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Author’s Introduction





The original intention was to write a reference work that documented everything that moved in the punk era, and talk to as many original sources as I could, particularly those from neglected bands. In the end I found myself with far too much material, comfortably more than double what you will read here, and the editing process was sadly very harsh. In being forced to curtail the length of the project, I have abandoned any claims to equivalence or balance, and simply gone with the most interesting stories, and the freshest insights, that I could find.


 


Although I’ve covered the main stories, I hope my interest in exploring some of the roads less travelled, the DIY cassette bands, the art-pop bands, and some of those who were swept up in the movement from completely different musical traditions, is shared by the reader. As well as telling their stories, there has been an effort to measure such bands on their music rather than their historical reputation. I apologise to those bands that didn’t make the cut, but something had to give. I hope that my enthusiasm for one of the greatest, most creative periods in music has survived the surgery.


 


My sincere thanks to all those who submitted to interviews and questions.


 


My greatest thanks, as always, go to Dawn Wrench, my wonderful partner, for all her strength and love over a strained couple of years. And to my beautiful children, Hugh and Laurence, of whom I am very proud indeed.


 


Special thanks also to Iain McNay for his faith in this project, and to my steadfast, loving parents Bill and Marion Ogg. Sue Pipe, Sharon Elliott and Ian Wills have also, in their own ways, helped this book come to fruition. Bless you all.


 


Alex Ogg



















Foreword One


DAVID MARX OF THE AGGRAVATORS





The musical/ideological revolt that was punk changed (most) things within the culture of popular persuasion forever: from identity to fashion to attitude to subject matter to song construction; from hair to language to live performance to production to making it totally acceptable – if not the norm – to have a go yourself. Which explains why teenage kicks, between punk’s core years of 1976 and 1978, were indeed, incredibly hard to beat.


Throughout the UK, literally thousands of young bands emerged from an inner-sanctum of former musical disability, only to reign supreme amid a climate of absolute musical nihilism (not to mention free fall abandon). Admittedly, not all made it onto the infamous Bill Grundy Show (or Top Of The Pops for that matter), but whether it was the Clash of London’s Westway or the Buzzcocks of Bolton’s Institute of Technology or the countless garage bands contained within these pages (my own included), all adhered to the rallying call of “we’re not into music, we’re into chaos.”


An amphetamine fuelled, delirious dogma if ever there was one – and one that remains as equally incendiary as it does oddly innocent and incoherent as it does icosahedronic.


And necessary.


For without said dictum, which (in some form or another) influenced much of the nation’s youth – with the possible exception of the ghastly Bee Gees brigade – punk might not have evolved into the quasi-revolutionary movement that it was to become.


Stasis might have prevailed. Emerson Lake and Tosspot might have continued to churn out their turgid brain salad bollocks. And low-and-befuckin-hold, men might still be wearing purple infested loons – for whom the word shag was nothing but a distant ideal…


So God bless Johnny Rotten’s territorial pissing(s), even if, as John Lydon, his current-day property philandering(s), are a tad deviant to his questionably regal rhetoric of yore.


But,


What a pose.


What a stance.


What a glare.


What a noise.


What a fuckin’ great guitar sound Steve Jones squeezed out of his mighty white Gibson Les Paul (replete with pink jacket) which to these ears (and eyes), was/is as good as it gets.


As influential and important as Elvis, The Beatles and Dylan before them, The Sex Pistols are quintessential to their era.


That said, punk wasn’t just about a guitar, three chords and the truth (if ever it was thus). Punk was surely about so much more. Punk was so radical and so cynical and (purists might argue) so ethical and (initially, non) musical – that it suggested and nigh substantiated that all things were possible. Regardless of Class. Regardless of ability. Regardless of divorced parentss. Regardless of soul destroying (un)employment. Regardless of the then Prime Minister, Jim Callaghan (RIP), not quite seeing eye to eye with the miners. Regardless of the looming Winter of Discontent (1978/9).


Punk, fiirst and foremost, said yes.


You too can participate. You too can belong.


And we did. And we still do.



















Foreword Two


CAPTAIN SENSIBLE OF THE DAMNED





PUNK… what the f**k was THAT all about? Don’t ask me ladies and gents. I’m no intellectual, just a humble guitarist trying to get through my funny old life on this daft old planet with some semblance of dignity, and frequently failing on even THAT level as numerous attendees of my dubious concert performances will testify. And what WERE all those bananas doing in the dressing room anyway?


No, punk rock, like most intangibles can mean whatever you want it to, I’m afraid, a bit like the numerous religious texts and bibles available at all good book shops as we speak. Some interpret the omnipotent one’s words as preaching love and tolerance – others that they say gays are evil, wars are justified and women should be chained to the kitchen sink. Actually I can’t think of one religion that isn’t saying pretty much all those kinda things on a daily basis!


So, are there equivalent differences in the jolly old punk analysis industry? You bet your life there are – depends where you’re coming from though. For posh toffs like the Jon Savages of this world, it was all about educated arty types like Malcolm McLaren leading the troops (cannon fodder in Sid’s case) into battle to make some big anti-fashion fashion statement and a few bob for the manager along the way.


All of which is a little insulting to the bands and audiences involved who had never even heard of the likes of Vivienne Westwood, McLaren or Bernie Rhodes at the time punk started. Bands like the Saints in Australia, who formed their self-styled most primitive band in the world way back in ‘74 and the Ramones doing that glorious three-chord thrash thing down in New York’s seedy Bowery, well before the London lot had got anything going. And loads of other bands (Buzzcocks, Damned, Stranglers, Skids, etc) who managed to get themselves together quite nicely thank you, without the help of a certain Mr “I invented everything” McLaren.


And you’ve also got to make your OWN mind up whether it was a) a glorious moment for working class youth in the UK who were bored to tears with a class ridden country and its dead end jobs who wanted to do something for themselves or b) a vehicle for some Bowie fans from Bromley to get all made up and behave outrageous. The truth is that it’s a bit of both probably.


For myself, as a music fan in the early to mid 70s, there was precious little to identify with at the time. All that overblown dinosaur stadium rock with those appalling coke fuelled rock stars singing songs about Merlin and Pixies and Henry the 8th’s wives and the like – what did THAT have to do with a bloke on the dole in Croydon? Bugger all! So the result was you had a whole bunch of people around the UK jamming away in the garage making some kick ass music mainly for themselves. Little did I know at the time when making that rancid noise with my fellow members of the Johnny Moped group that we would ever make a record – let alone be successful and be bunched together with all these other liked minded lo-fi merchants under the label of punk! I’d never heard of that word until some music journo grouped us all together and yes, it did seem there was quite a lot in common, now they came to mention it. Difficulty getting gigs in the first place being one of them.


No, you had to tell the venues lotsa porkies to get a booking in those days. You’d look down the list of forthcoming dates on the wall behind the owner and spot a theme going on, and tell them anything but the horrible truth “er, we’re a blues band” or “we do mainly dub reggae”… “definitely country rock, no mistake!” Whatever it took to get the blasted gig. And THEN, they’d pull the bloody curtain on you while you were playing when they inevitably found out what particular type of band you REALLY were. That did indeed actually happen to the Damned on more than one occasion!


And I lost count of the times I got involved in some argy bargy or other in the street just cos of the clothes you happened to be wearing. Yes, we fought in the Punk Wars for the likes of Green Day and Blink 182. And I reckon the class of ‘76 probably all deserve medals for bravery in the face of an angry sheep-like public whipped up into an anti-punk frenzy by Britain’s appalling tabloid ‘newspapers’ who dished out the same treatment to the Rolling Stones and rave music in their time.


So, 1976 and all that – was it glamorous? No – scuzzy sums it up better. Did we all get stinking rich? Unfortunately not. Would we do it all over again? Probably, cos at the end of the day it was just so much fun getting up everybody’s noses like that, – and the music was pretty good too. I mean – I got to work with some talented so and so’s like Joey Ramone, Johnny Thunders and Wayne Kramer, and that can’t be bad, can it playmates?


Plus, when you are living under a dodgy so called democratic system like ours, where the individual is more or less powerless and, apart from at election times, pretty much considered a nuisance by our lords and masters in the political elite, surely we need a protest movement now more than ever.


 


The poll tax riots – now THAT was Punk!


 


Cheers


Captain Sensible, 2006.
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Accelerators


Chris Martin (vocals, harmonica), Graham Marsh (bass; quickly replaced by Tony Doyle), Martin ‘Yarker’ Smith (guitar), Kathy Freeman (guitar, keyboards), Brian ‘Damage’ Harcombe (drums)


Formed in 1977, Liverpool’s ACCELERATORS operated on the periphery of the punk explosion, expelled from being core constituents as much by the fact that they were way too together and prolific than their contemporaries – playing over 400 gigs in their five-year existence – than by any musical separation.


Marsh was with the band only for its first three months, after which Tony Doyle replaced him. Harcombe was a veteran of the Liverpool music scene, having played with numerous bands including Shop Soiled, who appeared at the Cavern in the 60s. The band grew out of the Biggles Blues Band, which Freeman formed on finishing at art school in Liverpool with her boyfriend Martin Yarker. “We both played guitar and we recruited this dreadful hippy bass player,” she recalled to Fancymag. “My boyfriend ran a small second-hand shop in Liverpool 8. One day this guy walked in and bought a massive Chinese gong. Turned out he was a drummer, so we invited him to join (not realising the gong would be going to all of our gigs for the next four years). I think we found a singer in a pub.” Shortly thereafter, punk hit Liverpool. “We found our rambling blues jams turning into fierce, sharp, two-minute blasts of hot punk rock. My boyfriend shaved off his beard and I started wearing panda eye make-up.


“We instantly changed our name to the Accelerators and were soon offered our first gig. The hippy got a cold and refused to get off his sick bed so we did it without a bass player. Brian Damage (our drummer’s punk name, I was Kathy Apathy) had one of the few double bass drum sets in the country at that time. I just took all the treble off my rhythm guitar and turned it up higher. I guess that gig was my baptism into whatever it was I’ve been trying to achieve ever since, maximum adrenaline. We played like magic. The audience went crazy. That show as a four-piece was a one-off and we shortly found our first punk bassist, Miles From Nowhere (later replaced by Tony Monotony).”


Alongside Those Naughty Lumps the Accelerators set up their own club night at the Havanna (sic) in 1978, and played dozens of supports to XTC, the Rich Kids, Buzzcocks, OMD, TRB etc. They also headlined above Siouxsie And The Banshees on one of that band’s first forays north. “They were still relatively unknown and wanted to get the last train back to London that night.” Despite this, the Accelerators only made two vinyl appearances. The first came on the 1979 Liverpool compilation Street To Street, the second their official debut, headed by the track ‘Pop Guns And Green Lanterns’, was a self-titled six-track 12-inch on their own Spiv Records.





[image: ]

Liverpool’s Accelerators: “Possessed of a contemptuous and subordinating attitude to women”?








While they were regular attendees at Eric’s, Roger Eagle’s legendary Liverpool punk venue, they were, alongside their close friends the Mutants, one of the bands who never gigged there. “For some reason Roger Eagle never gave us a show. He came across as a hard-nosed business type who refused to help us out. Yet I remember once he invited me to his flat – no ulterior motive – and played me all his favourite 50s obscurities and gave me a cassette, I think it was called Basement At Eric’s or something. It included some wild instrumentals.” As for the local competition: “The Mutants were our buddies, but we had no time for the rest of them. I remember Brian planning to de-magnetise the backing tapes of Orchestral Manoeuvres in the Dark when we supported them at the Uni. We had nothing but contempt for a band that wasn’t really playing everything live.”


But for a band that was one of the hardest-gigging punk bands in the north west, why so few releases? Freeman: “Our whole focus was on gigging. I think we had little trust in record labels and didn’t devote any energy to pursuing a deal. We did actually release a DIY cassette in 1979 called Have You Been Accelerated? It was available by mail order. Seems like nothing in these days of instant download, but at the time it was quite groundbreaking to sell a four-track self-produced cassette.”


It’s about this time that good form should require appropriate and tidily observed questions about being a lady and a punk guitarist for a possible new thesis about the role of women in rock‘n’roll. Cos there are less than 400 out there already. However, the Accelerators were punk rock, and that should, and did, fly in the face of conformity, even if it was a new and marginally more temperate conformity. Kathy was kind enough to send me a cutting from Spare Rib about one of the Accelerators gigs.


“Our experience of punk has been really bad. A local punk band, the Accelerators, offered to play at a benefit for two people who’d been busted, one of whom was in the women’s movement, so a lot of movement women were there. One of the band was wearing a patch on his clothes saying ‘All women’s libbers are cunts’. The volume of the music was so loud that there was no possibility of talking together. One of us went and tipped a pint of beer over the player’s head. She was attacked by the singer, as a result of which she had to have 20 stitches in her face. The band carried on playing and their music became even more aggressive. The other women from the movement left.”


The writer then notes, “We don’t think that a band with such an anti-women attitude should be playing at alternative or left-wing events.” But the absolute killer paragraph follows. “It seems difficult to discuss the relationship between direct sexism and the way the music is performed. Still, we don’t think the volume at which the music is played, the aggressiveness of the sound and rhythm and the violence in the gestures of the lead singer are separable from a contemptuous and subordinating attitude to women.”


The letter, which concluded that “the sounds and mannerisms of punk rock are an expression of fascism in music and we want nothing whatever to do with it,” was signed, “in sisterhood”, by Anne Cunningham and Carol Riddell, Liverpool 8. Riddell subsequently became part of the Findhorn community in Scotland, and has written several children’s books.


Kathy herself used the magazine’s pages to respond, pointing out that the ‘Cunts’ slogan was scrawled on the night in question, as a result of Brian getting pissed off with his girlfriend getting grief for wearing “sexy” clothes by the local Women’s Action Group (WAG). “In the middle of our first number, one of the WAG, Ms Tasker, walked onto the stage and poured a pint of beer over Brian, his drums, and a plugboard. He hit her once and Chris, the singer, bundled her offstage. Some of her friends rushed forward, some of them wielding a mikestand. In the brief fracas, Ms Tasker’s face was cut, either by the glass she was originally holding, or by one held by one of her friends. No-one in the band was holding a glass. We later learned that she had to have 20 stitches.”


As a direct result of this incident, WAG attempted to have the Accelerators banned from student gigs, and organised a picket line at a Rock Against Racism gig they were scheduled to play at, urging people not to see “the sexist Accelerators”. “It is sad that the WAG’s campaign has totally ignored the music itself. My political stand is to play a dirty, noisy, rock‘n’roll guitar. But the WAG wants to silence the band I play in. What a great step forward for women’s liberation.” Funny to think that the term WAG would come to symbolise an altogether different branch of female endeavour in the 21st century.


After the band folded in 1981, Chris Martin, Smith (who had been replaced by Leigh Marles during their final year), Doyle and Harcombe, alongside keyboard player Tommy Moss, formed the Hellhounds, who played intermittent gigs in the city, including a support to Dr Feelgood. Doyle has also played with Lawnmower, again alongside Smith, the Adams Family and Cat Scratch Fever, while Freeman returned to her native London and became involved with sundry musical projects including Birdhouse and Joyride. Eventually she would form psychobilly Kathy X, one of several music projects she runs concurrently from her new base in Berlin. Now, if only she’d taken heed of the advice of Anne and Carole from Liverpool 8, she could be knitting jumpers for her nephews.




DISCOGRAPHY:


Have You Been Accelerated? Cassette (1979)


Hype Machine/Western Counties/Surf Patrol/Broken Promises


The Accelerators 12-inch EP (Spiv ACCEL 1980)


Popguns And Green Lantern/Liberate The Night/Broken Promises/Reason For Treason/Telepathic Romance/This Is Your Life


COMPILATION:


Street To Street (Open Eye OE LP 501 1979; ‘Radio Blues’)





Accident On The East Lancs


Andy Sharrocks (vocals), Nor Pilling (guitar), Andy Schemmet (bass), Phil O’Dell (drums)


Formed as Rochdale’s first punk band in late 1978, ACCIDENT ON THE EAST LANCS went through numerous personnel changes over their career, failing to make the most of their potential because, in leader Andy Sharrocks’ succinct words, they were “a bunch of lazy wankers. I kept the band together, all the songs were essentially mine, although I did give credits to other band members, and I also fronted the cash for the singles.” The project started out as a covers band, peddling standards by the Stones, Faces, New York Dolls and Velvet Underground. “Then I started to write my own stuff, and the ‘musicians’ decided they didn’t want to be associated with the band. So Kieran Miskella came on board, who was a totally outstanding guitarist, but a complete liability as a person.


“Then Dave Addison joined, who used to play in Tractor on bass. The drummer was called Pete Kenning, who was excellent in the Keith Moon tradition. Kieran and I were really into the punk ethic. Kieran was a biker, so already had a leather jacket and ripped jeans. The other two were just there for the sake of doing something. I really regret sacking Kieran, but I even had to sort out his amps for gigs as he only had a guitar, and that was on a good day. There were a couple of other bands around but not really doing what we were doing. They were either self-indulgent hippies or covers bands. The only other Rochdale band who played punk were Wilful Damage, from whom I nicked the drummer and bass player, Phil O’Dell and Andy Schemmet, respectively.”


“Nobody is really sure where the name came from. It was actually used for any line-up of people in Rochdale who wanted to play a gig. As I played more than anybody else in the line-up, the name became associated with me. I think at the time it was believed that Eddie Cochran had died on the East Lancs, which is a road between Manchester and Liverpool, but obviously later it was clear he didn’t.”


Accident On The East Lancs were permanently cash-strapped. Therefore their debut single was recorded in a single day and released without the benefit of a picture sleeve. They also lacked a drummer until the week before recording ‘We Want It Legalised’. The source of their heroic levels of lethargy was inspired, naturally, by their high-volume employment of marijuana. This fact was celebrated in their debut single’s title, as well as the name of the label invoked by Sharrocks, Roach. “All my friends were being busted for smoking dope and put in prison for very small amounts. It was a lot different in those days to how it is now. I got a criminal record for 375mg of charred cannabis found in a roach, just as an example, so I felt really angry about it and wrote a song saying how I felt.


“I guess if I hadn’t been angry about that, I would have found something else, but I did feel strongly about it, and still do actually, although I don’t really smoke any more. But I don’t think people should end up criminals because of an outdated law. The other side, ‘Tell Me What You Mean’, was a Bo Diddley-type riff that I came up with and built some words around, which is the only time I have ever done that. I always start with the words, but that was about young and reckless love, about a girl finishing with her boy because he has been having a good time, but she has too. He doesn’t understand how she can say that’s the reason. Most of my songs have some sort of personal experience behind them, but I would not say this was my greatest lyric.”


Some measure of stability had been secured by the time they recorded their second single, ‘The Back End Of Nowhere’. “That song came about because Rochdale used to close at 10.30. There were no clubs there, well, none that would let the likes of my crowd in, anyway. And if you wanted to stay up late getting fucked up, you had to go to Manchester. But the public transport stopped at some ridiculous hour, so you either had to get someone with a car, sleep on the streets or not go in the first place. The song was born out of frustration at this situation. I felt that a lot of kids in out of the way places would be able to relate to this. ‘Rat Race’ was just how it sounds – frustration at living in a money-orientated society and the pressures which go along with it.”


After concluding their career with a cassette-only debut album, they did indeed disappear to the back end of nowhere, almost literally. Sharrocks: “I had a seriously debilitating heroin habit, and I could not keep myself together, never mind a band. So I took off to sort myself out, meaning to return, but never did.” In 2004 Last Year’s Youth reissued the band’s debut album, after repressing the group’s debut single in 2001. “Shotguns And Hotshots was actually an album which we recorded in four days. It was recorded while we were gigging every night, which is why it probably sounds like a demo. But it was only released on cassette, which was quite in vogue at the time.”


Sharrocks is still involved in the music business in London. “I work as production manager for a promoter in London. After spending 15 years on the road as a tour manager, we have two large West End shows as well as promoting 60s tours. We have done people like John Mayall’s Bluesbreakers, Tony Hadley, Go West, etc.” He is also making music again. “I have just released a solo album of self-penned Americana featuring ex-Rolling Stones guitarist Mick Taylor, Paul Jones from the Manfreds and Jeff and Tommy Vee, Bobby Vee’s sons.” Walking In Familiar Footsteps, described as a cross between “Dylan and Beefheart”, was released on Lanta Records in 2005 and should be available online.




