said. Could you do us a favour? Sure, I said. Name it. No, he said. Forget it. It’s not worth it. Come on, I said. I’m happy to help. He took out a cigarette and tried to light it but the wind kept blowing out the match and after about the fifth attempt he crumpled the cigarette up in his hand and threw it to the ground. I need you to return something for me, he said. Actually a few things: a bunch of cassettes. I borrowed them from this guy in Craigneuk but things turned a bit, well, a bit crazy, actually, so I’d rather, you know, keep my distance. Also, he has a bunch of my LPs that I need to get back. Can you help me out? I wanted to ask him why he didn’t get Beano or The Doug to help him but instead I just agreed. Can you do it now? he asked me. Then he gave me a bunch of cassettes, album dubs with track listings written in almost indecipherably small pen. One of them had a Chocolate Watchband compilation on one side and the first Suicide album on the other, both of which I went out and bought the next weekend. Wait a second, The Doug said as I was about to leave, could you go some Buckie? Then he handed me a half bottle of Buckfast. I had never tasted Buckfast in my life and the truth is it was rancid but as I choked it down all three of them began clapping and chanting Ross, Ross, Ross so I felt obliged to drain the bottle in one shot. They looked at me in amazement. I was in.

         The address was in Howletnest Road. I put my Walkman on and listened to ‘Dirt’ on Fun House on the way over. Iggy was a genius. It never sounded better. My entire body was vibrating with the music and the Buckie and the sunshine. When I got there the place looked like a dumping ground. The garden was a mess, there was trash all over the front grass and there was a filthy caravan parked in the driveway. It was an immediate bringdown. I started to feel nauseous. I could hear someone inside the caravan and it was vibrating with the sound of this sick-making high-pitched drone. But I knocked on the front door of the house instead and as soon as I did the sound cut dead and all movement in the caravan stopped. A tiny middle-aged woman answered the door with a cigarette in her hand and long grey hair. Yes? she said. I’m looking for Fred, I said. You mean Lucas? she said. Is Lucas Fred? I asked her. That was his nickname at school, she said. I don’t encourage it. His name’s Lucas. Or Luke. Sometimes he gets called Luke. Or Luciani. Is Lucas in? I asked her. No, she said, I’m afraid Lucas isn’t available right now. Can I take a message?

         I explained that I needed to return some tapes to him and to pick up some records. By this point the noises in the caravan had resumed and I could make out a steady thump and what sounded like a drunk stumbling into furniture. I was starting to feel a panic coming over me. I looked back over my shoulder and I could make out a word picked out in the dirt of the caravan window. eugroM, it said. There was a buzzing in my ears. I felt like I was dissolving into the ground. Then I saw myself from above on the path and saw a thin trickle of blood run from my forehead and pool on the ground beside me and watched as a figure appeared from the caravan and lifted up my body and carried me back inside.

         Lucas was building a volcano in the middle of his caravan. The volcano, he explained, was the equivalent of a wheelchair for a physically handicapped person. It’s a means of transport, he said. It allows me to make connections. The volcano was constructed out of old shoeboxes, crumpled newspapers, folded greeting cards, balls of wrapping paper. Long feather boas – pink, blue and purple – took the place of flowing lava. He held a red notebook in his hand. What did you say your name was again? he asked me. Ross, I told him. Ross Raymond. He wrote it down in his notebook. Have I ever met you before?

         No, I said, first time, and I dabbed the cut on the side of my head with an old T-shirt he had given me. He had laid me on a dirty blue velvet couch beneath the window. I have had seven brain operations, he told me. I have struggled with mental illness for most of my life. But the creative part, the creative part has been the most rewarding. He spoke in a soft, slightly distant voice. A moonie, I thought to myself, a gentle lunatic.

         The issue was memory. He had none, or very little, or rather all of his memories were hidden, occluded by chemistry, by water particularly – water on the brain, they called it – so that every moment was swept away, the specifics of his day-to-day existence like the splinters of a ship in a storm. This is the logbook, he said, thumbing through his notes, moments reconstructed in the wake of a disaster. Then he pointed to the volcano. And this is where the memories live.

         I realised I had been set up. He would have had no idea what the cassettes were, if they were even his. Do you know Big Patty? I asked him. Big Patty, he said, breathing all over his name so that I could almost smell it. Hold on a second, he said, and then he picked up a green phone book with a dial on the front that made it pop up at certain letters. Big Patty, he said. Patty Whitaker? Patty Thomas? Patricia Black? He’s a musician, I said. Plays in Occult Theocracy? Music, music, music, he said. Music is one of the things that humans can be proudest of. Would you like to hear some music? He put a cassette in the player. It was the same sound I had heard from outside the caravan, a single barely fluctuating tone. I took a look at the cassette cover and it had the same tiny handwriting as the Suicide and Chocolate Watchband compilation. The track was by the Swedish composer Folke Rabe, a piece called ‘What??’. I had never heard anything like it before. It seemed to fill all the space in the caravan.