DISCOGRAPHY:


We Want It Legalised/Tell Me What Ya Mean 7-inch (Roach Records SPLIFF 001 1979) (1,000 copies. Re-released by Last Year’s Youth in 2001 with a picture sleeve. 500 copies) The Back End Of Nowhere/Rat Race 7-inch (Roach Records RR1 1980) (1,000 copies) Shotguns And Hotshots cassette album (Cargo 1981) (reissued on vinyl on Last Year’s Youth 2004) 





Accused


Paul Panic (aka Paul Florence; vocals), Martin Hopeless (bass), Dave Browne (guitar), Simon ‘Cockroach’ Baker (drums)


Formed in Solihull, Birmingham, from the ashes of the Zits, who recorded a single three-track live demo, the ACCUSED played regularly in the Midlands in the late-70s with other first generation pioneers such as the Killjoys, the Suburban Studs and the Prefects. They were members of the local Musicians’ Collective alongside the latter’s Robert Lloyd and Florence was in the same class at school as later GBH frontman Colin Abrahall. As indicated by the fact that one of their set highlights was a song entitled ‘We’re Crap’, they were not as full of ‘it’ as some of their immediate Brum brethren.


“‘We’re Crap’ was written,” Florence told me, “not as a novelty song, but simply as a statement of fact – we couldn’t play properly.” They also produced their own fanzine, Stop, Look, Listen, and sold copies of a demo at local gigs while trying to build up their finances for a proper release. One of the songs on that cassette, ‘W.M.P.T.E.’, was dedicated to their local bus service, West Midlands Passenger Transport Executive, in the unlikely event that you were wondering.


In 1979 they set up their own record label, No Rip Off, to record the Mell Square Musick EP. This consisted of three tracks from the Accused, ‘Solihull’; ‘Arrested’ and ‘Generation Gap’, plus contributions from three other local bands, 021, the Undertakers and the Cracked Actors. Peel played the EP a couple of times, though a copy mailed to Prince Andrew, in case he’d caught the punk bug, was returned. They did get a nice letter from the palace, however. It pointed out that “Prince Andrew is unable to comment on the quality of the record…the danger always exists of such opinions of members of the Royal Family being used for commercial purposes.”


However, the lyrics to ‘Solihull’ prompted a ban from the local council, who were still a little uptight about this punk thing. That made further live progress difficult, though they did support the UK Subs at Barbarella’s. Their final show, by which time Ed Eccles has supplanted Dave Browne as guitarist, came as support to the Cockney Rejects, at the Exit Club in Birmingham, a show organised by Dexy’s management. In the event, the Rejects didn’t turn up because they were recording ‘Bubbles’ for a Top Of The Pops appearance. The band ended in 1980. Martin Hopeless and Paul would carry on with the Damned-influenced Bride Just Died. Browne works in a casino in Miami and Barker is a fireman, apparently. There was a one-off reunion show in 1993. Florence: “I am still well into punk and I am an avid collector of all things from 77-81.” He’s also behind a new DVD movie documenting the musical history of the Solihull and Birmingham punk scenes and the legend of Barbarella’s – From The Home Of The Shirley Temple – The Accused/Square Musick Story.




DISCOGRAPHY:


Demo cassette (no label: 1978) Solihull/We’re Crap/W.M.P.T.E./Police State/I’m Arrested Mell Square Musick 7-inch EP (No Rip Off YAW 1 1979) (Solihull/Arrested/Generation Gap + tracks by 021 – ‘Don’t Wanna Be A Robot’, Undertakers – ‘Illusions’ and Cracked Actors – ‘Disco, Oh No’)





Acme Sewage Co.


Ozzy Ego (vocals, guitar), Simon Sewage (aka Simon Coxhill; drums), Pete Barber (bass)


Welwyn Garden City-based band who contributed one track to the Farewell To The Roxy album, and a couple to the Raw Records compilation Raw Deal. When Damaged Goods collected a few retrospective Raw cuts together they also unearthed a fourth ACME SEWAGE CO track, ‘I Wish You Dead’. Rumours had persisted that the band was the Users in disguise but these were unfounded. Simon Sewage takes up the story: “I met Ozzy back in December 1975, then I joined his band in January 1976. They were called Bullfrog originally. The original drum and bass player left, and Ozz tried out a bass player called Pete Barber, then I went for an audition.”


With a gig booked but still without a name, Simon and Ozzy were returning on the train to Welwyn Garden City from London when Ozzy noted a haulage yard with the legend Acme Trucking Company emblazoned on their trucks. They thus became Acme Sewerage, although that was soon abbreviated to Acme Sewage and then Acme Sewage Company. Thereafter they played regularly at the Roxy and supported Johnny Thunders among others.


Lee Wood included them on his Raw Deal compilation (it’s been pointed out that ‘I Don’t Need You’ owes a debt to Hawkwind’s ‘Lord Of Light’ riff but Ozzy insists that this is coincidental and has never really listened to the acid rockers). “Originally we did a four-track session for Lee Wood at Spaceward,” Ozzy recalls. “This was for a single but we decided to use them on the Raw Deal album and record more for the single, but this never came about. Lee came across as a likeable guy, but a lot of bands, especially the Soft Boys, had problems getting money from him. I spoke to Robyn Hitchcock at a gig and we were discussing a demo outside of Raw with all the Raw bands – but it never came off.”


Simon Sewage was actually Simon Coxhill – son of jazz saxophonist Lol Coxhill. The latter was “persuaded” to join them on stage at various points, or “whenever I couldn’t get out of it”, he told me. They practised in the run-down cellars of Digswell House, a local commune celebrated in Lol’s 1979 album, Digswell Duets, and often played alongside Veryon Weston’s jazz-punk hybrid group, Stinky Winkles. Digswell House was a decayed Regency mansion and cottage complex which the Welwyn Garden City Development Corporation restored as a base for artists and studios, which were leased to a trust.


Six artists moved in during 1957 and, until 1980, several famous artists would be based there. “My recollections of Digswell are that it was a big house of flats with some nice people,” recalls Ozzy. “It was an arts centre full of artists,” Coxhill elaborates, “doing stained glass, guitar makers, potters, musicians, painters, all sorts of different people there. I lived there with my dad. He was doing art in music at the time.”


And what of Ozz’s memories of the punk movement? “I’m not sure if my punk recollections will be that valid, as I did media studies at university and I have different memories/thoughts to the academics! But basically I was a big fan of Lou, Iggy and the Dolls, etc, and wanted to play music in a similar vein. To me punk was a typical teenage thing of dressing different to the previous generation and having an excuse to get up the noses of older people. Bands like the Clash gave it a political focus and meaning, but then the hippies (Crass etc) moved in and destroyed its credibility. From being a way of showing teenage anger/boredom/frustration etc it went to being a peace and love/no nukes and vegetarian hotch potch.”


As for Simon’s memories: “We basically gigged for free, there was never any money in it. We would play the Roxy and get a tenner. And maybe that would cover the petrol. We played with Eater in Amsterdam and supported Johnny Thunders in London, and Scritti Politti at Hitchin College. We did gigs in Oxford, Brighton, Kettering, London etc. We never made money but that wasn’t really the point.”


“Pete (Barber) left the band in 1978, I think,” Ozzy recalls. “We went for a period using stand-ins and even did a gig in Brighton supporting Throbbing Gristle with just me and Simon. The final line-up saw Simon moving to bass and Paul Walker on drums. We tried a keyboard player for a while, Simon Turner, but it didn’t sound right.” That meant they left unreleased such nuggets as ‘Freedom (Revisited)’, ‘Car Ride (With My Friends)’, ‘The Mercenary’, ‘Everyone’, ‘I’ll Be Your Stranger’ and others. Much of these were recorded in the Digswell House cellar and also at various studios including the Edgar Broughton Band’s studio in Barnet, at which Lol added saxophone. Their most popular live number was ‘Freedom (Revisited)’, which, as Simon pointed out to me, is actually only three notes, “but the way it was structured, going from simple to chaotic, was very much what we were about.”




COMPILATIONS:


Raw Deal LP (Raw Records RAWL-1 December 1977; ‘I Don’t Need You’, ‘I Can See You’) (reissued on CD by Damaged Goods, DAMGOOD209, February 2003)


Farewell To The Roxy (Lightning LIP 2 1978; ‘Smile And Wave Goodbye’)


Raw Records Collection CD (Damaged Goods FNARR 9 1991; ‘I Wish You Dead’)


Raw Records – The Punk Singles Collection CD (Anagram CDPUNK 14 September 1993; ‘I Wish You Dead’, ‘I Don’t Need You’, ‘I Can See You’)








Adam And The Ants


Adam Ant (aka Stuart Goddard; vocals), Andy Ant (aka Andy Warren; bass), Paul Flanagan (drums), Lester Square (guitar)


Of course, we will not concern ourselves (too much) with the Adam who became the great pantomime dame of the new romantic era, nor the unfortunate soul who became so troubled in his dotage. But that still leaves us plenty of ground to cover in looking at the early career of ADAM AND THE ANTS, one of the most dangerous, exciting, daring, and, sadly on reflection, genuinely unhinged bands of the 70s.


Born into a working class north London family, albeit with gypsy blood on his grandfather’s side, Goddard’s father was a chauffeur while his mother cleaned house for Paul McCartney. He attended Hornsey School Of Art and was hugely influenced by lecturers Peter Webb and Allen Jones, both of whom were experts in ‘erotic art’. The latter, in particular, had a peccadillo about sado-masochistic paintings and drawings, imagery which would inform much of Goddard’s later songwriting.


It was at Hornsey that he met illustrator Danny Kleinman, who had his own group, Bazooka Joe. Goddard joined them as bass player. Bazooka Joe, led by Kleinman through some 25 personnel changes, included Robin Chapekar (later to join the Stukas, but not the Stukas of ‘Klean Livin Kids’ fame), Rick Wernham (Motors), Mark Tanner (Havana Let’s Go!) and Vibrators Pat Collier and John Ellis. It was typical knockabout art school stuff, lacking any kind of unifying vision with the contributors contenting themselves with pulling stunts and clowning about on stage. They wrote lots of original material but none of it was serious, while covers of the likes of ‘Teenager In Love’ were rendered in mocking rather than affectionate tones. Frustrated by Bazooka Joe’s indolence, Goddard left the band shortly after their show at St Martin’s School Of Art in November 1975, which witnessed the debut performance of the Sex Pistols. It was his introduction to a whole new world.


As a result he set up the B-sides at the start of 1976, ostensibly so that he could be the frontman and write the songs. His partner in crime was Lester Square, a fellow Hornsey student. They recruited Andy Warren after posting an advert in the Melody Maker for someone to “beat on a bass with the B-sides.”


But they never found a suitable drummer or progressed beyond the rehearsal stage (though they did, for a while, feature future Monochrome Set singer Bid after Goddard threw in the towel).


Goddard had by now taken the name Adam, because of its biblical echoes, and even persuaded his wife, Carol Mills, whom he’d married in the summer of 1975, to change her name to Eve. However, there were profound psychiatric problems exacerbated by his inability to reconcile domestic life with his yearning to become part of the emergent punk scene. So he stopped going to college and effectively ended his marriage, though he continued to live in Mills’s mother’s house in Muswell Hill for some time.


By April 1977 he’d managed to put together the first line-up of the Ants, with Andy Warren, Paul Flanagan and Lester Square. While they worked on a series of songs, this line-up played no shows, principally because Lester quit two days before their debut at the ICA Cafeteria on 10 May 1977. Mark Gaumont, aka Mark ‘Kid’ Ryan, got the gig and learned the set as quickly as he could.


After that show Adam asked Jordan, whom he’d met at Malcolm McLaren’s Sex shop, to come and watch him play at the Man In The Moon, at which he wore an S&M leather face mask. It proved, initially at least, to be an enduring alliance. Jordan would manage the band, and collaborated with Adam on their visuals and artwork, as well as adding vocals to songs such as ‘Lou’. They were at the right place at the right time and Adam’s schtick, sleazy art-rock with confrontational lyrics and music, was perfect. Stage shows involved Adam rolling around and writhing on the stage, taking a series of blows and kicks while alternately fending off his assailants and attempting to kiss them. Violence was endemic at all their early shows, probably more so than any other band in their peer group.


Jordan secured Adam a leading role, as the Kid, in Derek Jarman’s Jubilee, the Ants contributing two songs to the soundtrack (they would also feature as the Maneaters on the Nine To Five soundtrack). Filming was completed with the help of Banshees’ drummer Kenny Morris after Flanagan opted to take a day job. His permanent replacement was Dave Barbe, formerly a member of Desolation Angels, who’d played at Hornsea with the Ants. He was in place for the opening of the Vortex on July 11th, where the Ants joined the Banshees and the Slits. His first job was to cut a version of ‘Plastic Surgery’ for the Jubilee soundtrack.


By October 1977, with Beaumont moving on to form his own band, Johnny Bivouac had stepped in on guitar. He was quickly remodelled and given a haircut by Jordan. “When I joined the Ants I had to be given a stage name – John Beckett simply wouldn’t do.” There were headlining appearances around the major London venues, and they cut a second track for Jubilee, ‘Deutscher Girls’. Jordan managed to get them the first of three sessions for John Peel, who was an immediate convert. But he was in the minority. In a manner that mirrored the Banshees struggle to gain a foothold in the record industry, nobody was interested. The Ants’ blend of tribalism, fetishism and a growing reputation for violence seemed to be beyond the marketing ken of the majors. Their May 14th gig at the Roundhouse was the last to feature either Jordan or Bivouac, who left (or rather was pushed by Adam in one of his “spectacularly megalomaniac phases”) to work with first Lastarza then Swim.


A comparatively permanent line-up coalesced by June 1978, with Ant, Warren and Barbe joined by Matthew Ashman, formerly of the Kameras, on guitar and vocals. A succession of shows around London, especially the Marquee, saw them build a hugely committed fanbase, though those outside the Ants’ immediate circle were more hostile. Certain elements of the music press openly despised them (the pop-period Ants’ song ‘Press Darlings’ singled out Garry Bushell and Nick Kent for particular criticism). A second Peel session was broadcast in July 1978. They finally signed with Decca, resulting in their much delayed vinyl debut, December 1978’s ‘Young Parisians’. This was promoted by their first headlining national tour in January and February of 1979.


But the move to Decca was not all they’d hoped for. The record label was in dire straits and it quickly became apparent that the band’s future, if there was to be one, lay elsewhere. So they moved instead to independent Do It. A second UK tour commenced to promote their debut for the label, ‘Zerox’, backed by ‘Whip In My Valise’. By now the group had established boltholes of support across the UK. Among their hardcore fans were Ralph Mitchard and Susan Wells of Frome’s Animals And Men, who established a musical and personal relationship after meeting at an Ants show, and became committed fans, naming their band after their favourite Ants song. “We always got right up front leaning on the stage – usually at the feet of Andy Warren the bass player who was fascinating to watch – behind us mayhem erupted in the audience but our focus was on the stage. The Zerox tour was for us the best – the first time we heard ‘Cartrouble’ and unveiled the new look was great.”


Sessions for their debut album began in August 1978. By October they’d been joined by Leigh Gorman on bass, as Warren committed himself to the Monochrome Set. Live, Adam And The Ants remained a peerless phenomenon, a fact attested to by dozens of bootlegs that continue to circulate 20 years after the fact (see Mick Mercer’s comments later). Melding Gary Glitter rhythms with potent imagery about sex, deviance and across the board non-conformity, set opener ‘Physical’ was rendered deliberately taut and droning, paving the way for the feral impact of songs such as ‘Zerox’, ‘Cartrouble’, ‘Press Darlings’, ‘Cleopatra’ and the controversial ‘Puerta Rican’. Not to mention the anthemic ‘Beat My Guest’. A bootleg of their show at the Electric Ballroom on New Year’s Eve 1979 witnesses Adam in full flight, encouraging his audience to get animated. “I dedicate this gig to the UK Subs, who will probably retire hurt after this gig (well, did he ever get THAT wrong). And if you like the Skids or Ruts there’s the door. Don’t come back…Have I made myself clear? They all want to do it like this. They fucking can’t…” It was the last time the Ants Mark I line-up would play together.


In an effort to give the Ants a leg up, Jordan asked Malcolm McLaren to offer some guidance. For a fee of £1,000, he suggested introducing Burundi drumming to the group. He also thought hamming up the Indian warrior imagery might be an idea. After a couple of weeks, he decided that Adam was too old, couldn’t dance, and had no future. However, he did like the rest of the band and took them to form Bow Wow Wow. Over whom the Ants would have the last laugh, but it must have shaken him to the boots at the time. Apart from anything else, Matthew Ashman was one of the best guitarists in town.


That would seem to be the consensual view of events, but James Dutton, aka Frank Discussion, suggests that the split might have been fuelled by a growing disenchantment with the violence at shows. “I roadied for the Black Arabs when they supported Adam and the Ants at that (aforementioned) Electric Ballroom show on New Year’s Eve 1979. They got bottled off the stage by NF skins (the place seemed to be full of them, very scary). Most were aimed at me as the only white face on, or just off, the stage. We barricaded ourselves in the dressing room – there was no way out as the rear exit was locked and we thought our time was up! I remember Dave Barbarossa saying it was the final straw. I remember two of them being in tears at that gig after the Arabs were bottled off.”


So just two months after the release of their debut album Dirk Wears White Sox, titled in appreciation of Adam’s hero Dirk Bogarde, in December 1979, which in any case singularly failed to capture the fire of the band’s apocalyptic live shows, Adam stood alone. By the end of the month he’d started talking to Marco Pirroni (formerly of the Models etc) about putting a new version of the band together, retaining the Burundi format and concentrating on branding a new style of ‘Antmusic’. And the rest is pop history. But we shouldn’t ignore their final ‘punk’ single, ‘Cartrouble’. Recorded at Rockfield and featuring Pirroni as well as Merrick (aka Chris Hughes), plus veteran drummer Jon Moss on the B-side, it was a fine farewell to the old Ants.


Throughout their chart tenure former fans fell largely into two camps. Many loathed Adam’s submission to the pop machine. Others simply yearned for the Goddard of old, dominating the stage, inciting his audience to question, rather than advocate meek consumption. As famous London tattoo artist Lal Hardy remembered in a piece for the Guardian: “When they were doing Dirk Wears White Sox the punks were well into them, and a lot came in to get Ants tattoos. Then the next thing you knew he was prancing around as Prince Charming, and everyone was coming back, saying: ‘Can you cover this up? I’m no fucking dandy highwayman!’”


Adam ended up getting seriously burned by the flame. He fancied himself as an actor, and turned up in the Equaliser and Northern Exposure, but his pop icon status was slipping away. He would subsequently be charged with threatening the clientele at the Prince Of Wales in Kentish Town with a fake gun. He’d already been diagnosed with clinical depression in 1994. Things were getting worse. All that was left to him were a series of 80s revival tours, and a bizarre publicity stunt in which he promised to play music outside David Blaine’s Tower Bridge endurance marathon (Blaine is a man who truly knows that ridicule is nothing to be scared of). It produced an interview with Lucy Cavendish which, in retrospect, is disturbing. He talks about his leather jacket as some kind of guardian angel. Said jacket contains: “Everything I love,” he says, pointing to a key ring of Kurt Cobain, a painted-on Union Jack and a picture of Princess Diana. “This jacket has saved my life. I’ve been knifed in it, kicked in it, beaten up in it, but when I wear it, I know I will survive anything. I’m like an ant. Ants can survive a nuclear war.”


But there are certain things ants can’t survive. Like believing their own publicity. That’s terminal. Even for termites.




DISCOGRAPHY:


Young Parisians/Lady 7-inch (Decca IF 13803 October 1978)


Zerox/Whip In My Valise 7-inch (Do It DUN 8 June 1979) (there was a ‘mis-pressing’ of ‘Physical (You’re So)’ on some copies as the B-side)


Dirk Wears White Sox LP (Do It RIDE 3 November 1979) (reissued in January 1981.