         Have you ever been to Jos? Lucas asked me. No, I said, but I knew it, funnily enough. It’s a town in Nigeria, I told him. Then you know the centre of the world, he said. At first I wondered if it was a genuine memory or if he had picked it up from somewhere else. But then I thought about my own opinions and I shut the fuck up.

      

   


   
      

         
            2. This Is So Pointlessly Wrong

         

         2. This Is So Pointlessly Wrong: Ross Raymond interviews Big Patty from Memorial Device for the second issue of the legendary fanzine that got dumped behind a hedge and that never saw the light of day and somehow only manages to ask one rotten question the entire time can you believe it.

         So, eh, the first question is can you tell me a bit about what was the whole idea behind, eh, Memorial Device?

         I was feeling … not disconcerted, not unreconciled – what’s the word that’s somewhere between the two?

         ?

         Awkward and out of sync, is that the best way to put it?

         ?

         But out of sync with what, you know?

         ?

         It was more like I was out of orbit. Like I had been hit with a piece of space debris and knocked for a loop. I had been writing songs or, let’s be fucking honest here why don’t we, struggling to write songs. Struggling to be a songwriter. I had a few chords that I had learned from The Modern Lovers. You know the ones, D, E, A, that other weird D one, the one Johnny Thunders used in ‘You Can’t Put Your Arms Around a Memory’ and ‘Lonely Planet Boy’. The most beautiful chord of all. And I was trying to write lyrics.

         You don’t mind if I spark one up, do you?

         ?

         We would go to my girlfriend’s parents’ house … They had this cottage in Greengairs, it was quiet and boring … but they grew their own vegetables so you could make your own food for free … It sort of became my base … Here I was trying to make these sounds and trying to express something but it seemed like it was all craft … like I was trying to learn how to copy or emulate … that it was counterfeit somehow … I would write these songs and I would realise that the feelings in them … if you could even call them feelings … they were more like … I don’t know … they weren’t my own and they weren’t anyone else’s either … They were shop-soiled … cheap … It was like singing to a plant … You are green and you grow … in the rain … for a time … then you go … It was that level … Although it wasn’t really that level … That’s plainly stated in a way that I was incapable of back then … you know … the whole Lou Reed school of ‘I walked to the chair/Then I sat in it’ … That’s how Lester Bangs describes it … You into Lester Bangs?

         ?

         Cool …

         I mean, I liked that. I always have. But there was a feeling in me that didn’t come across like a chord progression and a melody. You have to understand I had a lot of anger. A lot of frustration. I still do. But I was never bored. That’s what I hated so much about punk. This whole thing about complaining about being bored. What’s that crap Situationist cartoon I can’t stand?

         ?

         The one where the two French chicks are bitching about how there is nothing they won’t do to raise the standard of boredom.

         ?

         I hated that. These people are punks and yet they’re complaining about how someone else won’t make an effort to entertain them?

         ?

         Give me a break. Wasn’t the whole point that you made your own entertainment?

         ?

         Then I had this awful feeling. Like it was all a drug. Something for sleepwalkers. Dreaming their way from generation through generation. Whether it was Frank Sinatra and I fucking hate Frank Sinatra. Whether it was Johnny Rotten or Bob Dylan. All these tossers singing from the same hymn book. Fucking choirboys. Or Elvis Presley but with Elvis maybe there was something different.

         Did you ever hear about Sinew Singer?

         ? 

         He was this guy who came from Airdrie in the 1950s. Airdrie’s sole contribution to rock n roll as something that would actually expand your senses.

         You know how he got his name?

         ?

         Check it out: his friend had a scrapbook that he filled with pictures of rock stars and pop stars. Buddy Holly. The Everly Brothers. Fucking Dion and the Belmonts, I don’t know. They were leafing through it one night and he turns to a page that has a picture of Elvis on it. Early Elvis. Young Elvis. Elvis where he looks like a flick knife. And just looking at him he feels like he has stuck his finger in a light bulb socket. He says he literally felt his hair rise up into a kind of electrified quiff. And you know what he means. That haircut was aerodynamic. It came from rushing headlong into the future. He asked his friend, who the fuck is this guy? And he says to him, it’s the new singer. But he mishears it as It’s Sinew Singer and his mind is even more blown apart. He mishears it as this guy whose every muscle, whose every vein, every fucking sinew of his body, is singing. You know? Fuck Iggy Pop! And then he realises his mistake though not really because in that moment he became Sinew Singer. He took on the mantle and it was down to him to live up to it. That’s genius right there, if you ask me. In my opinion genius is accidental, is mistaken, is actually wrong at first. And I don’t care what you say. But it’s hard to be wrong in a housing estate in Airdrie. Even though really they’re all wrong! But they want to be right at all costs. They want to have an ironing board, a cooker and a washing machine. A duvet instead of a sleeping bag. A fucking concrete house with four windows. Some shitty car. A hoover. A job like a fucking jail sentence. A big TV in the living room. To be woken at six in the morning while it’s still dark. And on top of that they want respect. For being right. How is it possible to respect anyone for being right?

         ?

         How fucking simple. How mind-numbingly fucking dull. Congratulations. You did the right thing. You know?

         ?

         People ask me why I asked Remy to join Memorial Device. What was it that made me ask this guy from a supposedly naff synth-pop group to play bass with us. The point is when I first saw Relate play I just thought it was so wrong. Here were these two bozos … these two clowns, basically … though more macabre and sad and desperate than even that … Their make-up was badly applied so that their mouths were like two black half-moons, making them look like puffy cadavers … or a fucking inflatable nightmare … The music was awful, godawful … and here they were jumping up and down … I remember at one point Remy gave this sudden leap combined with a scissor kick … He was wearing hand-painted pyjamas, basically … and he smashed his head off the ceiling of the venue … Of course they were doing the whole deal where they poured blood over themselves but it looked like Remy really had split his head open and was bleeding badly … and there was no one in the audience … okay, maybe four or five people … but no one was paying them the slightest attention … except for me … and by this point I was hooked … fascinated … or maybe it’s more correct to say that I was under its spell … It was compulsive … These people are alive, I said to myself … They seemed completely unaware of the lack of response … Their faces were contorted so that now they looked like tortured eggs … This is so pointlessly wrong, I thought to myself … I love it.

         It’s the same with Lucas. I mean Lucas is always performing, in a way. Because of his condition. He is always feeling his way into a new role. Every minute of the day. And I don’t mean that to sound exploitative. But every performance is like the first one. Every time he wakes it’s like the first morning on earth. With Lucas there is no possibility of being rote. He is perpetually new. I know there is a lot of suffering that comes from that too. I can only imagine. But I think there is something fulfilling for Lucas and for all of us in being able to make ritual use of forgetting and remembering. And of course that’s how I came up with the name Memorial Device. To me it was like Shakespeare.

         Do you want a hit?

         ?

         Cool. No worries. As I said … I had been through my own artistic crisis … I was into punk rock … for a bit … who wasn’t … but it seemed like everyone was going to jail … serving pointless sentences … The guys from The Tunnel … one of the great Airdrie groups … heavy ritualists … they had been locked up for desecrating graves … They had dug up a bunch of plots in Clarkston Parish Church looking for thighbones to make trumpets out of … That I could respect … That seemed like something worth doing time for … There was something tragic and naive about it … that appealed to me … but everyone else was going down for shoplifting … assault and battery … house breaking … possession … repeated drunk and disorderly … It was pathetic … I’m drawn to madness … I admit it … but only if it energises you … or if it destroys you completely … Only if you blow up or go tearing off … into another life … and another life … and another life running after it … These guys were just bums … I never championed the underdog … I never forgot they were still dogs … For me the people I respected were winners … maybe not in the eyes of society … but for me they weren’t victims … They came out on top … even if they were skint … and covered in rashes … and couldn’t look you in the eye … and were half insane … But it ended up where I was going to these … clubs … these … bunkers … really these fallout shelters … because that’s what it felt like … I’d be sitting in the dark watching this punk group … going through the motions … acting gobby … playing three chords … staggering through a bunch of songs that really they had rehearsed to death … There was no spontaneity to it … no reality … no life … and that’s when I began to think … Christ … we’ve dug these complexes … deep into the ground … we’ve built walls … we’ve filled in all the windows … we’ve painted the toilets black … we’ve drunk ourselves to the point of oblivion … just to keep life outside … Art was supposed to open you up to life and here we were … we had narrowed it to the point of a fucking black box … with a bunch of dirty mirrors lining the walls …

         Alright, mate? Yeah, amazing mate, cannae beat it. What you up to? I’m doing an interview, mate, what’s it look like? An interview, mate. I’m not packing, mate. I’ve nothing on me. Naw, mate, naw. Try me later, mate, try me later. Sorry, man, just some dick that I know. You know The Whinhall Starvers?