Remixed and reissued in April 1983 on CBS, CBS/40 25361 with ‘Day I Met God’ replaced by ‘Zerox’, plus ‘Kick!/Whip In My Valise. Reissued on CD in July 1995 by Columbia. Reissued once again by Sony in 2004, this time remastered with a 12-page booklet, plus bonus tracks: Physical/Cartrouble Pts 1 & 2 (Chris Hughes mix)/Friends/Cartrouble (single version)/Kick! (single version))


Cartrouble/Kick! 7-inch (Do It DUN 10 February 1980)


ARCHIVE RELEASES:


Deutscher Girls/Plastic Surgery 7-inch (EG EGO 5 February 1982)


The B-sides 7-inch EP (Do It DUN/X 20 March 1982)


Friends/Kick!/Physical (You’re So) (also available as a picture-disc)


The Peel Sessions LP (Strange Fruit SFALP 115 1991) (reissued on CD, Strange Fruit SFRCD 115, June 2001)


(A 3-CD box set, working title Young Man Rocking, containing widely bootlegged and also wholly unreleased demos from the 1977-1979 period, has apparently been given the green light by Sony. It will contain sessions from their Decca days, as well as recordings made in Putney, Chelsea, Muswell Hill and Virtual Earth studios)







Bootlegs:


(I’m very grateful to Mick Mercer for the following section. Mercer, one of the finest and most accommodating authorities in this area, came up with a selection of Ants’ bootlegs, at my request).


Mick: One point to make clear is that there are many, many Ants bootlegs because the Ants were the first band in the Punk era to have a huge network of supporters. With a long delay in actual vinyl appearing between the Decca and Do It phase, then between Do It and CBS, the swapping of live tapes really took off, and band members clearly made demos available to fans too. Other bands didn’t have even a fraction of this trading activity going on.


As we know how powerful and commercially vibrant the Ants had become by the time of ‘Dog Eat Dog’/’Kings Of The Wild Frontier’, the best bootlegs predate that and provide the historical purpose of showing how they became what they did.


Electric Ballroom 31.12.79 captures them at their glorious best before McLaren ripped them apart to form Bow Wow Wow. Yet only five months later they would come back even stronger to the same venue on 22.5.80, which also exists on a bootleg, showing them to be very close to the CBS sound. The New Year’s Eve gig represents better than anything how Punk’s power took root in this underground act and propelled them forward. It is raw, pounding and riddled with an angry character all its own.


Chancellor Hall, Chelmsford 4.2.79 shows why the band has grown with no press support to being capable of selling out more large venues than any other band in Britain (often several times a year). It isn’t the best sound quality of the boots available but the vibrancy of the songs and the remarkable variety is testament to Adam’s ideas. It also contains the best version available of the passionate, grinding classic ‘Nietzsche Baby’.


Home Demos 1977 is rubbish, which is what makes it so charming. It’s just Adam and longtime stalwart, drummer Dave Barbe, experimenting with chirpy nonsense, and yet you can glean many threads of salacious, often comedic, thought which would then crop up in a meatier fashion later. Contains some absolute, tuneless dross (‘Sex Rumples The Clothing’, ‘Ooh That Max’ and ‘Sally Is A Brat’) but also basic beauties that became standards – ‘Young Parisians’, ‘Cleopatra’, ‘Physical’, ‘Zerox’ and ‘Ruth Ellis’.





Addiction


Beva (aka Andy Bevan; vocals, who replaced original vocalist Steven Pittman early on), Willy Scream (aka Ashley Evans; bass), Blob (aka Robert Leader; guitar), Nicky Rees (drums)


A Cardiff punk band whose only vinyl output came via the Z-Block Records compilation Is The War Over, which also introduced the world to the Young Marble Giants. “This was our first real band,” Beva told me. “The first version of ADDICTION featured a different singer, Steven Pittman, who had an unfortunate penchant towards Evo-stik at the time, which rendered him incapable of fulfilling his band commitments, luckily for me! I was recruited as the band was still writing a set of songs. We were all from the Pontypridd area, which lies between the Rhondda valleys and Cardiff and went to Hawthorn Comprehensive School.


There was a very healthy punk scene in the area from early 1977, driven mainly by our exposure to very early local punk bands like the Tax Exiles, who were a bit older than us, in their late teens, early 20s. The main meeting point for punks in the Pontypridd area was the Llanover Arms, which was also where all other musical types went; we all got on very well though!”


They played their first show at the Drill Hall, Treforest, in Pontypridd. “The day had finally come for four punks aged between 15 and 16, our first gig! We’d rehearsed for at least two weeks and we were ready! Addiction was going to hit the South Wales valleys big time! We had a set of ten songs, which took about 20 minutes to play. The venue was a large Territorial Army drill hall. It was an afternoon gig arranged for us by one of the band’s mothers. We should have been suspicious from the outset! Well, you’ve guessed it, we turned up, pumped up ready to really give the big one and it was a kid’s party! The majority of the audience were younger than ten and the rest were mums in their 20s and 30s. Hardly the Roxy or the 100 Club!


“Anyway, we decided to give it a go, at least there was a stage and some lights. By then some of our mates had turned up with a few flagons of cider, it all seemed a lot better after a few swigs of that. We took the stage and ripped through the first five numbers at breakneck pace. I noticed one of the mums at the side of the stage trying to get my attention. I tried to crouch down to speak to her, trying to keep my cool. ‘Will you announce after the next song, Happy tenth birthday to Johnny? And now we have the balloon drop?’ Of course, I did this, and the room was covered with hundreds of coloured balloons, with loads of little kids running around bursting them, totally oblivious to the noise we were making on stage. A far cry from our dreams of playing gigs in underground punk rock clubs. Oh yes, and we stopped using any of our mams as an agent!”


Things did get better, however. “Due to our age a lot of our early gigs were in places like community centres, YMCA’s, drill halls, schools and colleges etc. But, with there being a very active punk scene of our age group, this didn’t matter. We soon made the transition to playing clubs. This was sometimes very strange as we would play a ‘real club’ venue in Cardiff on one day, then a social club or labour club in the valleys the next, which was quite a contrast. I think, looking back on Addiction, we were the real essence of what punk set out to be. A bunch of working class kids, picking up our instruments and doing it on our terms, in the main, having a lot of fun. The unfortunate thing being that it was very short lived. I think in its entirety the band may have lasted about 18 months, although these were very fast moving times and there seems to be a lot of memories from such a short space of time.”


He was good enough to tell me about some of those, most amusingly, a ‘typical’ show. “When venues were difficult to find we even resorted to breaking into clubs to be able to play! Well, not quite. As far as we knew we had been booked, even if it was a vague booking, to play at the Trelewis Legion club. We arrived to find the venue in total darkness, which did seem a bit unusual, but we hung around. We were particularly keen to get in and set up, as it was the first gig after a line-up change, new bass player and guitarist, so nerves were high. After a while we thought, let’s go and see if we can get in, it was getting on and we needed to get set up before the punters started to arrive. As luck would have it one of the rear windows was slightly ajar so one of our crew climbed through and walked around to open the side door for us. I kid you not, but within minutes police cars surrounded the place!


“Apparently the club had been broken into a lot lately and the slot machines were being broken into etc so, the club committee had invested in a new security system, which linked direct to the local plods! As you can imagine, they weren’t overly impressed and accused us of stealing all our own gear, the majority of which was still in our van. As luck would have it, after a few minutes, a little bloke in his 70s trundled up. Apparently he was the entertainment secretary and OK’d it all with the police and apologised to us for not being there earlier as he had fallen asleep on the settee after his dinner! He was quite a cool bloke because he managed to swing a free bar for us as well because of the hassle.”


Other memories included their sole vinyl appearance. “At the time of recording (Is The War Over?) the oldest member of Addiction was 17, with myself being 15 for the first two tracks and 16 when I recorded the third! So we were quite a young band. We received quite a bit of airplay with the songs, on radio shows like John Peel. The track ‘Violence’ was also used on television programme Something Else when it was broadcast from Cardiff. The track was played as the presenters walked down Charles Street, which was then the sort of centre for punk venues in the Cardiff, with Club Montmerence being the main one. Montmerence was also the first venue Addiction played in the city. Charles Street also later housed the Grass Roots coffee bar, which was a great venue to play and also where Is The War Over? was recorded, on a very basic eight-track set-up. Recorded live, plus one guitar and one vocal overdub.


“There was a very healthy scene in South Wales at the time, led by a number of guys who were in art school in London who were bringing the look and music home with them and forming bands like the Tax Exiles. There were many bands and modern day musicians spawned by these early days, but it’s a shame there was no real support for the bands in Wales at this time.”


By mid-1979 the original line-up became defunct, “basically due to musical/girlfriend differences”. Original guitarist Rob Leader was replaced by Carl Hopkins and bass player Ashley Evans by Sian Williams. Ashley, along with Addiction drummer Nicky Rees, formed local ‘dirt punk’ three-piece the Intruders, who played locally. Ashley continues to perform as a “one man band” musician/comedian, still with his trademark peroxide white hair, as well as running a pub in Blackpool.


The second incarnation of Addiction played just one show mixing older material with a handful of new compositions. Afterwards, it was decided to make the transformation “into a totally different band”. At this time Nicky Rees left to join Ashley Evans in the Intruders. “We then recruited Nicholas Horton on drums and changed our name to Campaign 1 around late 1980 or early 1981.” However, Campaign 1 endured a series of line-up changes and, with interest in punk waning, found it difficult to get gigs, although Beva and Sian Williams, who later married, ran a successful punk/alternative night in Pontypridd.


The pair then moved to London in 1983 where Beva joined “Goth no-hopers” Temple Slang as singer. When this didn’t work out he formed Flare Up, whose first demo featured Nick Burton and Bob Brimson, both former members of Temple Slang. Burton and Brimson subsequently joined Westworld, Derwood of Generation X’s ‘pop project’. Brimson subsequently pursued an acting career, notably playing ‘Grey’ in the Krays. Flare Up continued until 1986. When Flare Up collapsed Beva and Williams recorded the single ‘Baby’s Blue’ as Southerndown, before they moved back to Wales with new daughter Rhiannon in 1990. They have continued to record and play together under various guises, including Cree (with DJ Boz), the duo Salvador and the ‘art project’ The Williams Syndrome.




COMPILATION:


Is The War Over? LP (Z-Block ZA-1 1979; ‘Violence’, ‘Stampede’, ‘Seek And Search’) Archive Release:


The Tonypandy Tapes 1978 CDR (self-released 2004) (Andy Bevan: “The bulk of the tape is just a copy of a cassette recording that we used as a ‘demo’ and something to sell at gigs. We were only kids and didn’t really understand what a demo tape should be, would never have been able to afford one anyway! We also used the tape to send to Z Block Records.”)





Adrenalin


Ian Roberts (vocals, guitar), Adrian Stephens (bass, vocals), Mike Farrow (drums), John Fuller (guitar)


Torquay’s ADRENALIN originally formed in 1975 while founder members Roberts and Farrow were still at school. They were always the core duo of the band, with various other generally disinterested parties drifting in and out until they arrived at the above formation towards the end of 1976. The name Adrenalin was used throughout these early incarnations. Roberts: “Me and Mike lived opposite each other as kids, and we were into Bowie, Roxy Music, Lou Reed, the Velvet Underground. We then began to like things like Dr Feelgood. I loved Wilko Johnson and that’s what inspired me to buy a Telecaster.”


“When we started we were pretty primitive. Back in 1975, it was difficult to find people with the same frame of mind, especially musicians. Guys who wanted to play in bands wanted to play Status Quo and Black Sabbath. And where we lived Wishbone Ash were the big heroes. But we were just not interested in that.” John Fuller remembers “answering an ad which read something like, ‘Guitarist wanted; influences the Stooges, MC5, Velvet Underground, early Stones’. Ian’s claim that Adrenalin were the original south west punk band has credibility. He definitely was checking out the emerging London scene back then.”


The band’s first gig had previously come in 1975, when they opened with a cover of ‘Waiting For The Man’. However, Roberts managed to catch the Sex Pistols on one of their rare completed Anarchy In The UK shows at Plymouth’s Woods Centre on 21 December 1976. “Me and my girlfriend Wendy went there. It was a miserable night and we were absolutely broke. But we thought, we’ve got to see this. So we got the train down to Plymouth. It was a life-changing event. The Clash were bottom of the bill, the Heartbreakers second on, then the Pistols. The Pistols were astonishing, but I was more blown away by the Clash really.”


A review of the Pistols in the NME had convinced him that the Sex Pistols sounded like the missing link he was looking for. “My head was already there! I was wearing the straight trousers and had short hair. When I saw that review, I thought, fucking hell! This band is doing the same thing as we’re doing here, stuck in Newton Abbot in Devon. I was doing an art foundation course and I’d already been up to London tracking down records, Bizarre Records in Paddington, trying to track down copies of Nuggets and 60s garage stuff. And we also went to Sex in the King’s Road. The Pistols were all hanging round, or lying on the floor. When you walked round the clothes it was quite narrow and I remember stepping over Steve Jones’ legs. They were all like, ‘Who the fuck are these kids?’ I might have been wearing some uncool trousers. But I did have a Metallic KO badge on, so they were eyeing that up. The other thing was hearing ‘Spiral Scratch’ on the John Peel show. The Sex Pistols were definitely the catalyst, but they weren’t the only ones thinking that way.”


Part of Roberts’ musical education came from working part-time in Newton Abbott’s only independent record shop, Zounds. “That probably saved me from getting beaten up. When the punk scene was going, in the provinces it was murder. The Ted scene was really big, and down in Devon, the grubbies – the rockers or greasers – they were about. But in the record shop I was the guy who used to order all their records and rock‘n’roll stuff. They knew I knew my stuff so I got left alone.” As he had to order stock for the shop, he was able to fill the racks with more interesting records. “The old lady who used to work there, she was a disco queen. Steve, who plays in the Weathermongers (his current band) with me, is five years younger than me. When I was working in Zounds, he was one of the kids who’d come in with their school satchels. I had ‘Ian’s punk box’ written on the counter. And he and his friends would slip the records out and drop them in their satchel. The shop was the place to hang out on a Saturday. At the time, everyone seemed so focused on moving forward, and this was the way, that everything else seemed like old hat. I just felt as though I knew everything in that brief moment.”


“We were definitely the first punk band in the area. It seems silly now, but back then, having short hair and not wearing denim trousers really marked you out. And because there were so few punks, you made an instant connection with anyone else that dressed that way.” Within months they’d hooked up with Step Forward Records and entered the studio in the spring of 1977. Kim Turner, later manager of the Police, was nominated as the producer, after he came to one of their Newton Abbot shows. “We did this gig at a sports club, a recreational trust centre, in Newton Abbot, and the punk thing was all over the place. I put all these posters around the town and promoted it really well. I was at college doing my foundation course and one of the lecturers was a blues fan, an ex-communist, who loved the whole punk thing even though he was 20 years older. And he put it on through the cricket club or something, because you couldn’t get gigs anywhere. Some of the places we used to play before the Pistols hit the headlines wouldn’t have us any more. We got one of our gigs cancelled. ‘What’s going on? We’ve played here before?’ ‘Oh, I know what you guys are playing now! We’ve got enough swearing down our youth club as it is!’”


The sports centre show was a success and well attended. “Kim Turner turned up with his brothers from Wishbone Ash. He’d also brought along a chap called Lionel Digby, a local entrepreneur. They instantly said, let’s record something. We’ll take you down to Swan Street studio in Torquay. We’d never been in a studio before. We were up for it.” Three tracks were recorded – ‘TV Violence’, ‘No Love (In The Modern World)’ and ‘Don’t Tell Your Parents’. However, the planned release never went ahead. Stephens left to move to London and was briefly replaced by Kirk Brandon, who had been in a pre-Adrenalin school band with Fuller, who recalls: “Kirk had a very obvious original talent that was evident right back to when I first met him at school. Kirk and I were at school with Steve Guthrie who was the original guitarist with Theatre of Hate. So we developed as players together. When Adrian Stephens left Adrenalin I introduced Kirk to the band – but it was soon evident that the band wasn’t big enough for Kirk and Ian. Ian split the band and went to art school in London.”


Roberts was happy to leave. “We didn’t actually do that many local gigs. I just had to get away.” While in London he became the singer for Rat Scabies’ White Cats, but left before any recordings. Both Brandon and Fuller would briefly join Chris Skornia’s band the Kane before regrouping as Pack Of Lies. They then too made the trek to London, abbreviating the group’s name to the Pack.


Fuller would later play in the embryonic Culture Club under the pseudonym ‘Suede’, and is now back in Devon and playing live music again. Roberts returned to music in the 90s as part of the blues band the Nightporters from 1997 to 2002. He also had led another R&B combo, the Crowmen, prior to this. His current blues project is the Weathermongers. As such, he’s one of myriad former punk rockers to convert, or revert, to the blues. “It has a similar attitude. With the Nightporters, we were a professional band playing something like 20 countries in just five years. But this time I’d doing all my own songs.”


Adverts


TV Smith (aka Timothy Smith, vocals, guitar), Gaye Advert (aka Gaye Black, bass), Howard Pickup (aka Howard Boak, guitar), Laurie Driver (aka Laurie Muscat, drums)


TV Smith had been writing songs in his bedroom since the early-70s, putting on lunchtime shows at school. His first proper band, Sleaze, was formed after he moved to Torquay art school. They pressed up 50 copies of an album of original material to help secure gigs, but Smith was eventually slung out of the band when his compatriots decided they wanted to concentrate on cover versions. “I’d already had the experience of going out there to present my work to the great British public – and discovering that they weren’t interested in listening to some teenager banging on about his problems,” he told Steven Wells later. “I mean, one time I actually did look up and the audience had gone.” Or, as he would later reflect to Big Takeover’s Jack Rabid, “It was rubbish, quite honestly. We did our best. We were 17 or 18.”


For all that, they did write their own material, though Smith would be ejected from the band when he wouldn’t countenance the guitarist’s idea of covering Jimi Hendrix’s ‘Red House’. Still, at least he got to meet lifetime companion and fellow art student Gaye while at Torquay, who was a regular at the handful of gigs Sleaze completed.


The pair relocated to London in the summer of 1976, having mused over the idea for a couple of years, and took a flat in Clapham in West London. “We’d sit in our flat going through the songs,” Smith later recalled to Jack Rabid. “She couldn’t actually play bass guitar – she had never played it before, and I couldn’t play it, but I tried to transpose what I did on the guitar on to the bass. And we didn’t have any other musicians for this sort of band, so first we looked for a guitarist and found Howard (Pickup). He was working at a music rehearsal kind of complex. So that was pretty handy, because that meant we could get free rehearsal time. So he was obviously the right guy for the job, and also he seemed to know chords. When I showed him to do something, he could play it straight away. That was a big bonus.”


“So we rehearsed, the three of us, for a couple of months, before we could find a drummer. And we were getting absolutely desperate by then, because it was pretty obvious there were now gigs happening. There were a few bands playing around. There was the Stranglers, the Sex Pistols were doing an occasional gig. There was a festival in the 100 Club, in the summer. We were there, and we were going on about how we needed a drummer in order to do a gig, so when Laurie (Driver) came along, we said alright, you’ll do!…He’s in the dressing room, he’s the only one who’s got a kit. Alright, we’ll have him!”


Thus did the ADVERTS make their debut at the Roxy in January 1977. Immediately they attracted the services of publisher Michael Dempsey, who became their manager. Events now moved at a head-spinning rate. Their second show was recorded for the Live At The Roxy compilation. On their third appearance at the Roxy, they impressed Damned guitarist Brian James sufficiently that he persuaded Jake Riviera and Nick Lowe at Stiff Records to catch the group at the venue and sign them for a one-off single. In the meantime, they were featured in issue seven of Sniffin’ Glue, whose Mark Perry had briefly discussed the possibility of signing them to his Step Forward label.