         ?

         That guy plays bass with them. You sure you don’t want a hit?

         ?

         So I heard about a block of flats that was being demolished in the East End of Glasgow … On the Sunday of the explosion I made my way out there on my own … There were helicopters hovering in clouds of dust … the crackle of police walkie-talkies … I saw no one from the music scene … except one guy … a bike courier … who frankly I couldn’t stand … though I was feeling in a good mood … I had risen early and I hadn’t been drinking the night before … so I ended up standing next to him … him in his shorts and T-shirt … and wearing some kind of baseball cap … forgive me … but it was repellent to me … especially his nose … his red runny nose … but anyway … I looked around and it was all locals … it was like an event … The building had history … It had gone up in the 1960s … I thought of all the people that had lived there … It was powerful … and people were eating chocolate bars and drinking drinks … and smoking cigarettes … and the rumour was they had diverted the trains … and suddenly this sound rang out … this air-raid siren … or warning call … and everyone gasped … someone next to me screamed … and you could hear the blades of the helicopters whirling round … and the charges went off … and the building crumpled … collapsing forward … and folding into itself … like a sick old man … falling to his knees on the subway … but there was something unmistakably artistic about it … In the sound of the explosion I heard the years of planning … the decades of construction … the span … of people’s lives … There were tower blocks all around and it missed them by metres … I was blown away … There was so much going on … I said to myself … okay … from now on music has to sound like a building coming down or forget it.

         Look, mate, I gotta split, is that enough, is that okay?

         ?

         Alright, mate, alright, catch you later …

         Fuck!

      

   


   
      

         
            
        3. Daytime Hangovers That Can Only Be Remedied by a Session of Furious Masturbation
      

         

         3. Daytime Hangovers That Can Only Be Remedied by a Session of Furious Masturbation: Scott McKenzie becomes the first of many people to get obsessed by Mary Hanna (this is before she joined Memorial Device) but more than that he isn’t giving away though I tried him with follow-up questions several times he just blanked me that was his style his only ambition was to do as little as possible even though I kind of admire it and all of Airdrie salutes him for it in a really kind of slack half-arsed mooching-about-town way.

         I would say that Mary was in about fifty per cent of the best groups to come out of Airdrie in the middle 1980s. She was certainly in demand. At first some people speculated that she was a lesbian. But it was more that she was just aloof. How did I meet her? Well, I am glad you asked that question because that is another story and in fact it has nothing to do with music. It was the first summer after I graduated from high school. I was seventeen years old. It was the kind of summer that we simply do not get any more. I swear to god that the tar was melting in the streets. People were swimming in rivers. These filthy rivers. These stinky summer rivers. But even so. I took a job at a cement factory in Coatdyke. I worked on the desk, which was no work at all, lucky me. You do not get a lot of drop-in customers looking for bags of cement. Although of course you do get a few. It was normally people that had just bought their council house and were looking to build an extension, or freelance labourers. We dealt a lot with the trade.

         My boss was an idiot, there is no point in pretending otherwise. When I filled in my application form he took it and he held it up to his face because he was also short-sighted and he said, that is good you have very neat handwriting. He thought that was the right thing to say. He thought that was how you evaluated potential employees. And my handwriting was not even neat. It was actually a mess. I could not even read it myself. I am going to have the run of the place here, I remember thinking to myself at the time. I’ll have my feet up.

         Besides the boss there was a pool of men who looked after the delivering of the cement and the loading of it on and off the lorries and there was also a secretary named Rachel who looked like a duck. Or was it more like an emu. She had a long neck and a tiny head and she wore dark eyeshadow with her black hair pulled back into a tight ponytail. So maybe it was an emu. She was a fan of music and her boyfriend was balding with a long ginger ponytail. He would pick her up after work and they would go to the Glasgow Tech on a Friday night and they would drink pints of snakebite and they would dance to music by The Cure or The Sisters of Mercy. Or worse. Then she got a disease where her hair started to fall out. I do not know what it was called. Then she took to wearing a bandana on her head so that she looked like a nun. She looked like a nun who was wearing John Lennon-style glasses. It was not attractive but the boys in the delivery sheds would make jokes about getting the habit and that kind of humour.

         You would get to know the customers and of course we invented nicknames for them all. There was one called The Wee Oddity and two called Hansel & Gretel and one called Two Tub Man. Everyone who worked there was covered in a permanent layer of dust. It got everywhere so that we looked like a bunch of walking statues. Early on I heard about a customer who they called The Artist. Every few months she would call in to buy a bag of cement for herself. She was described as a tiny girl with big sunglasses. And with long hair down her back and wearing skinny jeans. And with scuffed training shoes and often wearing no socks. And with a torn suede jacket on. She would hoist the bag of cement onto her back and walk home with it almost bent double. This I must see, I said to myself. But for the first few months there was no sign of her.

         Occasionally we would have a works night out and the boss would book us a function room at The Tudor Hotel. Everyone would get pissed up and try to hit on Rachel. The boss made a point of only employing Catholics, which made her twice as vulnerable. Sometimes her boyfriend would chaperone her but then there would be jokes about Status Quo and about Jaffa Cakes and about seedless oranges so that they would have to leave early and we would be left to make up stories about our sex lives, which back then for me numbered one in its entirety. Although some of the men were married to wives that looked like small ugly boys, they never talked about their wives. They only talked about the girls they had sex with when they were at school. They had sex with them under railway bridges while playing truant or in the summer on the edge of golf courses. There was an air of sadness to it all that I experienced.

         Everything came to a head at the works Christmas do in 1983. I had been drinking beforehand. I had met up with some old school friends in Glasgow and I had got well and truly hammered in the afternoon. Then I had jumped on the train to Airdrie, where I had fallen asleep on my back in a park off Forrest Street. When I woke up it was already getting dark and I had one of those daytime hangovers that can only be remedied by a session of furious masturbation. I tossed off behind a tree with my trousers round my ankles in the open air, just the way I like it. Then I walked to The Tudor Hotel. I had a carefree feeling as I made my way into town.

         The boss had hired a DJ and there were a lot of employees’ wives and girlfriends attending. I asked a few of them to dance out of politeness and also because I was still drunk. Their looks weren’t up to much but they certainly smelled great. Middle-aged women were always attractive to me. Rachel was there on her own. By this point her boyfriend had left. He had been scared off, in other words. I could tell that she was acting funny. I could tell there was something wrong at home. I had a spliff in my pocket from earlier that day so I asked her if she fancied a toot. Is it illicit? she said. In that case, yes please. Illicit, that was a good one. We walked outside and we took a detour into the bushes. We made our way along the overgrown path by the side of the railway. I could barely see in front of me but she took me by the arm and so I concentrated on taking one step after another while leading us into the blackness. We came to a small wooden bridge that was lit up by the glow of the street lights and I fired up the joint. When I passed her the joint it was almost as if I had to bend down. She was so small. But she sucked it in like a pro and then she exhaled this big cloud of smoke without so much as a cough. I am pregnant, she said. I probably should not be smoking. Then she said, fuck this, and she took another hit. Who is the father? I asked her. Obviously my boyfriend, she said. Who the fuck do you think is the father? I’m sorry, I said. It’s okay, she said. I know everyone says that he is a Jaffa. I pretended I did not know what she meant. You know what I mean, she said, seedless. Oh right, I said, although I had been in on the ridicule from the start. I saw a video at school of a foetus crying in a bucket, she told me. I do not want it, she said. I do not want my baby. But I do not want it crying in a bucket either. By this point I was completely monged. I started imagining myself in a bucket with my legs and arms all splayed and disconnected. For a second I thought I was choking on my own fluids. I need to stop thinking about this, I told myself. Then she began snatching with her hand in front of her. It was like she was trying to grab something from out of the air. Did you see that? she said to me. There are fireflies! There are no fireflies in Airdrie, I went to say, and certainly not in the middle of the winter, but then I saw one and then I saw several buzzing all around us. Oh my god, she said to me, they are doing the constellations. There is the Southern Cross, there is the Centaur! That is the only names that I can remember. She said some more but I was never any good at astronomy. But I can say that the lights moved in formation and that it was possible to make out patterns so maybe crosses, dogs and Hercules all might have been in there. I think I see my star sign, I said to her and I lifted her up and she immediately wrapped her legs around my waist and I kissed her and we held our lips together for the longest time. I had never kissed a woman who was pregnant by another man but it is true that it tastes different. It is saltier for a start. What are we going to do with ourselves? she said to me.

         Afterwards she got drunk and fell down and a friend of the boss’s wife had to take her home in a taxi. I walked home. I had another hangover already but it felt great. That was when Mary made her appearance. I turned up late for work the next morning and just as I was dragging out the signage I heard the door go and the sound of footsteps in the hallway. I looked up. She was wearing a pair of big black sunglasses. I need a bag of cement, she said to me. To take away. What do you think this is, I said to her, a Chinese restaurant? I was trying to make a joke but she just stood there and said nothing. Okay, I said. One bag of cement, coming up.
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         4. The Next Thing I Knew Remy and Regina Were Dating (If You Can Believe That): Johnny McLaughlin gets a doing in George Square a real pasting in George Square actually I wasn’t there but when I heard about it of course I knew it was gonna be over a woman and of course it was and it was a sore spot so when I asked Johnny to write something for the book he said that first off he wanted to set the record straight about what happened and besides Remy Farr who at this point had just left this heinous synth-pop group Relate and was still a year or so away from joining Memorial Device was all tied up in it too so I said okay but cut the bullshit.