‘One Chord Wonders’, its title originally envisioned as the band’s name, followed in April 1977. “By the time I wrote the song I’d been to some Sex Pistols gigs,” Smith recalled. “There was that feeling in the air that something was happening. Total joy and excitement. A band could get on stage and say – well, we like what we’re doing and we don’t care what you think. That was the difference between going on stage in 1975 and going on stage in 1977. In 1977 you went on stage and said – well, I like what I’m doing, fuck you! ‘One Chord Wonders’ was about what it was like being in a punk band. The sheer thrill of this music going on that wasn’t under the grip of the music business. Just creativity and self-expression and just going out and doing it!”


A bruising statement of intent, the song birthed one of the enduring mottos of the punk era for their subsequent tour with the Damned: “The Adverts can play one chord, the Damned can play two. Come and hear all three at…” The Damned, particularly via Sensible and Smith, would form an enduring friendship as they were attacked by vicious ‘straights’ at such unlikely venues as Lincoln Drill Hall. In its own way the 1+2 tour was a more fun-based and less self-reverential answer to either the Anarchy and White Riot alternatives that preceded it.


Stiff cheekily switched the group photograph to the back of ‘One Chord Wonders’, which was promptly awarded single of the week status in the New Musical Express, and used a blown-up picture of Gaye on the front instead. The grainy black and white portrait became an enduring image for the band, but ultimately alienated its subject. She, in turn, was subject to a media pincer movement. Elevated on one hand to the slightly silly status of female icon and punk pin-up, at the other end of the scale there was some equally pathetic sniping at her abilities as a musician. However, she would later admit that other band members on the emergent punk scene were generally supportive. There’s no questioning the fact that she served as an inspiration to others, and she and TV also took their blows for the cause. Smith was beaten up in Hammersmith by Teddy Boys on 21 June 1977. “Gaye was shouting at them trying to get them to stop,” he told me. “We went up to the hospital in an ambulance together, and when we got there I was told, ‘what do you expect if you go around dressing like that.’”


The timing of “One Chord Wonders’, produced by former Pink Fairy Larry Wallis (credited as Larry Wallace on the sleeve), was perfect – Smith’s recitation of “We don’t give a damn” underlining the sense of disenchantment and apathy that had brought about punk’s genesis. The B-side ‘Quickstep’ stood as a further testament to that spirit – at the fade out Driver can be heard complaining that his cymbal has just fallen off. The reason, apparently, that its time was credited as ‘2 Hours 49 Seconds’ was due to Riviera’s concern that it was “too long” for a punk song.


It was also an early indication that while the Adverts seemed to have captured punk’s spirit brilliantly, they were more adventurous than some adherents of the format were prepared to stomach. Lyrically, as well, their debut established a reflective, discerning view of the punk movement that would be sustained throughout their career – TV Smith was certainly fired with enthusiasm by punk, but like a new parent, he was concerned about its development. He wanted it to eat its greens and not get lost on the way home from school. A week after ‘One Chord Wonders’ the group entered the BBC’s Maida Vale studios to record the first of four radio sessions for John Peel.


After signing to Anchor on their manager’s recommendation that a bigger label would be able to do more for them, a second single emerged in July 1977. ‘Gary Gilmore’s Eyes’ was first aired as part of the aforementioned Peel debut session. Based on the wishes of executed murderer Gary Gilmore that his body be donated to medical science, it underscored Smith’s ability to frame such concepts by using a steely literalism to pull off the gag (“Gary don’t need his eyes to see, Gary and his eyes have parted company”). “I didn’t know that much about Gary Gilmore,” explained Smith later, “he was just in the news. What I wanted to write was this little Gothic horror story where Gilmore’s retina gets transplanted into somebody and the guy who gets it reads the newspaper and realises it could be him.” Anchor sent them down to Pebble Beach Studios in Worthing for the sessions, as Smith revealed to Record Collector, “probably because it was cheap”.


“We thought about getting in ex-Pink Fairy Larry Wallis to produce it, because we liked what he’d done with ‘One Chord Wonders’. But we finally decided on the way down to the studio and had to call him from a phone box on the outskirts of London to see if he was free. He wasn’t sure if he could make it, but a few hours later, after we’d arrived at the studio and had finished setting up the gear, he walked in with a big smile and a crate of beer. We recorded and mixed the whole thing in a weekend, and stayed the Saturday night in a guest house above a pub, across the road from the studio, where they held a rock‘n’roll disco in the evening, so the whole place was filled with Teddy Boys, sworn enemies of the punks.”


Top Of The Pops beckoned, an experience that Smith would later analogise as finding out that Father Christmas and the Tooth Fairy don’t exist at the same time. The B-side, ‘Bored Teenagers’, incidentally Boy George’s favourite record of the period, was another memorable slice of generational entropy. It should really have been their third single, instead of the mildly disappointing ‘Safety In Numbers’ (another of Smith’s songs to express doubts over the integrity of the burgeoning punk movement), which failed to chart. It was again recorded on the south coast at Pebble Beach studios in Worthing, this time with Miles (‘because he’d once sat in on the recordings for Sergeant Pepper”). Gaye exacted her revenge for the ‘One Chord Wonders’ cover by leaving her bass to stand in for her on the group picture on the reverse of the sleeve. ‘No Time To Be 21’, the Adverts’ fourth single, saw them return to Top Of The Pops, though it soon crashed back out of the charts again.


Crossing The Red Sea With The Adverts was the band’s debut album. Produced by John Leckie at Abbey Road, it only scraped into the Top 40, but remains one of the quintessential punk albums – an engaging snapshot of an exciting time. Smith was flourishing as a songwriter, and the songs – effectively everything they had written to this point – expand on that giddy strain of pure energy without resorting to dumbed-down sentiments. In fact, a number of the lyrics were tempered with cynicism (‘The Great British Mistake’, ‘Newboys’ and ‘Safety In Numbers’) but Smith’s delivery, and the band’s appropriation of a pop rather than rock dynamic, mitigated any sense of world-weariness. The extracted single ‘No Time To Be 21’, backed by sessions outtake ‘New Day Dawning’, brought them back to Top Of The Pops. It was partially Leckie’s production of ‘Red Sea’ that encouraged the Stone Roses to use him for their debut album a decade or so later.


Thereafter the Adverts entered a progressively downward spiral. ‘Dustbin lid drummer’ Driver quit the band, apparently in response to complaints by Gaye that he’d taken 27 takes to get a part right on the sessions for Red Sea. By the end of one tour, according to Smith, they were barely able to bear being in the same room together. His new band the Drivers were not to be a punk band, because “that’s all finished!” he told the press. Driver’s replacement was John Towe (ex-Chelsea/Generation X), who helped them complete their British and European tour dates. He was, in turn, succeeded by the Maniacs’ Rod Latter.


The loss of Driver was bad enough, but the Adverts were handicapped more than anything by the fact that their original punk audience cared little for the group’s newer, less hidebound material. Their career thus far had hardly been the most structured. For ‘Television’s Over’ the Adverts switched to RCA, their fourth label, Anchor having collapsed. The release of the brilliant but determinedly odd ‘My Place’ in June 1979 did little to appease the band’s detractors. I asked TV if, in retrospect, leaving the independent scene so early had been costly. “No, it was a vital move to getting the Adverts better known. Stiff was a great label to put out our first single, but we were always also-rans to the Damned, who’d been with them much longer. Anchor really wanted to have us on the label and worked hard to get us some exposure. The result was that we had a hit single with ‘Gary Gilmore’s Eyes’, whereas ‘One Chord Wonders’ on Stiff had a great reputation but didn’t really sell many copies. The only problems with Anchor came when parent company ABC decided to pull out and shut the label down. That left us with the in-house publisher at Anchor forming his own label, Bright, to release the album, which we’d already recorded. When that had only limited success, it prompted the move to another major, RCA, who promptly buried us.”


Cast Of Thousands, the group’s second album, eventually emerged in October 1979. After blowing the original budget, they were forced to record it on the houseboat of producer Tom Newman, who had previously worked with Mike Oldfield on Tubular Bells. And at times the reduced circumstances show through in the production. So whose idea was Newman? “Also a suggestion from Dempsey. I don’t really know how they knew each other back then, but I guess they were probably drinking pals. He was one of a number of names that came up when we were looking around for someone new to work with, among them Blondie producer Richard Gottehrer. The situation was that we wanted to move on from what we’d achieved with Red Sea, and Tom was also looking for a new challenge. We met with him and liked his attitude. Although he’d been working with people like Mike Oldfield, he was actually a real maverick. The idea of working together was exciting – neither of us knew where it would lead.”


Sadly, there was also immediate interference from their new label, as TV told Jean Ecoule. “It was our first record with a major label, and they wouldn’t let me use the cover picture I originally wanted (the burning war protester that many years later ended up as the front cover of a Rage Against The Machine album). Instead they set up a photo shoot with the band which they explained would be in the dark, beams of light picking out our faces making us look ‘mean and moody’. But of course, they shafted us and delivered a cover which made us look like some cheap shit pop band.”


A quixotic effort, while it lacked the immediacy of its predecessor there was a huge amount to admire in some of Smith’s more expansive moments, particularly the title-track. If anything, he had refined his talents as a lyricist, especially on the touching admission of defeat that was ‘I Surrender’. In a few short months, however, he’d also outgrown his audience, and the critics considered the band some kind of unappetising leftover: “Look, we didn’t know that punk rock meant having to make the same record over and over again. We wanted to do more, try new things, break out of the formula…We could hardly hear ourselves recording Cast Of Thousands over the sound of the critics sharpening their knives, but it still felt the right direction to go in.” The critical dismissal of the record was such that, unlike the band’s debut album, which has been reissued at least six times in the same period, it wasn’t until almost 10 years later that it got an airing on CD.


Another Oldfield veteran, Tim Cross, joined the band on keyboards for their autumn dates, but Latter and Pickup, who died in 1997 from a brain tumour, had both quit in the run-up to Cast Of Thousands’ eventual release. The Martinez brothers Paul (guitar) and Rick (drums) temporarily filled in on that final tour, with their last performance taking place at Slough College Of Art on 27 October 1979. Gaye subsequently went into video before working for her local council. Latter joined Alan Lee Shaw and Brian James in the short-lived Severed Dwarves, then formed the Loan Sharks. TV formed new bands the Explorers and subsequently Cheap before going solo. The Explorers line-up featured Dave Sinclair (drums), Mel Wesson (keyboards), Eric Russell (guitar) and bass player Colin Stoner of Doctors Of Madness (Smith had previously collaborated with Doctors’ front man Richard Strange on ‘Back From The Dead’, the B-side of ‘Television’s Over’). Tim Cross and John Towe were also members of the Explorers in its rehearsal stages.


Smith’s solo work, which it would be inappropriate to discuss further here, continues to be as heartfelt, intelligent and questioning as you would hope to expect. Where others have tired of the sheer personal labour that sustaining a career as a DIY musician requires, he’s still out there, bashing away with a joy of performance and communication that is totally undimmed and just a might inspirational. And those original Adverts tunes fit into his acoustic set snugly. “I’ve always written the songs on acoustic guitar, from ‘One Chord Wonders’ right up to what I’m writing these days, so it feels right to deliver them up on stage that way. You see a lot of bands using the electric format to paste over weaknesses in what they’re doing, but getting up there with an acoustic guitar feels more “punk” than ever to me – it’s direct, it’s honest, it’s high energy, there’s no spin, there’s no distraction from the message. If that isn’t punk, what is?”


He may have learned a few more chords over the years, but he remains a punk rocker at heart.




DISCOGRAPHY:


(Buyer’s Guide: The Devil’s Jukebox reissues of Crossing The Red Sea and Cast Of Thousands are all you’ll need)


One Chord Wonders/Quickstep 7-inch (Stiff BUY 13 April 1977)


Gary Gilmore’s Eyes/Bored Teenagers 7-inch (Anchor ANC 1043 August 1977)


Safety In Numbers/We Who Wait 7-inch (Anchor ANC 1047 October 1977)


No Time To Be 21/New Day Dawning 7-inch (Bright-CBS BR1 January 1978)


Crossing The Red Sea With The Adverts LP (Bright-CBS BRL 2001 February 1978) (initial quantities in red vinyl. Reissued in October 1981, Butt ALSO 002, and September 1983 with the same catalogue number but in red vinyl. Reissued on LP and CD for the first time in December 1988 on Bright BUL 2/CD BUL 2. Next time round it was Link Classics, CLINK 001CD 1990, and Essential EMSCD 451 in 1992. However, the one to get is the Devil’s Jukebox release: SDEVIL 901CD from March 2002. This features great sound, great notes, and a bonus CD of live material)


Television’s Over/Back From The Dead 7-inch (RCA PB 5128 November 1978)


My Place/New Church (live) 7-inch (RCA PB 5166 June 1979)


Cast Of Thousands/I Will Walk You Home 7-inch (RCA PB 5191 September 1979)


Cast Of Thousands LP (RCA PL 25246 October 1979) (reissued on CD in February 1988 on Anagram, CDPUNK 102. The re-release on Devil’s Jukebox – Cast Of Thousands, the Ultimate Edition, SDEVIL 905, 2004, is a model exercise in revamping a good artist’s back catalogue. With a sticker boasting ‘As It Was Meant to Sound’, it features a booklet with notes by TV, as well as contributions from Henry Rollins, as well as a bonus disc featuring the Adverts’ entire radio sessions (well worth hearing), which is effectively the same album as The Wonders Don’t Care. And the remastering by Michel Schwabe adds a whole new depth to the sound)


ARCHIVE RELEASES:


Gary Gilmore’s Eyes/We Who Wait/New Day Dawning 7-inch EP (Bright-CBS BULB 1 May 1983) 


The Peel Sessions (25.4.77) 12-inch EP (Strange Fruit SFPS 034 October 1987)


Quickstep/Gary Gilmore’s Eyes/Bored Teenagers/New Boys/One Chord Wonders


Live At The Roxy LP & CD (Receiver RR CD/LP 136 November 1990) (actually a great record. But, naughty old Receiver, this has nothing to do with the Roxy. The recordings are from Nottingham and Birmingham)


Live And Loud CD (Link LINK CD 159 1992) (later reissued on Harry May, MAYO CD 563, in September 2005. This was originally a bootleg. It was also reissued as part of a double set with the Ruts’ Live And Loud! Tracks on Step 1, STEPCD 044, July 2002. In whatever version you find it, it’s a ramshackle recording, and it’s interesting to note how reliant the band were on TV’s voice to pull the material through)


The Adverts Punk Singles Collection CD (Anagram CD PUNK 95 1997) (also issued on vinyl by Get Back, GET 30, 1998)


The Wonders Don’t Care: The Complete Radio Recordings CD (New Millennium PILOT 3 1997) (now supplanted by the Cast Of Thousands reissue on Devil’s Jukebox)


The Best Of The Adverts CD (Anagram CD PUNK 107 2001)


Anthology double CD (Devil’s Jukebox SDEVIL 904CD March 2003) (a useful one-stop shop for Adverts fans. Sound quality is great, as is the annotation. The bonus CD is Live At The Roxy – which, of course, was not Live At The Roxy at all. Together with the reissues by the same label of Crossing The Red Sea and Cast of Thousands, this is all the Adverts anyone could want. And if you want more than this, check out TV’s solo work instead)





Again Again


Rob Hutchings (vocals), Jeff Pountain (rhythm guitar), Mark Mason (lead guitar), Roger Payne (bass), Mark Broad (drums)


AGAIN AGAIN are one of the less celebrated of the south coast’s first generation punk bands, but they did record a session for John Peel in December 1978. They played gigs at venues including South Downes College and practised in a down at heel backroom at Portsmouth’s Museum Gardens. However, though generally considered part of the Portsmouth scene, Pountain notes that “We were really very much a Havant band. We had our own clubs, notably the Rugby Club. We supported (if that’s the right word!) Boomtown Rats at the Locarno, and Sham 69 at the Pier, but otherwise Havant, believe it or not, had a very lively scene of its own.”


Mark Mason was a bank clerk at the time of the band’s existence, while Pountain, as he confirmed to me in 2006, was actually a college lecturer. “In 1977 I was a part-time art lecturer at Havant College. One of my major functions was to book out the college record player so students could play records while ‘creating’. One day a student booked it. I can’t remember his name, unfortunately, he was plump and a bit nerdy, but always first with interesting sounds. This day it was the Pistol’s ‘Anarchy in the UK’. We played it several times. At first, it reminded me of early Who, but with an added snottiness that impressed.


“A couple of students, Roger Payne and Mark Broad, knew I had been in bands, and shortly afterwards came to the staff room door and asked if I could give advice on forming a band. I replied, jokingly, ‘Only if I can be in it’. Fateful words! We used Havant Scout Hut to rehearse and audition singers. After a couple of unsuccessful try-outs a notoriously taciturn, quietly aggressive and loftily uncommunicative student, Rob Hutchings, turned up. Our audition tune was the Velvets’ ‘There She Goes’. Rob tore the arse out of it and I said something crappy, like, ‘Gentlemen, I believe we have a band!’”


Their first gig was at Havant Sixth Form College. “We had about eight songs, mostly original. These we tore through in about as many minutes. Total adrenaline rush, made the Ramones sound like Slade. We left the stage to complete mayhem. We went to a pub about 10 minutes’ walk away. Drinks were had! Then the landlord noticed a mate of ours was wearing a ‘fuck’ badge and threw us out! Havant’s first punk ‘outrage’! Walking back we could hear this strange noise which got louder as we approached the school. As we got closer it became obvious that the noise was that of a hysterical mob, baying for more. This had been going on since we left half an hour earlier!


“The headline band was the Squeeze Levers who specialised in Stevie Wonder and prog rock covers. They abandoned the stage after 20 minutes of heckling. Shortly afterwards their guitarist Mark Mason (not Mabon as the BBC would have it) joined us. This opened chapter two. Mark could play everything from jazz to bluegrass. Phenomenal technique, looking for something REAL to play. At the first rehearsal it was a matter of telling him what NOT to play. So we became a ‘punk’ band with limitless aural horizons. It was like a Salvation Army band recruiting Albert Ayler. The sounds you hear on the Peel session are typical, but a bit restrained. The producers hadn’t got a fucking clue what we were about, but seemed to enjoy it anyway.”


Their 12-inch was released on the Ants’ label, Do It. How did that come about? “I don’t know how we came to Do It. I guess they asked us. We’d been talking to a few people, just a blur of ageing hippies or Thatcherite tossers, in my failing memory. Since you’re interested, Adam (Ant) used to sit cross-legged on the table in Do It, shouting into the phone, “No toilets, I ain’t playin’ no more fuckin’ toilets!’ Which was odd, ‘cause he was a quite well-spoken geezer. Bit of a ‘thesp’, as his subsequent incarnations proved. Still, his transfer to CBS paid for our 12-inch.”


Several unissued recordings were made at Andy Czezowski’s studio in Covent Garden. But for Pountain, it was all about the gigs, even if these were sporadic. “You HAD to see us live. We were either shit or transcendentally OUT THERE, sometimes a bit of both. There are rehearsal tapes of our ‘mature’ (ha-ha) style, straight from the desk, but they only give an inkling of the awesome anarchy of a gig. To cut an increasingly long story short, we kind of imploded after eight years together, during which time we’d notched up the staggering total of, roughly, 44 gigs! Work was not our middle name. Out of those gigs we perhaps did 15 or so that were staggering! That’s what kept us going so long.


“As a footnote, I was in the Moonlight Club in London watching some shite band when I noticed a geezer eyeballing me. After the set he suddenly appeared in front of me. Big fucker. Sod this! Then he said, ‘I’m sorry to disturb you, but weren’t you in Again Again? I grunt, ‘Maybe.’ ‘Well,’ he said, ‘I broke up with my girlfriend one night and was contemplating suicide. I wandered into this club and your music just seemed to reflect, totally, the way I felt. But it made me feel that life was worth going on with.’ He apologised again and drifted off. I was in between filling up and thinking ‘what a twat’, but it stayed with me.”


After Again Again split, and a few years of drifting including driving a fork lift truck in Acton for five years, Pountain is now back to his first love, art, and he has his own studio in Finland. There are some rather fine examples of the latter at his website, www.jspountain.com.




DISCOGRAPHY:


The Way We Were 12-inch EP (Do It DUN 7 1979)


Beached/Scarred For Life/Self-Employed/Next To Nothing/Co-Optimist





Aggravators


Steve Baker (vocals), Nick Brooker (drums), Ian Doeser (bass), Glen Doughty (rhythm guitar), David Marx (lead guitar, vocals)


Formed in March 1977, the AGGRAVATORS were Swindon’s first punk band, the line-up finalised with the addition of David Marx, joining his 15-year-old schoolmates Doeser and Brooker. They rehearsed at the Doeser family home in the Park North council estate. The first original, Marx providing a riff to Baker’s lyrics, was ‘Easy Lay’ (which is apparently still covered to this day by Swindon punk band the Charred Hearts, whose debut album Marx would produce). The collaborations continued as the boys made the age-old transition from fifth form to the dole, taking the name the Aggravators and securing their first gig at Swindon’s The Affair nightclub on April 20 1977.


The show was due to be headlined by the Adverts before they withdrew, and they got their place on the recommendation of XTC’s Barry Andrews, who had caught them rehearsing. Doeser got himself a scary fly-type skinhead haircut for the occasion, and Doughty gave the band a flying start with the media by punching out the local rock correspondent downstairs. Their influences were a broad church, the Velvets, Dolls and Springsteen on one hand, the new UK punk bands and tough R&B merchants the Feelgoods on the other. Marx was also a committed Beatles and Hendrix fan.


Alongside Subway Sect, the Aggravators supported the Clash on the Swindon leg of their spring 1977 tour. It wasn’t meant to happen that way. The Clash were due to play The Central Hall, the Cortinas and Aggravators across the road at The Affair. It was XTC manager Ian Reid’s intention that they would play early enough so that the audience could cross the road to catch the Clash. But when the Central burned down on the day of the gig, for unconfirmed reasons, they all shared the bill at The Affair, which was understandably packed. They performed before an ecstatic local crowd, in what was to be the highlight of their short career. An impressed Joe Strummer dedicated ‘Garage Band’ to them at the close of their set. Marx: “The Clash were most gracious to all of us – got all their autographs, and Mick Jones was so taken with my guitar playing, that he signed his as: To David – Hendrix Lives.”





[image: ]

The Aggravators: Swindon’s finest.








There were a few more gigs, before the group’s diverse musical influences led to a schism and Doeser was ejected from the band. Meanwhile XTC manager Ian Reid booked them their first, and only, London gig, at the Roxy on 25 May 1977. In an unconscious imitation of the Buzzcocks, Doughty brought along a crappy Woolworth’s guitar to destroy on stage. It preceded a five-song televised appearance on local TV show Swindon Viewpoint. Sadly, the tape no longer exists, meaning there is no extant recording of originals such as ‘Rock‘n’roll Bitch’, ‘Easy Lay’, ‘Dole House Blues’, ‘Hey Jimi’, ‘Back In The Night’, ‘Suicide’ and ‘Tonight’. Andy Partridge of XTC was a fan of the band, and had offered to produce ‘Rock‘n’roll Bitch’, but it never came to pass.


After a handful more gigs, the group’s divergent musical influences surfaced again. Doughty and Brooker reunited in the Purges, who featured local Iggy clone Frank Famous on vocals. Ian Doeser put his surname to good punning effect in Ian Doeser And The Posers. Baker and Marx formed the Humans, alongside local blues guitarist Jim Luszcz (formerly of Candid Blue) who converted to bass, and a succession of drummers. Alongside the Jellytots, that meant quite a thriving punk scene had developed in Swindon by around 1978. The Purges, the Humans and the Jellytots would all play together at a Virgin showcase arranged after XTC made it big, but this came after Brooker had died in a motorbike smash, aged 18.


The Humans recorded 10 demo tracks in August 1978 before splitting. Marx moved on to join the Barry Andrews Band (which also featured Dexter Darwood of the Cortinas and who undertook a UK tour supported by Ian Doeser and the Posers, for whom Marx would also drum) and various solo projects. He also soiled his hands with a spot of music journalism while living in New York. He is now in Brighton, and there’s talk of him actually recording some material with ex-Aggravators/Humans singer Baker at some point in the future. 


Alberto Y Lost Trio Paranoias


Chris ‘C.P.’ Lee (vocals, guitar), Bruce Mitchell (drums), Les Prior (vocals), Jimmy Hibbert (vocals, bass), Bob Harding (guitar, bass), Simon White (steel guitar, guitar), Ray ‘Mighty Mongo Hughes (second drummer), Tony Bowers (bass, guitar)


Long before it became a self-perpetuating picture postcard cliché for the benefit of tourists, punk was ripe for satire. None managed it better than this Mancunian comedy troupe with their ‘Snuff Rock’ EP, which many at the time believed to be an authentic punk record. But while that EP was themed on transient fame and death, the group behind it actually boasted an extensive pre-punk history. Heavily indebted to the Bonzo Dog Doo-Dah Band, they were formed in 1973 by Lee, a self-confessed “leftover 60s radical”, and Mitchell, both formerly of Greasy Bear, Manchester’s underachieving answer to the Grateful Dead.


They were part of the collective known as Music Force – which also included Tosh Ryan of Rabid Records – and took their name when Lee, tripping, misread a concert poster for Albertos Y Los Trios Paraguayas. They began by essaying parodies of rock acts such as the Velvet Underground, ‘Anadin’ lampooning Lou Reed’s ‘Heroin’. ‘Dread Jaws’, their first single, focused on the imaginary meeting point between Bob Marley and Steven Spielberg. Rather than submit demo tapes, they would pack Prior in a cardboard box, push it past bemused record company secretaries, and have him sing a few lines. Unsurprisingly, they weren’t snapped up, though through connections with Pete Jenner they did get to record at Abbey Road Studios on the day Syd Barrett came in to hear ‘Shine On You Crazy Diamond’.


They finally tied up a deal with Transatlantic. Their self-titled debut album was a cult hit with the cognoscenti, but didn’t replicate that success in sales volumes. A second followed in 1977, Italians From Outer Space, by which time the new wave had presented a new target – the album’s ‘Teenager In Schtuck’ points the way to their later punk pastiches. The Berts, as Mancunians knew them, had already devised a rock play, Sleak, written by Lee and staged at the Royal Court Theatre, where it broke box office records. Prior acted as a kind of DJ-cum-narrator (he was also master of ceremonies for the 1977 Live Stiffs tour).


Its central plot concerned Norman Sleak, who commits suicide live on stage after falling prey to record company machinations. It featured Gorden Kaye of Allo Allo as one of the roadies. “It had attracted so much media attention as being the next thing after punk,” Lee recalled to Heartbeat, “and we played it up for all it was worth. We’d say, ‘Oh, yes, there are kids in the north-west who’ve asked if they can sign up to die’ and they believed it! Dave Vanian came every night for three weeks to see it and Stiff had a row booked at the Royal Court for visiting dignitaries.”


It was the play that inspired the Snuff Rock EP, released on Stiff Records after their Transatlantic deal had expired (Lee actually came up with the label’s immortal slogan, “If it ain’t Stiff, it ain’t worth a fuck”). Produced and mastered by Nick Lowe in 12 hours, the contents mugged the name punk bands of the day. The lead track, ‘Kill’, was an inspired take on the Damned’s ‘New Rose’, copping its ‘Is She Really Going Out With Him?’ intro. The Damned would also, in a wonderful example of life imitating art imitating life, cover ‘Kill’. ‘Gobbing On Life’ spoofed the Sex Pistols tabloid caricatures (they even managed some pretend vomiting on The Old Grey Whistle Test), while ‘Snuffin’ Like That’ clearly drew on the Clash’s canon. A fourth track, ‘Snuffin’ In A Babylon’, took the rise out of punk’s flirtation with reggae. It was a one-off, but a masterstroke. They even produced their own fanzine, Kill It, a parody of Sniffin’ Glue.


Although a follow-up single, featuring the Status Quo tribute ‘Heads Down No Nonsense Mindless Boogie’ reached the top 50, they then moved on to other targets. The ensuing album, Skite, from the olde English word for ‘shit’, had some inspired moments, including a version of ‘Anarchy In The UK’ that was arguably better than the original, and featured the assistance of both Chas Jankel and Roger Ruskin Spear of the Bonzos.


Things could have gone better. As Lee admitted to Heartbeat, “Jake Riviera, when he was at Stiff, took me aside one day and said, ‘I think you’re hilarious but you’re not going to get anywhere because you’re making jokes about jokes which about eight people might have heard of.’ I could see his point.” The truth was they were a highly profitable live attraction, but that never transferred to record sales. They also had the Police support them in late 1978 just prior to that band’s commercial breakthrough.


Prior succumbed to the leukaemia he’d been fighting for several years in January 1980. “Les Prior was great, unfortunately he died, but he was quite a star,” notes Tosh Ryan. “I thought that stage show was quite good. The whole idea that music becomes theatre becomes quite exciting, that they’d taken it to that level. And the more people push those boundaries, the more I’m interested in them. The fact that you’re either pushing a musical or performance boundary, or you’re using mixed media, I find that interesting, making it a fuller experience for people, other than just watching a band play their repertoire.”


Thereafter the Albertos took Sleak off-Broadway (disastrously – they opened on the night after Lennon was shot, and Lee received death threats for daring to stage a show about a dead rock star in that climate. Lee replied by recording a radio spot in a Scouse accent – “My name’s John Lennon, and if I was alive today, I’d go and see Sleak.”) A second punk-themed production, Never Mind The Bullocks, was less successful. There was also a TV show, Teach Yourself Gibberish, but the group splintered in different directions.


They temporarily picked up ex-Invisible Girls guitarist John Scott, who would also work with Lee in Gerry And The Holograms and was a member of Bet Lynch’s Legs, before grinding to a close, finally, in 1982. Hibbert formed the rock band Heavy Duty before becoming the voice behind children’s cartoon Count Duckula. Lee continued to work as a music journalist, writing a stage play about US comedian Lord Buckley. He recorded music as C.P. Lee Mystery Guild and numerous other aliases, worked in alternative cabaret with Josie Lawrence before winding up at a Tibetan monastery in Scotland following a drug-induced breakdown. He latterly became one of Britain’s most respected Dylanologists (his Like The Night chronicled Dylan’s famous ‘Judas’ gig). He’s currently a lecturer in cultural studies at the University of Salford and wrote an acclaimed memoir of the Manchester music scene, Shake, Rattle And Rain.


Bowers moved on to the Durutti Column, and, shockingly, Simply Red. Mitchell also had a spell with Durutti Column while running a lighting and production company and writing music for Last Of The Summer Wine. White also became a production manager. Harding and Bowers also reunited briefly as the Mothmen.


Though their dalliance with punk may not have been conventional, ‘Kill’ at least has become something of a genre classic. It’s been covered by Chaos UK, GBH and Scottish band the Real Mackenzies, who are wont to change the title to ‘Kilt’. I’m not sure a couple of those bands are necessarily in on the joke…




DISCOGRAPHY:


Dread Jaws/De Version 7-inch (Transatlantic BIG 541 April 1976)


Alberto Y Lost Trios Paranoias LP (Transatlantic TRA 316 May 1976) (reissued on CD by D-Line 9.00554)


Italians From Outer Space LP (Transatlantic TRA 349 July 1977) (reissued on CD by D-Line 9.00776)


Snuff Rock 7-inch EP (Stiff LAST 2 September 1977)


Kill/Snuffin’ In A Babylon/Gobbin’ On Life/Snuffin’ Like That (also released as a 100-copy promo 12-inch, DJ 1 EP, in handmade sleeve with invitation to Sleak)


Old Trust/Neville/Teenager In Schtuck 7-inch (Logo GO 106 November 1977)


Heads Down No Nonsense Mindless Boogie/Thank You (Logo GO 323 September 1978)


(with free single, F**k You/Dead Meat Part II, Logo GO 335)


Skite LP (Logo 1009 September 1978) (reissued on CD by D-Line 9.00779)


***k You/Dead Meat Part 2 7-inch (Logo GO 335 November 1978)


Juan Lopez/Teenage Paradise/Dead Meat Part 3 7-inch (Logo GO GO 340 December 1978)


Cruising With Santa 7-inch (New Hormones ORG 30 December 1982)


ARCHIVE RELEASES:


Worst Of The Berts LP (Logo MOGO 4008 July 1980)


Death Of Rock‘n’roll LP (Mocambo, Canada, 1980) (obscure Canadian release)


Snuff Rock: The Best Of The Albertos (Mau Mau/Demon 1991) (31-track career summary)


Radio Sweat CD (Overground OVER56 CD February 1997)


Mandrax Sunset Variations dbl CD (Sanctuary Records CMDDD115 January 2001) (the three studio albums spread over two CDs. A helluva lorra laughs for about a tenner)








Alien Kulture


Pervez (vocals), Zaf (bass), Jonesy (guitar), Azhar (drums)


The way in which Asians were ‘excluded’ from punk, while the black community was ostensibly celebrated, was the subject of recent discussions in both the So What? academic compendium and the book Disorientating Rhythms. As a band featuring three Indians and a Welshman – or the token white bloke as he became known – ALIEN KULTURE stood pretty much alone in offering an Asian insight into the growth of the punk phenomenon.


As Pervez confirmed to me, the reasons for Alien Kulture’s formation were explicitly political and directly addressed the visibility of Asians within the punk movement. “The germ of the ‘idea’ of Alien Kulture began in a coffee house in Wimbledon where the band members were bemoaning the lack of British Asians at gigs, the lack of involvement in politics and the general introspection of British Asians. The time was the height of the Thatcher goverment, the rise of the National Front, the killing of British Asians on British streets, riots in Southall (the main Asian immigrant area in Greater London) and the rise of anti-racist organisations such as Rock Against Racism and the Anti-Nazi League. We, along with friends, had picketed National Front election meetings at times outside London. We had also attended and organised numerous Rock Against Racism gigs and throughout this period saw very few Asian faces. We felt, as Asians, that more could be done by ourselves, for ourselves.”


The idea evolved quickly. “During our chat at the coffee shop we initially decided to organise some sort of Asian political organisation for Asian youth, but this idea was quickly shelved as there needed to be something to make the idea more attractive to get people involved. The second and better idea was to start up a group. The idea was good. However, it was impractical, as we did not really know how to play instruments or to write songs. We decided to employ the Desperate Bicycles approach – “it was easy, it was quick, go and do it.” We did not realise at the time we would be the first group of this kind and the impact this would have.”


“The idea of Alien Kulture would be two-fold – firstly, to attract more Asian kids to gigs/politics and secondly to inform the general white population throughout the country that, as second generation Asians, we ‘had arrived’, and for them to learn something about us through our songs.” ‘Ratskank’ attacked the Conservative Party, ‘Airport Arrest’ was about the problems of entering the country and ‘Heavy Burden’ concerned the supposed benefits of colonialism. ‘Behind The Mask’, discussed issues around the veil and ‘Arranged Marriage’ was self-explanatory. ‘Siege And Turmoil’ was a prescient examination of the rise of Muslim fundamentalism while ‘Culture Crossover’ was about the problems of “living within two cultures”. ‘Heavy Manners’, meanwhile, was a love song.


These were issues that were simply not being addressed in music elsewhere. “At the time, there was only one prominent Asian musician in this country and he was producing disco music for the masses. We wanted our music to be agit prop and aggressive front-line punk – an image one did not associate with ‘mild-mannered’ and respectful Asians who only knew how to be subservient and run corner shops. We wanted to be right in people’s faces. We wanted/needed to prove that essentially there was no difference between white, black or Asian youth in the England of 1979. However, there was the added pressure of being what our parents wanted us to be, marry who they wanted us to marry etc.”


Audiences picked up on what they were trying to get across quickly. “Due to our connections through the anti-racist network, the news of Alien Kulture forming spread very quickly and we had got our fist gig (in Oxford) before we had written any songs. By the time of the gig we had managed to write several songs and practice some covers (e.g. the Clash’s ‘Garageland’). At the gig we were well received, and it gave us the confidence to go on. Within two months we had secured a spot on television for the BBC. In addition to the normal gigs we also played at the head of a demonstration (attended by 80,000) against the Immigration Bill being pushed through Parliament that year, in addition to other unusual gigs. Six months after forming, two band members had been elected on the National Central Committee of Rock Against Racism and one member was on the committee of Youth Against Nazis (the junior association of the Anti-Nazi League).”


The group’s only vinyl release was the double a-side, ‘Asian Youth’/’Culture Crossover’ for Rock Against Racism in 1980. John Peel spent a full minute introducing the group and record before playing it. But with that release the band had effectively achieved everything it had set out to. “We finally called it a day a year and a half after forming, having achieved our aims. Asians had started turning up to our gigs, we had got our message across (about Asians) to the home population via national radio and television. We had even managed to get noticed by the fascist parties who had written about us in their newspapers and even trashed one of our gigs. Our following was a complete cross-section of society from Asians to punks, skinheads, anarchists and even converts from the ranks of the fascist organisations. The final postscript was that by the time we had broken up, we heard about Asian punk groups in Luton, Birmingham and Bradford.”




DISCOGRAPHY:


Asian Youth/Culture Crossover 7-inch (London Rock Against Racism LRAR1 1980)

















Alternative TV


Mark Perry (vocals), Alex Fergusson (guitar), Tyrone Thomas (bass), John Towe (drums)


Perry, Deptford’s most influential but wayward son, was a music and football obsessive as a boy, but decided against pursuing a career in the former sphere due to ‘dodgy ankles’. With a frankness that would typify his later adventures, and no hint of revisionism, he doesn’t mind admitting that in the mid-70s his boat was rocked by ELP and AC/DC. However, after he’d seen the Ramones on the advice of Nick Kent, he subsequently fully immersed himself in the early punk scene via his editorship of Sniffin’ Glue, launched in July 1976


Sniffin’ Glue was the most important independent source of news and opinion on the rapidly developing London scene. Enthused, he didn’t remain long in his post as a bank clerk, and did his best to help his fellow travellers gain a foothold in the industry. Had he ever had the desire to put a band together, enquired Tony Parsons in February 1977. “Yeah, but it’s too much trouble rehearsing and practising and all that shit…” However, he was quicker than most to sense that the vibrant punk scene of 1976 was beginning to turn inwards, and attract the sort of people who lacked the creative vision of its originators. So he did, in the end, elect to start his own band.


His first attempt to do so was, quite gallantly, entitled the New Beatles. It was late 1976 and his initial compatriots were fellow writer Steve Walsh, who’d been a fleeting member of Flowers Of Romance and would later form Manicured Noise, and Tyrone Thomas, a guitarist from south London. They specialised in “a version of ‘Roadrunner’ as played by Blue Oyster Cult.” It lasted a couple of weeks and a similar number of rehearsals.


Thereafter he met Alex Fergusson after he’d travelled down from Glasgow to check out the emerging punk scene. He was introduced to Perry at the Roxy in February by his former Nobodies bandmate Sandy Robertson, soon to become a Sounds stringer. They began rehearsing a clutch of songs they’d written together, alongside Genesis P-Orridge of Throbbing Gristle. “We rehearsed at Genesis P-Orridge’s studio (in Martello Street, Hackney),” Perry later told Jason Gross, “did a lot of work with him and he helped us. Once we saw we could do this, we did our first gig in May 1976 (at a punk festival in Nottingham). We did a couple of Roxy dates. By that time, I thought ‘Oh, that’s what I want to do.’ It was just coming up to the 12th issue (of Sniffin’ Glue).” Those rehearsals in TG’s Industrial Studios would be posthumously released as the Industrial Sessions 1977.


The line-up for the band’s inaugural gig in Nottingham featured the sole appearance by bass player Micky Smith, as well as Chelsea/Generation X drummer John Towe. ALTERNATIVE TV’s first ‘proper’ line-up saw Perry, Fergusson and Towe joined by bass player Tyrone Thomas in the summer of 1977. They cut a demo featuring four of Perry’s most enduring compositions, ‘How Much Longer’, ‘You Bastard’, ‘Love Lies Limp’ and ‘Life’, after interest was expressed by EMI, though they rejected the results as too political and non-commercial.