         Even though Remy Farr got called Big Remy he really wasn’t that big (but he did have a blockhead). Another thing was he never had moods (he didn’t seem to have the standard emotional range of normal people). You never saw him angry or depressed although sometimes he would be quieter than others (but even then it felt more like a tide coming in and out, a planetary concern, rather than actual human feelings). He always talked at you, never to you, and it all felt like material he had prepared earlier (like a routine, complete with punchlines and build-ups) as if he knew exactly the way the conversation was going to go and had prepared a series of puns and ripostes well in advance (like he had thought of everything, had figured out every angle, so that it was impossible for you to steer the conversation anywhere that he hadn’t anticipated).

         There were rumours that he was gay (no one had ever seen him with a partner). He had been a member of a fairly notorious Coatbridge synth-pop duo both of whom dressed up in caked white face paint (and with huge black painted lips) and poured blood over themselves (on stage). They claimed Leigh Bowery ripped them off.

         Back in the day the Airdrie & Coatbridge Advertiser had written a piece about them where they called Bowery out while debating the merits of fake blood versus real blood. The other guy in the group (I can never remember his real name, but his nickname was Wee Be-Ro because he wore so much make-up it looked like he had coated his face with flour) had argued for fake blood. Somehow it looks more real (he said), plus it flows better. Big Remy argued for real blood. It does something to you psychologically (he said). It smells like blood (it tastes like blood). At one point it was actually keeping something alive. It operates on you. Blood operates on you? Wee Be-Ro asked him. That’s right, Big Remy said: blood is the surgeon.

         That’s the story of how their 12” single came about. I bought it at the time (which would have been 1982). Me and Ross would pick up any independent single released in Scotland back then, mostly from a booth (upstairs) in the Savoy Centre in Sauchiehall Street in Glasgow, where this guy called Jim and his girlfriend Moira (who always wore thigh-high leather boots and had crimped hair) ran a stall that stocked stuff like the first Disabled Adults EP, the early Pastels singles, Subway Sect, Scrotum Poles and The Fire Engines (they even had copies of the legendary Dissipated 7” back in the day) alongside ‘Blood is the Surgeon’ by Relate (that’s what they were called, it was an awful name). Plus they got no respect because when Imagination played this big show in Coatbridge (on the back of their appearance on Top of the Pops), Relate agreed to support them (they tried to make the case that they were some kind of Trojan horse, smuggling performance art into the context of a choreographed pop gig, but no one bought it). So Big Remy had a lot to live down.

         I was introduced to him one night at The Griffin (in Glasgow) (an unforgettable night really), where me and Ross had been out drinking with this guy Damien Cook (an old school friend who had his own share of personality issues), and at one point Damien bit through a pint glass (and then said, dare me to eat it) and later he picked a slug up off the street and cooked it over a gas flame (and swallowed it whole) and then he slept out on the balcony naked in the snow (it was late November) (at which point I thought to myself, let him die and give us all peace) but of course he leaped up in the morning as if he had just had the best sleep of his life (the next thing I heard was that he had a nervous breakdown and was living in Australia). Inevitably Damien and Remy ended up butting heads, two fatherless voids in search of an audience (I’m saying that with what I know now, so perhaps it’s not fair), but whereas Remy had his script prepared well in advance, Damien’s was more like a desperate improvisation on the very edge of falling apart (which isn’t to slight Remy but maybe Damien was the greater artist).

         Anyway a month or so later with this other guy that I knew (he wouldn’t mean anything to you if I told you his name but his name was Drew McPherson) (he had really bad buck teeth and his nickname was Tusky – Tusky McPherson) we had gone to Joy of a Toy, a regular Friday-night club off West George Street (in Glasgow), and afterwards (while hanging about in George Square waiting for a late-night bus) I spotted Big Remy. I could make out the sleeve of the second Suicide LP through his record bag and so I went up and said hello. At this point I was dating this gorgeous chick (from Caldercruix) named Regina Yarr. She had been drinking heavily and earlier that night there had been a scene where she had locked herself in the toilet (and threatened to kill herself). Now all her make-up was smeared and her tights were skewed and she was staggering around in her stocking soles holding her heels in her hand (in other words she was hot as hell). She grabbed at Big Remy’s record bag. I need this, she said. ‘Mr Ray’ is my second-favourite song after ‘All I Really Want to Do’ by The Byrds (or it might have been ‘Chance Meeting’ by Josef K). Remy acted nonplussed. It’s nowhere near as good as their first album, he said. Plus it’s produced by Rick Ocasek of The Cars, give me a break (which was rich coming from him).