Later, Perry would recall that it was Miles Copeland who had pushed the EMI interest, and that he and the rest of the band had simply indulged in making the best use of the major’s high-tech studios and largesse. “We’re all cocky,” Perry recalled to Jack Rabid, “having a great time, hanging around Manchester Square, hanging off the balcony trying to be the Beatles.” In fact, Perry was having such fun he insisted on inserting swear words on three of the four recordings just to make sure that EMI weren’t actually going to bite. But EMI let them keep the tapes, which provided the basis for the first two ATV singles. Towe left shortly after the EMI sessions to form Strategem, a precursor to Rage, with Chris Bennett taking his place.


Instead of EMI Perry would launch Alternative TV on Deptford Fun City Records, a quasi-subsidiary of Step Forward. Deptford Fun City had originally been inaugurated for Squeeze to A&R before they jumped ship to A&M. ATV made its debut when ‘Love Lies Limp’ was attached to an August 1977 issue of Sniffin’ Glue. A typically frank exposition on the sex wars, with its protagonist the eternal loser lolled into submission by a reggae backbeat, it established Perry’s conversational, emotionally unfiltered vocal style. “I don’t care who I go to bed with/Male or female, there’s never any incentive.” This was John Lydon’s dismissal of lovemaking as ‘three minutes of squelching’ underscored.


Henry Badowski, then playing bass for Chelsea, saw all this unfold. “Chelsea were managed by Miles Copeland who had hired Mark Perry as his ‘punk guru’. Mark had a free hand in signing bands and was also running Sniffin’ Glue operations from Miles’ office. We seemed to spend a lot of time in the office. Mark was a true inspiration and I found his ‘here’s a chord…’ Sniffin’ Glue summed up the spirit of the time for me. I’d always been intrigued by the role of the non-musician in music and Mark fascinated me. The combination of the ordinary geezer combined with inspired visionary was very appealing. I wanted to be in ATV like mad!” He would much later get his wish, in part, by playing drums for Mark Perry’s Good Missionaries for a UK tour.


After the group’s debut single proper, ‘How Much Longer’, Perry’s prescient, bleak critique of the punk explosion, he parted company with Fergusson and Thomas, who quit after rows with Perry following their 1977 tour with John Cale (set up because Copeland was the latter’s booking agent). Dennis Burns arrived on bass while Perry handled guitar himself. “I chucked Alex Fergusson out of the band,” Perry later explained in the sleevenotes to the band’s Best Of CD, “a move which shocked a lot of people at the time because he contributed most of the music. It was a difficult period but I felt that I knew enough about music to be able to write my own with the help of the other lads in the band. Although I respected Alex’s musical prowess, I found him very difficult to work with at the time, which was as much my fault as it was his.” Fergusson would go on to the Cash Pussies and Psychic TV, as well as production for everyone from the Go-Betweens and Orange Juice to Gaye Bykers On Acid, but would also crop up periodically in the ATV story.


‘Life After Life’ featured Jools Holland on the ivories with additional guitar from the late Kim Turner. Later the Police’s road manager and producer to Menace and the Wasps among others, he had originally made the Copeland connection as tour manager of the Cortinas, and before that had played in Andy Fraser (of Free)’s solo band. ‘Action Time Vision’ was another quintessential ATV moment, restating the ‘one chord wonders’ mantra of the Adverts – “chords and notes don’t mean a thing”.


ATV’s debut album was a fascinating document of punk at its 1978 crossroads. Recorded in early 1978, it mixed studio material with snippets of broadcasts about the punk phenomenon and live excerpts from a show at the 100 Club in February. The idea of mixing live and studio tracks came from Perry’s love of Frank Zappa. Many of the lyrics explored the divide between the optimism and reality of what had unfolded. It was intelligent, untutored but extremely engaging. And, as with every successive ATV release, profoundly humane and unapologetically emotional.


The album opened with ‘Alternatives’, in which Perry invited his audience to join him on stage and have their say. Typically of Perry and ATV, it’s the kind of a bold experiment that only succeeds as a covenant of failure. It would have been easy for a band to commit such an exercise to vinyl had it been an obvious success. It wasn’t, it was a glorious failure. Yet ATV still used it to introduce their debut album. Perry’s earnestness is painful at times. But there were also purely musical successes. The guitar sound on the album closer ‘Splitting In Two’ is one of the most startling things I’ve heard both within and without punk.


Thereafter ATV embarked on a series of free concerts alongside hippy stalwarts Here And Now, with guitarist Mark Lineham joining the line-up. What You See Is What You Are was issued as a budget document of events, which were specifically intended to try to unite hippies and punks. It was a confusing and messy thing to do – though Perry’s disillusioment with the status quo is made clear by the rewritten ‘Action Time Lemon’. It upset purists. And it was very much in keeping with Perry’s modus operandi, as he confirmed to Jason Gross. “When we played with Here and Now later on, it was almost like the most obvious thing to do. Why nobody did it before, God knows. The fact that these hippies were playing free gigs, that was totally punk, isn’t it? Playing for the people, you know? That’s what it was about. A punk was someone who said ‘I don’t want to be the same as everyone else. I want to make my own statement, I want to ask questions.’”


The tour was certainly an enriching experience, despite Miles Copeland being mortified by it, as Perry confirmed to Big Takeover. “We got on their (Here And Now’s) big tour bus, which was a big coach converted with all these beds. It was fucking wild. It was incense everywhere and fucking and Indian rugs, Saris as curtains. All these hippie girls pissing in the street and breastfeeding their babies. And there were us punks in there. We got to play Stonehenge festival when it was like just a field, a generator, and a stage. No rip-off burger joints. No packaged New Age culture. None of that bollocks! Just good British hippydom. Which means a bunch of scruffy, dirty, bean-burger-eating, spliff-making hippies, and, in the middle, a bunch of Hell’s Angels. It was great for us. It was a real eye-opener.” Thereafter Perry and Bennett fell out over musical direction, Bennett still being welded to the idea of a more conventional rock aesthetic, resulting in the cancellation of an American tour that Miles Copeland had booked.


If Perry was aghast at the way punk was mutating, punk audiences were growing suspicious of ATV’s development, as he told Tony Fletcher of Jamming, in 2001. “I always remember our bassist Dennis Burns, backstage after a gig. All through the set they were shouting for the old songs, and we were about not playing the old songs. We were going to move on, so we would play a song like ‘Fellow Sufferer ‘or ‘Vibing Up The Senile Man’, or ‘Nasty Little Lonely’ even, and people were just calling for ‘You Bastard’. I remember our bassist getting off the stage and saying, ‘Mark, I don’t think I can do this any more, I just hate our audience.’ And it’s horrible for a band to feel that.”


Continuing as a trio, ATV’s next release was the perplexing Vibing Up The Senile Man, on which the perpetually restless Perry started to incorporate African influences, notably on ‘The Good Missionary’. Though Perry’s attitude and spirit of adventure is beyond question, the contents were just a little too aimless this time. Certainly those clinging to the idea that ATV could continue as a straightahead punk band were in for a big shock. But that was it – after Perry was bottled off stage at a show in Derby, he decided to draw a line under ATV and instead played the remaining live commitments as the Good Missionaries. “I felt betrayed when they all had a go at me,” he later told Andrew Cowen. “It became a bad scene. I was touring with the Pop Group in early 1979 and at a gig in Derby, half the audience were punks and half were skinheads. A battle started and that was the end of it for me.” ATV’s final single for Deptford Fun City, ‘The Force Is Blind’, made clear his dissatisfaction with the turn of events.


He recorded a solo album, Snappy Turns, in 1980 and also worked with the Lemon Kittens and his pet side project, the Door And The Window. However, ATV reunited in 1981 at the suggestion of Miles Copeland, with Perry and Burns, and a reconciled Fergusson, joined by Alan Gruner on keyboards and Ray Weston on drums. Miles Copeland, legendarily, had become frustrated by Perry’s indulgences and excesses and wanted a pop album. “He thought I’d flipped,” Perry later recalled. Strange Kicks, as long-term Perry watchers may have predicted, explored an entirely different musical vista. Most of the songs, produced by Richard Mazda, were built around solid pop foundations, and there were recreations of several former ATV favourites.


However forced this album may have been due to Copeland’s intervention, it still stands up well. Perry will never be a conventional pop singer. But he didn’t sound completely lost in this environment, in which, he would later admit, he basically only provided lyrics and vocals and didn’t involve himself in any musical aspects of the songwriting. However, the reunion was not permanent. Perry and Fergusson fell out again, nixing yet another proposed US tour. Miles Copeland was in clover due to the breakthrough of the Police and had lost interest in Perry, once the apple of his eye.


“By 1981, I was finished,” Perry told Tony Fletcher. “I thought I would never play music again. I was happy it was over. I was going to become a nurse. I got together with someone who wasn’t particularly interested in music. We bought a flat in Blackheath. I was doing an English Literature A-Level at night school.” Perry has, nevertheless, reactivated the band on numerous occasions since. The second reunion came in 1984, though no recordings emerged, and then again two years later, with Allison Phillips and Steve Cannell on board. This line-up produced two 12-inch singles and an album, Peep Show. Probably the band’s second most accessible LP, Perry’s declamatory style is sweetened to a large extent by extensive use of horns and keyboards. Naturally, it doesn’t sound like anything else in his canon, but you had to expect that by now.


My Life As A Child Star, released in 1994 but originally recorded in 1991, was effectively a Mark Perry solo detour using the ATV marque. It’s one of his most personal collections, a fact driven home by the fact that daughter Laura appears on ‘Reunion’. ATV returned in 1995 to play a punk festival in Bath and began to restore some of their more traditional punk choons to the set. A year later Perry provided the text for Erica Echenberg’s photographic book, And God Created Punk, before Sanctuary released the full reprint of Sniffin’ Glue in 2000. In the meantime he released Punk Life for Overground in 1997. While it suffered slightly, as do many ATV albums, from an irreconcilable smorgasbord of styles, there was plenty here to be welcomed, including the trip-hoppy ‘Guntai Wa Moumoku’.


Apollo, released on Overground in 1999, built on ATV’s resurgence. In interviews Perry described it as his most cohesive album since The Image Has Cracked, but to be fair, ATV has never been much about cohesion. Standouts included ‘Politics In Every Sausage’, while the band was filled out with the addition of Luci Bacchino on guitar and Rob Ugly on bass. Longstanding fan Roddy Frame of Aztec Camera also made a guest appearance on the titletrack and ‘Propaganda’. That first trip to America finally arrived in January 2001, set up by Tony Barber of the Buzzcocks who also played bass, including an appearance at Punk Magazine’s anniversary party at CBGB’s (original bass player Tyrone Thomas switched to guitar). It resulted in yet another live CD and some rave notices for long-standing American fans of the band who had been deprived of seeing Perry live for two and a half decades.




DISCOGRAPHY:


(Buyer’s Guide: ATV’s discography is a complex one. But you won’t go too far wrong by starting with The Image Has Cracked or the Action Time Vision career summary. Strange Kicks has aged well and the youngster of the litter, Apollo, looks like it may do so in time. Some of the more esoteric archive releases in the late 90s are for hardcore fans only, but Radio Sessions is a must)


Love Lies Limp 7-inch flexidisc (Sniffin’ Glue SG 12 September 1977)


(free with Sniffin’ Glue 12)


How Much Longer/You Bastard 7-inch (Deptford Fun City DFC 002 November 1977) (issued in two versions. The second issue as ‘alternative versions’ on the labels. These versions feature more prominent, overdubbed guitar)


Life After Life/Life After Dub 7-inch (Deptford Fun City DFC 04 May 1978)


The Image Has Cracked LP (Deptford Fun City DLP 01 May 1978) (reissued on CD by Anagram, CDPUNK 24 in February 1994 as The Image Has Cracked – The Alternative TV Collection, with bonus tracks: Love Lies Limp/Life/How Much Longer?/You


Bastard/Another Coke/Life After Life/Life After Dub/The Force Is Blind/Lost In A Room/How Much Longer (Different Version)/You Bastard (Different Version). A stunning collection)


Action Time Vision/Another Coke 7-inch (Deptford Fun City DFC 07 June 1978)


Life/Love Lies Limp 7-inch (Deptford Fun City DFC 06 November 1978)


What You See Is What You Are LP (Deptford Fun City DLP 02 December 1978) (shared with Here And Now. First three tracks by the latter)


Vibing Up The Senile Man (Part 1) LP (Deptford Fun City DLP 03 December 1978) (reissued on CD by Anagram, CDMGRAM 102, as Vibing Up The Senile Man – The Second ATV Collection in 1996, with bonus tracks: Vibing Up The Senile Man/Action Time Lemon/Going Round In Circles/Fellow Sufferer/Splitting In Two/Another Coke/The Body/The Force Is Blind/Fellow Sufferer In Dub). Has the huge advantage of letting you hear the tracks from the What You See LP with no risk of bumping into Here And Now on your travels)


The Force Is Blind/Lost In Room 7-inch (Deptford Fun City DFC 10 May 1979)


Knights Of the Future/Alternatives/Deluxe Green 7-inch (Nice 1980) (free single with Italian fanzine, Bazar)


Ancient Rebels/Dub In Bed 7-inch (IRS PFP 1006 June 1981)


Strange Kicks LP (IRS SO 70023 July 1981) (reissued by Overground, Overground OVER101VPCD in May 2004, with bonus tracks: Dub In Bed/Obsession/Mirror Boy/Pick It Up/Can You Feel The Heat?/Love Lies Limp. This is the usual quality Overground reissue, with extensive notes from Perry and lots of photographs)


Communicate/Obsession 7-inch (IRS PFP 1009 October 1981)


Welcome To the End Of Fun/Death Time/Anti 12-inch (Noiseville VOO 1T February 1986)


Love/Sex 12-inch EP (Noiseville VOO 27 July 1986)


Victory/Repulsion/You Never Know


My Baby’s Laughing/Look At Her Eyes/I Had Love In My Hands 12-inch EP (Anagram ANA 36 August 1987)


Peep Show LP (Anagram LP GRAM 32 November 1987) (reissued on CD by Overground, OVER54CD, in 1996, with bonus tracks from the Noiseville EPs: Victory/Repulsion/Welcome To The End Of Fun/Death Time/Anti/You Never Know, albeit with a changed running order)


The Sol EP 12-inch (Chapter 22 12CHAP 46 April 1990)


Everyday/The Word/Affecting People/Pain Barrier


Dragon Love LP (Chapter 22 CHAPLP 51 November 1990)


Best Wishes/Western World 7-inch (Feel Good All Over FGOV 6 1993)


Purpose In My Life/Company Of Lies 7-inch (Feel Good All Over FGOV 22 1993)


My Life As A Child Star CD (Overground OVER39 CD 1994)


Punk Life CD (Overground OVER70 CD January 1998)


Unlikely Star/Vertigo/Stockhausen In Space 7-inch (Sorted 1999)


Apollo CD (Overground OVER82CD 1999)


Revolution CD (Public Domain August 2001)


ARCHIVE RELEASES:


Live At the Rat Club 1977 LP (Crystal CLP1 December 1979) (re-released on CD in 1993 by Obsession)


Action Time Vision LP (Deptford Fun City DLP 05 March 1980)


Splitting In Two – Selected Viewing LP (Anagram GRAM 40 February 1989)


Live 1978 LP (Feel Good All Over/Overground OVER 29 May 1993) (now out of print. See Overground OVER98VPCD re-release for details)


The Radio Sessions CD (Overground OVER 44CD October 1995) (includes both the 1977 and 1978 John Peel sessions)


The Industrial Sessions 1977 CD (Overground OVER 49CD April 1996) (document of those early, pre-first album rehearsals, with sleeve notes by Genesis P. Orridge)


Punk Life CD (Overground 1998) (‘odds and sods’ selection that includes tracks recorded with Steve Albini in Chicago)


Action Time Vision – The Very Best Of Mark Perry And ATV 1977-1999 CD (Cherry Red CDMRED 163 1999) (a personal selection. Interestingly, it omits any tracks from Vibing Up The Senile Man as Perry still maintains that album is a standalone project that doesn’t work except in isolation)


25 Years of ATV – Live At CBGB’s CD (Dressed To Kill 2002) (aka Love Lies Limp on Devil’s Own Jukebox – recorded live April 2001)


Live 1978 (Remastered) CD (Overground OVER98VPCD May 2003) (Re-release of the 1993 CD version of ATV’s Meanwhile Gardens Free Festival in August 1978. The original tapes were rediscovered by Italian journalist Red Ronnie (who’d issued three of the tracks with his fanzine Bazar in 1980), the tapes were cleaned up and notes added. John Esplen at Overground: “The original version had sold out many years prior, then Ronnie made contact with Mark. We got the original tape and decided to remaster it (sounds way better) add extra tracks and re-do the booklet.”)


Now I Wanna Sniff Some Glue CD single (Public Domain DOMGLUE 010 2004)


Now I Wanna Sniff Some Glue/Total Switch Off (live at CBGBs)/Nasty Little Remix Viva La Rock‘n’roll CD (Public Domain DOMCD010 2004) (20 tracks drawn from live recordings in England, France, Germany and the US. Includes ATV’s take on Zappa’s ‘Why Don’t You Do Me Right’)





Amazing Space Frogs


Vocalist Bugsy (aka David Bryan) with a revolving cast of musicians including Sav, Paul Gardner, Geoff Fogerty, Pete Collins, Alan Cornforth, Peat Farrell etc.


The AMAZING SPACE FROGS were perennial support artistes around the Cleveland area in the late-70s, frequently playing alongside more celebrated acts at venues such as the Rock Garden. They were formed in 1977 and after their debut at the Wellington would share bills with the Cure, the Fall, the Angelic Upstarts and the Rezillos. And by all accounts give them a run for their money, backed as they were by ferocious local support.


By the time they got round to organising their debut EP the ever-fluid membership incorporated moonlighting members of Nicky Beat And The Beatniks, the Flaming Mussolinis, Basczax and No Way. The 500 copies they pressed of ‘Dirty Habits’ sold out in three weeks, mainly to their extended Middlesbrough musical family. It was aired by John Peel, only for the BBC to subsequently ban it. Any of the three tracks might have been responsible for causing offence; it’s hard to narrow it down.


But it never happened for the Frogs, despite a nice write-up in Smash Hits, of all places. Diminutive loon about town Bugsy began to lose interest in the early-80s. He returned to the stage in 1993 after pestering local band Riot Act to serve as a new incarnation of the Amazing Space Frogs for a show he was putting together as a tribute to Dave ‘Barbarian’ Johns, mainstay of the Teesside punk scene. The revamped Space Frogs (featuring Riot Act members Steve Hoggart on bass, Boza on drums and Paul Tattersall on guitar, with Riot Act singer Marc Anthony playing additional guitar) made their debut in 1994 at the Sunn Inn. The subsequent benefit for Johns was such a success that Bugsy elected to resurrect the band with Hoggart “giving him a hand till it was sorted”.


A year later, with Hoggart still with the band, and numerous changes in line-up, the band gigged with John Cooper Clarke and Hugh Cornwell. The line-up settled on Bugsy, Hoggart, Dave Gregory from local noise merchants Ardkore on bass and Craig Lester on drums. Porl Tattersall joined the band in 1997, at which time they recorded their debut album, on cassette only, Don’t Tell Me Mam.


A year after its release Gregory left to join P.I.G. allowing Hoggart to move to bass. By the advent of the group’s next recording, 1999’s ‘Talk Show’ EP, Jonno had stepped in for the temporarily absent Lester. The inspiration behind the title-track, incidentally, was Jerry Springer. The inspiration behind ‘I Should Be So Lucky’ appears to have been Kylie’s rear end. The band has kept going ever since. There was a live album recorded at the Studio, Hartlepool, in 2001. “It doesn’t look like we’re in a hurry to slow down,” Hoggart noted to me. You’ve got to love a band that provisionally entitled its 2005 release Better Dead Than Wed, then reconsidered when they remembered that three-quarters of the band are actually married and it might not go down too well.


“People are always asking Bugsy to put all his exploits in one place,” Hoggart tells me, “and it’s looking like it might be a book. We had some young journo bird threatening to do one about the Frogs but I think she was only interested to get in gigs for nowt. I wouldn’t mind but she was a smashing young lady and I think she had designs on Bugsy but as she was a total lightweight drinker, he lost interest. She joined the legion of punters who reckon that, as he has infected that many bands big and small, a book would be a good idea. No doubt it will be down to me and I’m buggered if I know where to start. Keeping him out of the pub for gigs is a nightmare, drunken little sod, and getting him to talk any kind of sense will be the hardest part.”




DISCOGRAPHY:


Dirty Habits 7-inch EP (Ribbett Records RIB 1 1979)


Nuns Of Destruction/(I’m Into) Necrophilia/Norman And Jeremy (500 copies)


Don’t Tell Me Mam cassette album (BOGSNORKELLER 120857 August 1997) (now available on CD from the band’s website)


Talk Show CD EP (1999)


Mr Thumbprint Head/I Should Be So Lucky/Come On Feel The Noize/Talk Show


I’m Into Necrophilia/Popcorn And Bubblegum 7-inch (Bin Liner RUBBISH7002 August 1999) (300 copies only. Features new recording of ‘Necrophilia’ plus a new B-side track featuring Bugsy’s four-year-old nephew on vocals)


Teesiders CD single (Bogsnorkeller 2003) (“A song for the mighty ‘Boro that propelled them into Europe for the first time. Not many bands can do that…”)


Balls To Christmas CD single (Bogsnorkeller 2003) (“Written, recorded and manufactured in a week”)


24 Hours From Ulcers CD (Ribbett Records RIB 666 2004) (22-track release recorded live in Hartlepool)





Amber Squad


Richard Beechey (vocals), Paul Fairey (guitar, vocals), Robert Miller (guitar), Stephen ‘Dubber’ Rawlings (bass), Graham ‘Tuzzy’ Tyers (drums).


Formed in Rutland from the ashes of schoolboy aspirants Reflex and Blueprint, AMBER SQUAD released a debut single whose high-energy R&B neatly traversed punk/mod boundaries, in February 1980. The group hit its stride playing shows throughout Leicestershire and the Midlands and eventually London, including the Nashville Rooms and the Bridge House, after support from John Peel and an appearance on Kid Jensen’s Round Table. Mike Read also played ‘(I Can’t) Put My Finger On You’ a couple of times.


“People talk about how much John Peel cared about music,” Paul Fairey remembers. “Before we made a record, in 1978 – you can imagine how many thousands of cassettes he received each week – I sent him a rough demo of what became our first single. We got a hand-written slip back saying, ‘This is really good, boys, you ought to be making a record. I assume you are already.’ We were really knocked out about that. Someone then said, ‘Oh, he writes that about everybody.’ So I sent him another cassette just to check. And he wrote me another hand-written letter, saying, ‘I’ve already heard this, boys. Are you making a record yet?’ I was amazed. He really did listen to everything he got sent. Incredible man.”


Mike Read was a little less incredible. “We were at the Nashville watching the Starjets, supported by the Original Mirrors, Ian Broudie’s band, who we’d gone to see. And Mike Read was in the audience. He was quite hip – well, if he was ever hip at all, that’s when he was hip. And he’d played our record so we said, let’s go say hello and thank him. He was doing Pop Quiz at the time. I said, ‘Mike, I’m from Amber Squad, you probably don’t remember, but you played our record.’ ‘Oh, yeah? I remember, guys. Good little record.’ And then Robert Miller says, ‘Yeah. I always thought you were a bit of a puff. But now you’ve done Pop Quiz, I reckon you’re all right.’ Mike Read looked at him as if to say, ‘Don’t bother sending me any more records.’”


As for the mod/punk crossover: “Our drummer and bass guitarist were very much into R&B – in the old-fashioned sense – Dr Feelgood, the Pirates, etc. We were all into the Feelgoods, and that’s the sort of band we wanted to be. Cos I was the principle songwriter, I was heavily into the Beatles, I was more pop than straight R&B, so it was a good blend. Then we got the record deal from S&T. They wanted to get into the mod thing, which was exploding then. So they put their mod logo on the middle of the record, totally unbeknownst to us. So were unwittingly caught up in the mod thing. At the time, we weren’t really very happy about it, but we were grateful enough to have a record out. But we weren’t part of that scene with Secret Affair and Squire, but caught up in it purely because of the logo on the record.”


A second single followed for Lincoln’s Dead Good Records, with the B-side an ebullient ode to masturbation (“I didn’t write that one!” notes Fairey), by which time the group had lost Miller to become a quartet. “By the second single, we’d become ourselves again, and we got back into being presented as what we were meant to be. In our live set, we used to do a lot of covers of Motown stuff really fast, like ‘In The Midnight Hour’ and ‘Mustang Sally’, really fast. That was our live thing, fast R&B with thrashy guitars. We were obviously heavily influenced by the Jam too. They were kind of the band we wanted to be at one stage, because they were so complete, they had everything.”


But not every gig was a screaming success and, especially towards the end, they were forced to wonder whether or not the effort was justified. “We played a Nottingham pub called the Hearty Goodfellow, on a nondescript midweek night around about 1982. One guy turned up. Just one guy. And he couldn’t clap because he had a broken arm. Hilarious, not least because we were on door money, too. And we ended up giving him his money back.”


The group sundered when its participants realised that day jobs and proper grown-up relationships beckoned. Amber Squad have just released a new CD via Detour Records, comprising everything they committed to vinyl, plus unrecorded stuff. “We got together and re-recorded three tracks that were ‘lost’. It starts at our first demo and goes right up to that. It was interesting. I write music for TV and radio, so I’m still a songwriter and I have the studio (He has just produced, among other acts, Cardboard Box and Overdrive, and written songs for artists including Smokie). So it made sense that the lost songs we just re-recorded again. It was just the four of us, Dubber didn’t want to join in. But yes, it was fun after all this time”




DISCOGRAPHY:


(I Can’t) Put My Finger On You/Tell You A Lie 7-inch (S&T SAT1 1980)


Can We Do Dancing/You Should See (What I Do To You In My Dreams) 7-inch (Dead Good Dead 17 1980)


ARCHIVE RELEASE:


Arewehavinganotheroneinhereorwhat? CD (Detour DRCD 043 April 2006)





Amsterdam


Steve Allan Jones (keyboards/vocals), Dave Parry (guitar), Gary Jones (drums)


Formed in 1977 after the dissolution of Stripey, this Rhyl trio was active until 1979. As Allan Jones told me, it all began with the Sex Pistols. “Mike Peters (later Alarm singer), Steff Holt (brother of guitarist Andy) and I used to frequent a great club called Quaintways in Chester. They used to put bands on such as the Groundhogs, Pat Travers Band, rocky stuff. We noticed as we were leaving a poster advertising ‘The notorious Sex Pistols’ at Quaintways the next week. We had read of some of their early gigs (100 Club etc) and decided to see the show.


The very next week, we found ourselves in a packed club surrounded by 250 long haired rockers. The Pistols were great, really meaty sound, great attitude. I remember all their amps had other bands’ names on them – we were told by someone close to the band that they were all nicked!”


“The three of us stood for the whole show open mouthed. Mike and I still talk of that night – we knew that whatever we had been doing wasn’t right. We realised that you didn’t need loads of gear and we also now knew that we could write our own songs not just cover others. Sadly Mike and I both knew that we couldn’t be in the same band for a while. His ideas had guitars only in them, mine were more trad but with the attitude. Mike and I decided to go and speak to the band, we correctly guessed that they would be at the bar. For a few horrible moments we just stood in front of them. Finally, with a push in the back from Mike, I stepped forward.


‘Hi lads. Really enjoyed the show’ (uninterested looks from band) ‘Errrr…’ (another push from Mike) ‘How do you write your songs? Do you just get in a rehearsal room or, erm, or…’ Mr Lydon looked me up and down with the most disdainful sneer and said ‘Get the beers in, Glen.’ Mike and I walked away, very excited, it was a sort of conversation. Mike told me many years later that he always vowed that if he ever became famous, he would always take time to talk to the fans as a result of this encounter.”


AMSTERDAM looked to take a more cerebral path than much of the class of 1977 and were occasionally compared to the Stranglers, predominantly because of the use of keyboards, and Elvis Costello. “About right,” states Allan Jones. “I still loved Alex Harvey and some prog bands, Bowie and glam. I really like the idea of using echo effects on vocals and we used to carry our own light show, all home-made of course! I suppose looking back we had a strange space rock vibe as well, ala Hawkwind.” Steve Oldfield (bass, later of Misery Brothers) and Eddie McDonald (guitar) bolstered the line-up shortly after their inception. McDonald would leave, however, after disagreements over songwriting. He teamed up with Mike Peters (another previous member of Stripey) in Seventeen. Dave Parry was replaced on guitar thereafter by Andy Holt.


In their various formations Amsterdam played dozens of shows throughout Wales and the north west, and a tape of their ‘Nights On The Street’ track got lots of airplay on the local Radio City, though it was never officially released. “Mike Peters sometimes plays the riff from the song when I am within earshot,” Allan Jones recalls. “He said he loved it and remembers it better than me! Amsterdam did quite a lot of recording for the time and there are tapes out there.”


Their two biggest shows were at Liverpool University at the Radio City battle of the bands, and as support to Siouxsie and the Banshees at Colwyn Bay pier. “The Liverpool gig was one of our biggest. I remember we didn’t play so good and the crowd were still rockers at heart. I can remember that the winners of the comp were an Austrian band called Stonehenge! One of the judges was Mike Rutherford from Genesis. Really odd night, I think we realised that these comps were ultimately not for us.” A better fit was the Banshees’ support slot. “The Banshees gig was incredible. The Banshees (original line-up) turned up with a PA about an hour before the show was due to start. They had no bass or amp so they used ours. We went on, did OK. We were in our dressing room when we heard a yell from the only toilet backstage. We all rushed out. Siouxsie had managed to lock herself in. The doors were solid cast iron (it was a pier) and it took Steff and a screwdriver about ten minutes to release her. She emerged in full war paint, thanked us all and ran on to stage!”


Amsterdam broke up in 1979, Allan Jones going on to form the X-Men with Gary Jones, who also featured Glyn Crossley (bass; ex-Pax) and Dave Bradbury (guitar) and Pete Picton (keyboards) of the Units. They played just two shows, but did record two tracks, ‘Drive’ and ‘Go Away’, for the Systems Of Attraction compilation cassette. “The plan was for us all to move to London but only myself and Pete made it down. Almost immediately, Pete and I split the band and I joined the (Berlin) Blondes.” Allan Jones moved on to progressively greater success with the Alarm and Spear Of Destiny. Gary Jones is still drumming with local bands and became manager of the Scala cinema in Prestatyn. He also does magic shows in his spare time. Dave Parry works as a telephone engineer. Steve Oldfield has an insurance business in Holywell. Andy Holt is a social worker in the Channel Islands and Eddie McDonald is a photographer.


Allan Jones is a successful theatre and TV composer (his credits including three series of Gamepad and the Crow Show). Does punk rock, at least as an ethos rather than musical form, continue to inspire him? “Always and still. The idea that it doesn’t matter that you can’t play so good, it’s your ideas and the will to carry them out that is important.”


Anal Fleas


Dave ‘Charisma’ Cook (vocals), Simon ‘Sensible’ Walton (drums), Neil ‘Yank Marvin’ Carson (guitar), Jon ‘Two Pints’ Bloom (bass)


The ANAL FLEAS formed at Southampton University in 1980. They put in a series of appearances at local parties, most of which resulted in a visit from the police. As Neil Carson points out, this was largely attributable to the fact that the gigs “never started until way after the pubs had closed”.


They became regulars at local punk haunt the Joiner’s Arms, though they also wormed their way on to university bills as support to visiting headliners including the Thompson Twins and Higsons. It wasn’t until the spring of 1982 that they managed to record, however, cutting four tracks at Toucan Studio at Hayling Island.


500 copies were pressed up and sold to friends and via Rough Trade, with another 50 circulated to the media which drew practically no response whatsoever. But it cemented their reputation as local legends for all of five or six minutes. Jon Bloom: I remember giving a copy of our record to John Peel in the Union Bar. He looked at the cover and the pictures and said, ‘Which one’s you?’ I pointed to my picture and the great man said, ‘Oh, you’ve got breasts!’ Fortunately, before I could die of embarrassment, he then said ‘So have I’. I don’t remember him playing the record, but he did mention us once, saying ‘What a pretty name’.”




DISCOGRAPHY:


Anal Fleas 7-inch EP (Rectal Records FLEA 45 1982)


Landlord/Go Down/Psycho/Over The Edge (500 copies)





Androids


Joe Zero (aka Joe Moody; vocals), Aza (aka Andrew Middleton; bass), Steve AKA (aka (!) Steve Rainey; guitar), Billy Britt (aka Billy McIlwaine; drums)


Belfast punk band the ANDROIDS formed in December 1977. Joe Moody was watching the Outcasts rehearse in their attic when he announced his intention to form his own band (he’d actually had a go at doing so in London but it never got off the ground). Moody remembers Greg Cowan putting him in touch with a guitarist of his acquaintance, Aza Middleton: “I was at school with Greg,” Middleton remembers, “but I don’t think I had much to do with him. Possibly terrified of him! I don’t think he knew I was interested in being in a band and I think I only realised he was in the Outcasts when I turned up to a gig at the Pound in 1977 and saw him on stage.”


Moody and Middleton became fast friends. “Joe and I were like chalk and cheese in terms of our backgrounds. He was from the Shankill Road and lived in a dreadful flat. I was basically an English public school boy who had hit hard times (just like my hero Joe Strummer!) and I was living in the cosy environs of the university. What the hell the other punks in Belfast made of me, I don’t know. Well, actually I do. A handful didn’t like me, but most people didn’t see me as anything odd – we were all odd and proud of it. Besides, I was one of the first punks in Belfast and we respected each other. Joe and I were really committed to each other and what we were doing. I was giving him his break and he was giving me mine, not that we saw it like that then.”


“Joe and a student, I think called Sean, replied to an advert I put up, probably in Caroline Music in 1977. The three of us were all guitarists and I was the worst of the three so I think I ended up being ‘manager’ for a couple of rehearsals before Joe and I decided we didn’t want to be in a band with a student! I remember Joe introducing me to Lou Reed and the Velvet Underground at the first rehearsal where the two guitarists basically spent the whole time playing ‘Sweet Jane’. Shortly afterwards we advertised again and Steve Rainey, who was working at the Co-Op, replied. Basically, anyone who replied to an advert was in back then. I think that applied to all bands. Steve also was a guitarist! So, somehow I agreed to be the bass player. Joe had a load of songs (I remember one called ‘Cheap Thrills’) and I had a load of songs. I can’t remember too much about them. ‘Wilma Is A Transvestite Now’ was one of mine I’m ashamed to say! I had quite a lot of songs with meaningless lyrics about subjects I knew very little about.”


All they needed now was a drummer. “I was involved with a community arts project (the Art & Research Exchange) based at 22 Lombard Street in the city centre. We got our first gig through that on 10th February 1978 at the Arts Council Gallery on Bedford Street. Steve knew Billy McIlwaine who worked in Texas Homecare in Holywood and persuaded him to be our drummer. I think Billy had been a drummer in an Orange band or something – he’d seen a snare drum, but never a full kit. Anyway, we played this gig and I think we did OK. Bands like the Outcasts and Rudi had set some standards for us to aspire to.”


“I think we were one of the first Belfast punk bands to play live. Rudi and Stiff Little Fingers were playing gigs but they both had a background in glam rock bands. They knew how to play, if you like. For us we were driven by the punk ethic of picking up a guitar and getting out there – anyone can do it! I had been running a fanzine (9 to 5) and inspired by Sniffin’ Glue, I included chord diagrams and told my readers to ‘get yourself a guitar’. I’ve got a feeling all the chord diagrams were the wrong way round in hindsight, so I probably did a lot of damage musically!”


“I remember rehearsing two or three times a week. Because I was involved in the Art and Research Exchange, we managed to use Lombard Street. This was inside the barriers, and I remember the ritual of getting my mother to give us a lift down to Baird’s Electrical Hire every Saturday morning so we could hire some AC30 amps. We would put them on the roof rack, and then wait an age as we tried to get cleared to drive in through the barriers into the ring of steel. I am English, so I used to do all the talking with the soldiers at the checkpoint to convince them we were just honest, friendly, harmless punks – not terrorists!”


They were also among the city’s more confrontational bands. Sometimes you have to judge the importance of ‘getting a reaction’ in context. In London that could mean getting a write-up in the NME. In Northern Ireland it could potentially mean an obituary column. At a subsequent show at the Harp Bar, Joe Zero had a gun pointed at him by local paramilitaries. Middleton remembers that night all too well. “The great thing about Belfast punk, that I didn’t fully understand at the time, was how for a lot of people, including Joe, it was a way of breaking down, or side-stepping, the sectarian barriers. Actually there were a hell of a lot of young, vulnerable people, including me, taking some very big risks.”


“Most of the gigs we played were in the Harp Bar, which I think was a Republican bar. A majority of punks were from Protestant homes, I would say, but there was a very healthy mix a couple of times every week in the Harp Bar. The only time I remember any trouble was one night when we were playing and Joe who, like us, was always ready to be controversial, pulled out a Paratrooper’s beret and put it on mid-song. Someone (not one of us punks) pulled a gun on him. This was one of the defining moments of that era. The whole audience of punks became an instant human shield and smuggled Joe out of the Harp. Then life went on as usual the next week without the blink of any eye.”


The band also became involved in the campaign to free Noreen Winchester. “Noreen had killed her father by stabbing him 17 times when he eventually turned from repeatedly raping her to raping her sister as well. I wrote a song called ‘Free Noreen’. I was on the front cover of some Socialist magazine waving a placard. I spray-painted ‘Free Noreen’ graffiti around Stranmillis where I was living. We did benefits and a couple of TV programmes paid us a small fee (Panorama and World In Action I think) to play the song for the documentaries they were making at the time, but were never actually shown. The campaign was successful and Noreen was released from Armagh prison where I had visited her. She came to live with us after she was released and then disappeared.”


By the summer they’d cut their first demo at Downtown Radio, funded by the money from the documentaries, including originals ‘Terminal Breakout’ and a New York Dolls tribute, ‘Lipstick Traces’, featuring lyrics by manager Alwyn Greer, a local fanzine editor. The other three tracks were ‘Suggestions’, ‘Nine To Five’ and ‘Terminal Breakout’. Another song, ‘Inside The Barriers’, inspired by the band’s rehearsal location, missed the cut. “I have listened to this a few times over the years and it’s a great shame it never got put on vinyl because it was fairly classic stuff. It was tight, fast, and Joe was a brilliant lead singer. He had a great voice and a great personality.”


The songs were shipped to record labels in London, to little encouragement, though through their association with the Rock Against Racism movement, they ended up playing a gig in Uxbridge. “We really thought we’d made it! Playing in England where the real punk scene, as reported in the press, was happening.” But any optimism was gradually dispelled. “I think the Androids started to get a bit pissed off when local filmmaker John Davis started to make Shell Shock Rock, the documentary about the scene. It seemed everyone apart from us was going to be in it. We were good, we had a following and were central to everything that was happening and we wanted to be in the film. For some reason, we weren’t. John worked with Terri Hooley quite a lot on planning that and though Terri had been promising to release an Androids single on Good Vibes he never got round to it.”


Disenchanted, Zero and Aza decided to join the reformed Victim, whose own original line-up had broken up weeks earlier. Middleton: “The band was always Joe and me and Steve and Billy. Steve and Billy were not really on the same wavelength as us two. They were into being in a band for the usual things, girls and booze, but weren’t driven in the same way.” Britt and AKA found three new members in Jim Megarry (vocals), Robin Holmes (bass; formerly of early Belfast punk band Chaos) and Jeremy Nicholl (keyboards; a photographer for Alternative Ulster fanzine). The Androids persevered through a series of local gigs, with Holmes famously resembling Frankenstein to add to their visual appeal, before entering the studio in December 1978 to record ‘News Of The World’ and ‘Bondage In Belfast’ for a projected new compilation album for Good Vibrations. However, Ulster On A Thin Wire was eventually shelved, and the Androids ceased to be.