         Bullshit, Regina screamed. That’s bullshit. In that case you should give me that album right now because I love it more than you do. Then she dropped to her knees and began tearing at the bag (literally). I went to pull her off and without thinking caught hold of her hair and yanked her head back at which point she bit my hand and I slapped her around the head without thinking (just a reflex movement) but then I ended up knocking her to the ground by mistake. You hit women? Big Remy said (immediately rounding on me). Suddenly we were surrounded by onlookers. He punched her out, someone said, he fucked her up. (Grow some balls, I remember someone else shouted, which was unfortunate given what we would later learn about Remy’s history but whatever). Leave him alone, someone else said, he’s just a wee boy (that stung). It was like people were coming at me from all sides. I started flailing and striking out (punching the air). Someone caught my arms from behind and held me while Big Remy (quite calmly, this was the weird thing, what did I say about his emotions) took potshots at my face (but it was a vicious attack all the same). As soon as I got away another two guys in suits that had nothing to do with it whatsoever tried to have a go (like my bloody nose made me fair game). Tusky McPherson split the scene without even staying around to help (or even to see if I was alright) so that was the end of our friendship as far as I was concerned (he’s working in a bank to this day, what a dick). After a while the police showed up and they interviewed me in a doorway but the only thing they seemed interested in was whether or not I was gay (which had fuck all to do with anything but that felt like some kind of extremely petty form of divine retribution). I took the last bus home on my own. The next thing I knew Remy and Regina were dating (if you can believe that).
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         5. Rimbaud Was Desperate or Iggy Lived It: Ross Raymond recalls hanging out with Richard the drummer from Memorial Device as he bores everyone to tears (but not really not deep down that wasn’t true at all as we all found out later when Richard burned the whole thing to the ground) in another excerpt from the epic book on Airdrie that one day Ross was gonna write himself but that of course he never finished and that never had a title but that at various times might have been called The New Book of Airdrie or This is Airdrie or Airdrie Calling or An Alternative Airdrie or Inverted Airdrie even, that was always in the back of his mind because of the Memorial Device album Inverted Calder Cross then there was Negative Airdrie that was another option and of course No Airdrie he always thought that could have been a good one but maybe that was too obvious you know like No New York and then there was Subterranean Airdrie he toyed with that one for a bit, Airdrie Underground, who knows, Go Ahead and Drop the Bomb on Airdrie, he could never decide and what does it matter now anyway when there’s no underground in Airdrie to speak of whatsoever and everything is on the surface and ugly in plain sight and why he is talking about himself in the third person all of a sudden that’s another thing that we will never know.

         Back then Richard Curtis seemed like the dullest of the lot or maybe the straightest of the lot, it’s fair to say, maybe the most seemingly ordinary, is what I’m trying to say, in other words to an onlooker or a mere acquaintance or an audience member he may have come across as a square peg in a black hole, which wasn’t actually true but which in a way made him the most eccentric of the lot, the most unusual of the lot, in a way, which also made him the drummer, inevitably.

         I met him after I inveigled my way into a recording session by Meschersmith, that was his first band, under the guise of interviewing them for the second issue of our legendary fanzine that never saw the light of day. When I walked into the studio, which had been assembled in the guts of a spooky half-abandoned church in Plains, Richard was putting the finishing touches to an Airfix model of a 1970s Yamaha motorcycle. What the fuck is he doing making an Airfix model in a studio, I said to myself. The next thing I knew they had roped me into doing backing vocals on a Buzzcocks cover. Back then the rest of Meschersmith were all communists and council workers, all except for the guitarist, Jim, who worked for a local butcher, so the conversation tended towards the trivial and the politically mundane, the going rate for paying roadies, cuts of meat, the politics of local government … I was so bored senseless that I made my excuses and left early.

         My friendship with Richard was easy and reassuring. Every Friday night he would meet me at the bottom of the street next to the Chinese restaurant and we would walk to The Staging Post in Airdrie, where we had already acquired the status of minor celebrities, Richard through a Meschersmith video that had been shown on late-night TV, me through my occasional articles in the local newspaper where I would talk about the new groups and encourage people to drop out and go see the world, all the while living at my mum’s house in Airdrie.

         There were always would-be scenesters hanging round the bar, vacant tosspots like Colin Grant – maybe you never heard of him, lucky you – sweating about future publishing royalties that he would never see, a really bitter couple with a crap band name that came from some American TV sitcom bitching about how no one wanted to be seen as being able to play their instruments any more, girls longing to be groupies, the usual hangers-on, every one of them fretting over a vision of the future that would see them crowned with all of the worries that fame and notoriety would bring. We would mostly drink on our own although sometimes we would join groups of other musicians but even then we kept to ourselves or what Richard would do is he would reduce it to the trivial, he would bring everyone down, which actually was a good strategy. For instance, one half of the bitter couple – let’s call her Stacey Clark, I really don’t want to give her any publicity at this stage of the game – was prone to these emotional outbursts, these great declarations of instability and poetic madness, none of which she was even living. I saw her flat one night, one Saturday night when we went back there after closing time and she barely had a book in the house and her bathroom was all chrome fittings and I had a look through her record collection, which is always the first thing I do when I visit someone for the first time, especially what’s lying around the record player, and it was okay, you know, Wire, Television, our man Johnny Thunders in pride of place, this is Airdrie after all, but then there was stuff like Dire Straits and Queen and worse, and right at the top of the pile there was this compilation of soul songs that had appeared in adverts for jeans and I took it out of the sleeve and it was played to death. But anyway she would bring up all this stuff, like Rimbaud was desperate or Iggy lived it, pat comments. She said she had hung out with Lou Reed once and that he had thrown her in a swimming pool in a hotel. It was a lie, of course, she had never even met Lou but the fact that she would boast about being abused by him in a swimming pool made you think, get me out of here right now. Then she would bring up some random exhibition or art thing, like, oh did you see the Fluxus exhibition in Edinburgh or the gallery show of who knows the fuck what and Richard would instantly intervene. I hate art, he would say. I would never go to an art gallery in my life. She looked at him like he had just confessed to fucking corpses, which was more her style, really.

         There were times on the way home, and this is the only time it has happened to me in my life, I’m not gay, I’m not bisexual, I like women, as a rule, that I wanted to suck Richard’s cock, I can’t believe I’m saying this, and one night I came close to asking him – even though I wasn’t particularly attracted to him, he wasn’t my idea of handsome – outside of the flats on the main street, where I pictured pushing him up against the wall and going down on him in the light of the bin sheds. Do I regret not sucking his cock then and there? Ask me in another ten years.

         Or rather don’t because I doubt that I’ll be any closer to the truth of my feelings then. Looking back I feel as if I was never really there, that I was storing up all of these experiences, gathering material as opposed to living it, always the author and never the character in the book, which explains why I wanted to be a writer obviously. I remember Richard would make these tapes, solo recordings of really minimal droney keyboard work with primitive drum machines and we would take a drive in his car – his wife was a battleaxe who never allowed him to play his music at home – and we would drive aimlessly for hours, sometimes as far as Gourock, where we would pull up at secret viewpoints and he would play me his latest tapes, listen to this, he would say, it’s the sound of the ocean or it’s a tornado on the surface of Mars, and at the time I wouldn’t even pay that much attention, it sounded to me like a guy who had taped down a few keys on a keyboard and then walked away and done something else for forty-five minutes but now my memory of it is more like weather systems on distant planets or storms come crackling out of the past.

         Richard was a great reader and a book hoarder, even though Margot, his mean-spirited wife who looked like Siouxsie Sioux back in the day, had relegated the bulk of his collection to a series of cardboard boxes in the attic. Still, he lived with his favourite authors on a day-to-day basis. For instance he would talk about the critic Lester Bangs like he knew him personally, like Lester said this or I remember Lester didn’t like that. Lester had died in April of that year and we built a shrine for him in the trees behind Katherine Park that we would sometimes go and drink next to. Margot would never have allowed it in the house. We argued about Astral Weeks. Richard and Lester swore by it. At home you would go through his collection in the loft and see well-thumbed copies of The Dharma Bums and Moravagine but still he was living this mundane existence, jamming with his friends at the weekend, commuting during the week, and I would start to wonder if any of the books he read penetrated deep enough to have an actual effect on his life. My own life has been so seriously damaged by books – I’ve never been able to enjoy a paperback without wanting to commit myself to it forever – that his library seemed more like a collection of firearms that had failed to go off. But like I said, his ordinariness was attractive. I now wonder if that had more to do with my own inherited feelings of ordinariness. Like he was my way in, like there was some kind of sense of permission to his ordinariness, a bring-him-home-to-your-parents kind of mundanity that was acceptable to a deeply conservative part of myself. But soon enough I realised that neither of us were ordinary. Which in a way is the whole point of the story.
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