Middleton, meanwhile, would play with the Sinister Cleaners. He also worked with Leeds band the Wedding Present. “I played on an early Radio One session with them and was in various musical collaborations with members of the Wedding Present, whom I toured with as a friend as they were making it.” Middleton is about to release two new albums, the first with his solo project, the Tripping Cherubs, the second as part of the aforementioned Sinister Cleaners, a band he has worked with on and off with for nearly two decades.




COMPILATIONS:


Ulster On A Wire LP (Good Vibrations 1979; ‘News Of The World’, ‘Bondage In Belfast’) (unreleased)


Bloodstains Across Northern Ireland Vol. 1 LP (1998; ‘Bondage In Belfast’) (bootleg)


Northern Xposure Vol. 2 cassette (2002; ‘Bondage In Belfast’)


Good Vibrations – The Punk Singles Collection CD (Anagram CDPUNK 36 1994; ‘Bondage In Belfast’)





Angelic Upstarts


Thomas ‘Mensi’ Mensforth (vocals), Raymond ‘Mond’ Cowie (guitar), Steve Forsten (bass), Decca Wade (drums)


Though they made more of a connection with the second generation, 78-79 punk scene, the ANGELIC UPSTARTS’ origins in the working class estate of Brockley Whins, South Shields, in 1977, make them original protagonists. Often bracketed alongside Sham 69 as punk’s working class insurgents, though useful, there are times when that comparison is deceptive. The Upstarts’ early career was certainly marked by similarly simplistic sloganeering, but there are moments of poignancy in their later canon and at times Mensi was able to articulate the reality of life on the breadline better than most.


While Jimmy Pursey could often be justifiably criticised for ‘playing at it’, former apprentice miner Mensi was the real McCoy – genuinely and unapologetically working class. Here was a man who could teach many a punk rock icon about sincerity and authenticity, even if he couldn’t offer them singing lessons.


Hope Colliery miner Mensi and shipyard electrician Mond had first met while both attended Stanhope Road Secondary Modern, after Mensi been expelled from the local grammar school. The Angelic Upstarts “begged, borrowed or stole” enough equipment to get going after being energised by the Clash’s White Riot tour, Mensi having seen them at their Newcastle University date in May 1977. He formed the band the day after the Clash show, determined that he could do better than support acts the Slits and Subway Sect, though as he told John Robb, “I could never aspire to being as good as the Clash.”


The Upstarts played their first show at the Percy Hudson Youth Club in South Shields, where they rehearsed, running through their six-song set a good three times to an appreciative reaction. The song cycle included ‘Police Oppression’ and ‘Leave Me Alone’ as well as covers such as Chris Montez’s ‘Let’s Dance’. The original bass player Micky quit after violent altercations at their first show in Jarrow (his mother banned him from playing) and in came Forsten, a bricklayer. Very quickly they acquired an audience of what Mensi describes as “football hooligans and criminals”.


The Upstarts were initially managed by Keith Bell, a fearsome former light-middleweight boxer, and self-confessed gangster. Their first release was an independently recorded 500-strong DIY pressing of ‘The Murder Of Liddle Towers’ in 1978, cut at the local Impulse Studios in Wallsend. An indictment of a particularly nasty case of police brutality (Towers was a rogue arrested for being drunk and disorderly, and later died in a police cell), it was sold in local shops and at shows until Small Wonder Records stepped in to give it a national release. “It was a song of protest 23 years ago,” stated Mensi in 2001, “and it’s still relevant today.” Mensi asked guitarist Mond to get a similar sound to the Who’s ‘Won’t Get Fooled Again’.


In an era when major labels were still desperate to climb aboard the punk bandwagon, Warner Brothers became their next suitors. Initially they’d been courted by Polydor, with whom Jimmy Pursey had set up a subsidiary JP Records, but Mensi scuppered any possibility of a deal after getting into a scuffle with one of the label’s doormen. Or that was the reason stated. I asked Mensi what was behind that story. “He was not a doorman, he was head of Polydor security. Stix (Keith ‘Stix’ Warrington, who’d replaced Wade who’d left due to difficulties with the band’s management) and the lads were just larking about, throwing snowballs. He was with another bloke and two girls, and a snowball went astray. It went near the girls but didn’t hit them.


The bloke then asked Stix if he wanted trouble. He was a big bloke and Stix was only little, so I intervened and told him we didn’t want trouble. He then turned on me and said, ‘So, you’re the one with the mouth?’ He then took his coat off, removed his watch and rings, so I knew he didn’t want to dance with me. The rest is history.” So they were off Polydor and Mensi thought he’d blown any chance he might have had of a career in the music industry. Instead, they ended up signed to Warners the very next day.


They also secured a John Peel session, aired on 30 October 1978, which saw Stix make his debut. Ensconced in Maida Vale Studios, neither he nor Mensi could resist the temptation to walk through a door marked ‘Do Not Enter’, and promptly disrupted a Radio 3 orchestral performance.


The police harassment was constant, with venues challenged over their alcohol licence if they booked the band. I asked Mensi if the problems predated the release of ‘Liddle’. “I wasn’t exactly Mr Popular with the police, but my problems increased a hundred-fold after the single. In one incident I was physically attacked and was subjected to constant abuse from individual officers.” A bit of a revenge mission was mounted in April 1979 when the band convinced the chaplain at Northumbria’s Acklington Prison to let them play there. It was hardly Johnny Cash at Folsom Prison, but the band did entertain 150 convicts (many of whom remembered their manager Keith Bell from his ‘holidays’ there) by erecting a banner stating ‘Smash Law and Order’ and parading a pig in a helmet with the legend PC Fuck Pig emblazoned on it. They closed out the set with their traditional cover of ‘Borstal Breakout’ amended to ‘Acklington Breakout’. It brought them headlines in the Daily Mirror (‘Punks rock a Jailhouse’) and ratcheted up tensions with the local constabulary just a little bit further.


Debut album Teenage Warning, produced by Pursey, offered persuasive, gloriously unsophisticated rapid-fire punk. The extracted singles ‘I’m An Upstart’ (with its ‘Tommy Gun’ inspired intro) and ‘Teenage Warning’ (“Is my image right/For your fashion parade?”) both reached the charts – the latter even leading to an appearance on Top Of The Pops. The album was actually recorded for free. Pursey, having half-inched the keys to Polydor’s studio, snuck the band in overnight when it wasn’t being used.


There are some clunkers – ‘Student Power’ (“What a shower”) is painful to listen to, and while it’s fine to be class-conscious, there’s something to be said for hitting the right targets. In particular, I thought it was a misfire in an era when more and more working class kids were getting to college for the first time. Mensi: “Unfortunately, I stand by the sentiments. The song was written about an experience I had with students, we went to see the Clash at Newcastle University and they wouldn’t let us in. I pleaded and pleaded our case. We were all told if we didn’t have a student union card, we could not get in. After much deliberation I threw a bin through the window and we all clambered through. And we saw the band. At that time, I thought the students were quite elitist. Although you must remember in the early days, we didn’t take no prisoners.” My only other objection is to an ill-judged reggae break on ‘Never Again’ that simply doesn’t work – though this served as a useful portent of directions to come. More fun is the snotty (pre-Ben Elton) rip-through of Cliff’s ‘The Young Ones’ and the raucous ‘Leave Me Alone’, with its gratuitous swearing and teenage isolation schtick.


Yet (relative) success was already wearing thin on Mensi. “I hate it when you go down the Marquee and kids come up to you to buy them a drink and when you tell them you ain’t go no money they don’t believe you. Sometimes I get very cynical with the kids.” The truth was that, despite signing to Warners, each member of the band was on a retainer of just £25 a week, less than unemployment benefit at the time. And resentment was growing with the antics of Keith Bell, who wasn’t afraid to cuff his charges about if he thought they weren’t on the ball. When they sacked him, things turned ugly. As well as intimidating the band’s fans, he threatened Mensi’s mother and had her windows kicked out. Reprisals followed, resulting in a raid by Mensi’s brother-in-law Billy Wardropper and Decca Wade’s father, comedian Derek Wade, on Bell’s house. One of Bell’s henchman was shot in the leg. Bell responded with an arson attack on property belonging to Mensi’s sister. In the end both Bell and Wardropper served time, the judge admitting that the Upstarts’ camp had faced “severe provocation”, but he was unable to overlook the use of a sawn-off shotgun in exacting revenge.


‘Never ‘ad Nothing’, in common with several of the Upstarts’ broadsides, let its title say everything, replete with double/treble negatives. But no-one was in any doubt as to his meaning when Mensi launched into the strident chorus based on the story of an 18-year-old youth in Essex who took a hostage in a local pub and was shot dead by the police. Fourth single ‘Out Of Control’ saw Ronnie ‘Wooden’ Warrington (ex-Tom And The Hot Rocks) replace Forsten on bass, whom they claimed “left them for a woman”. But Warrington didn’t last long, with Glynn Warren stepping in by the time their last Warners single, a cover of the Animals’ ‘We Gotta Get Out Of This Place’, had been released. It was a strange choice, in part a tribute to their regional debt to the aforementioned band, in part an acknowledgement that their own material simply wasn’t yet of the same calibre. The accompanying album did feature a little piano on the R&B-styled ‘Ronnie Is A Rocker’, while ‘King Coal’ again acknowledged their debt to the Clash. The Keith Bell tale is recounted in graphic detail in ‘Shotgun Solution’ (“Look at your legs, they’re full of lead/It’s such a shame it wasn’t your head”). In many ways, sonically, it’s a better album than their debut, but some of the other tracks lacked grit.


Dropped by Warners in the summer of 1980, they moved to EMI’s newly relaunched Zonophone label. By now the relationship with Pursey had soured – Mensi was particularly astonished that when Pursey had hooked up with Cook and Jones to explore the possibility of launching the Sham Pistols, he had casually informed Mensi that he was now going to be the lead singer of Sham 69.


‘Last Night Another Soldier’ was not, as many presumed, a ‘troops out’ statement over the Northern Ireland conflict (about which Mensi pondered, reasonably enough, that he did not have the answers), but about the lack of interest in the young, working class soldiers being killed on the streets of Belfast and Armagh. It won the band a Sounds single of the week award (“Guts. Tune. Drive. Something To Say…perfect punk”) but stalled outside the top 50. Incidentally, B-side ‘The Man Who Came In From The Beano’ was a joke at the expense of Garry Bushell – the man who gave it single of the week status. Bushell also placed ‘Last Night Another Soldier’ and ‘Guns For The Afghan Rebels’ on his Oi! The Album compilation, meaning the Upstarts would forever be associated with that movement, though Mensi remained dubious about its merits.


After its release Warrington joined labelmates the Cockney Rejects, allegedly because the band sold his drum kit for £20 without his permission, and was replaced by former Roxy Music drummer Paul Thompson, who played on the subsequent singles ‘England’ and ‘Kids On The Street’. ‘England’ was Mensi’s heartfelt attempt to repatriate the Union flag from fascists. He has been unrelenting in his disdain for the far right, members of whom constantly tried to disrupt their shows. Yet he remained a fierce patriot, albeit one who envisioned the UK as a home for men and women of all colours. However, he admitted to the common working class lionisation of Enoch Powell in an interview with Rising Free fanzine in 1981. “I’ll tell you who I thought was a really good politician who got slagged down, and that was Enoch Powell. I don’t think he was a racialist at all, he just predicted things that DID happen. He was probably the most under-estimated politician of all time, until he was exiled in some remote Irish constituency. The papers branded HIM as a racist. If the NME get hold of this fanzine and read this interview they’ll brand ME as a racist. I think he should have been Prime Minister, there you are.”


I asked Mensi about these remarks. “In the early days I used to say a lot of things for a shock reaction. I had a certain amount of respect for Enoch Powell when he turned against the whole Tory party and told the people of Wolverhampton to vote Labour, which they did. I never set out to be political or anti-fascist. I evolved into a staunch, active anti-fascist, which I am still today and will be till the day I die. But I hasten to add that I had the same grudging respect for Thatcher, as she never hid her hatred of the working class, so in a way she also had a degree of honesty.” In fact, questioned on what he believes the Upstarts most important legacy is, Mensi concludes: “If we can be remembered for one thing and one thing only, then let it be our unswerving and staunch anti-fascist stand.”


2,000,000 Voices was titled after the number of unemployed in the UK at the time, though by the time the album was released, the figure was creeping up by another million. At that stage, it’s important to remember, it seemed entirely conceivable that it may treble, such was the anxiety caused in traditional working class communities by Thatcherism’s belligerent assault on manufacturing industries. It contained another anti-police song, ‘You’re Nicked’ (taken from direct experience of an incident Mensi had witnessed at an Arsenal-Sunderland game), leavened by the use of brass, and ‘Guns For The Afghan Rebels’, which would probably not play as well in the current world climate as it did in the early-80s.


What was so admirable about 2,000,000 Voices was its guts in striking out for new territory without diluting the fire which has always been the pivotal element of the band’s sound. Alongside the hard-boiled pop of tracks like ‘Mr Politician’ nestled the spoken word ‘Heath’s Lament’, while closer ‘I Wish’ saw him joined by Honey Bane on violin. And ‘Mensi’s Marauders’ is a diverting Geordie hoe-down. I asked Mensi if he thought the album stands as the Upstarts greatest achievement. “I think 2,000,000 Voices was done at a time when the band really gelled, and like anything it was a place of right time, right elements, and it all fell into place.”


Alongside Sham 69 and the Rejects, the Upstarts were now considered godfathers to Oi!, though to Mensi’s credit, he never had any truck with the right wing elements that later infiltrated the scene. Mensi’s attitude initially was to invite them to the shows, to try to win them over – actions he later stated to be naïve in his communiques for Anti-Fascist Action, reiterating that bullies need to be faced down with physical action rather than words. He claims to have administered at least one good kicking to Skrewedriver’s Ian Stuart. “It was in the 100 Club,” he told Riot 77 fanzine, “and he was saying he was just proud of Britain and England and I said, ‘Alright! I’ll listen to anyone’. I’ll listen to anybody if you’ve got something to say, you know? Anyway, he asked if I’d come down to the show and I’d see what they were like. So I walked into the 100 Club with my cousin and took one look and they were walking around with German helmets on and all that (laughs). I said, “Let’s get out of here” (laughs). After that we had various street confrontations and this is the god’s honest truth – he always ran.”


Of the Oi! connection, Mensi states: “I’m in a punk band. I have always been in a punk band. The punk movement was rebellious, not frightened to speak out against injustice, regardless of colour, creed or religion. To me the Oi! movement is a white, right wing movement. When you speak to some of them, they are the epitome of Thatcher’s children.” Yet while the Upstarts were being acknowledged as precursors to a brutal, simplistic working class punk ethic, Mensi, to his credit, was trying to stretch himself. Indeed, he contributed cello to some tracks on 2,000,000 Voices, which saw Decca Wade return to the fold. Even the NME, naturally resistant to any notion of working class ‘street music’, was impressed. “Musically, they’ve moved away from the iron spikes and black spaces of punk and back to cultural roots,” the paper noted, “which are English, specifically Geordie… It should enlarge their following from politically minded punks to politically minded English youth in general.”


But realistically, Mensi’s concerns, and his constituency, remained the same. The group returned to the subject of deaths in police custody with the release of the reggae-tinged ‘I Understand’, this time concerning the case of Rastafarian Richard Campbell, who died while on remand in Ashford Remand Centre. “He was a Rastafrian,” Mensi recalled to Wake Up. “He died for his beliefs when he was in prison. They’re not allowed to eat certain types of food, and he wouldn’t conform to the prison diet. But the prison authorities wouldn’t accept his religion and they started giving him drugs to calm him down and they ended up giving him an overdose and killing him. I recorded a song ‘Different Strokes’ with Dennis Bovell, who was a member of Matumbi, and I went down the pub with another one of them, Bevan. We were talking in the pub, I said I’d wrote this song about this guy, and he said, ‘That’s my cousin!’ It was really weird.”


The song was originally titled ‘White Nigger, Black Nigger’, but Mensi changed it “Because I didn’t want to be offensive to anybody. I thought it was a very sensitive period and it was a word that I used in the early days (frequently, in fact, in fanzine interviews) and I didn’t understand how derogatory it was. I didn’t want to cause any more offence, because it was about a kid who I thought was brilliant and I didn’t want to offend his family.” They kept the reggae theme with subsequent single ‘Different Strokes’, featuring Roy Young on vocals. It may have been subconscious, but the efforts to distance themselves from the model of working class white boys playing hard and fast with guitars was telling. But less palatable compromises lay ahead.


Warren had departed, warned by his doctor that if he didn’t he risked going deaf, to be replaced by Tony Feedback (ex-Long Tall Shorty) for Still From The Heart, which saw them demur to EMI’s request to make their sound more amenable. Although the lyrics maintained their bite, the musical compromise was an unhappy one. Bushell was unrelenting in his condemnation: “This isn’t from the heart, it’s rubbish, a pathetic, calculated shot at playlists and coffee-table credibility.” We could truncate the quote here, but the rest is, again, illuminating. “‘Action Man’ is Depeche Mode on morphine, flabby futurism fighting to keep its eyes open, while ‘Wasted’ sounds more like Brotherhood Of Man being brassy Euro Song Contest style pop pap delivered with about as much clout as a sleepwalking Marc Almond.” Ah, what a prose stylist that man was. However, on this occasion, he was correct. There are times when it’s excruciating. Later Mensi would admit that he deeply regretted bowing to record company pressure. As he admitted to me, “Still From The Heart had some good songs, but the whole album was vastly over produced and it was me who objected to the production. And it was me who received all the criticism. But at the end of the day, there is nothing wrong with failure. The only thing wrong is if you don’t try.” Dispiriting dates in America followed, including sets at trendy new wave venue The Peppermint Lounge. God only knows what they made of them there.


The band padded out with the addition of Bryan Hayes on rhythm guitar and the return of Paul Thompson on drums for ‘Woman In Disguise’, an all-out attack on Lady Thatcher, who had inspired, and would continue to inspire, several Angelic Upstarts’ tunes. Following ‘Soldiarity’, Mensi’s tribute to the titular union movement in Poland, Mond stepped off the bus, later to work with New Model Army, and some assumed the band had broken up, not for the last time in the band’s history. “Mond had just had enough,” Mensi told Wake Up fanzine. “He was pissed off – we weren’t making any money, you know. We wanted to be Bruce Springsteen. Mond was like the other side of the band and I was very unsure whether I could carry things on. I got a job as a taxi driver for a few months, but I really missed it, being on stage and everything.”


With major label interest long behind them (and what an ill-starred marriage that was, yet so emblematic of the majors’ confusion and desperation in the wake of punk), they returned to their independent roots with a succession of albums, Reason Why? (featuring the superb a cappella folk lament, ‘Geordie’s Wife’ and ‘Loneliness Of The Long-Distance Runner’, inspired by Alan Sillitoe’s book), Last Tango In Paris (with another ‘borrow’ from working class folk music, ‘Blackleg Miner’, featuring another new line-up of Derwent Jaconelli on drums, Ronnie Rocka on guitar and Max Splodge on drums) and Blood On The Terraces, for three different labels. The latter managed to cause something of a stir with what the media saw as its advocacy of terrace violence. Yet the militant reggae of ‘It’s Your Life’ and the Mel Tillis cover version, ‘Ruby’, confirm once and for all that the Upstarts were more than one-trick ponies.


1986 brought Power Of The Press, which contained the controversial ‘Brighton Bomb’ single, the sleeve for which was withdrawn. The song lamented the IRA’s bombing of the Tory party conference on the basis that it failed to take out Margaret Thatcher (the album was also titled Brighton Bomb for American release). Other tracks of interest were a cover of Eric Bogle’s ‘Green Fields Of France’, and the Clash eulogy, ‘Joe, Where Are You Now?’


They were quiet until 1992 when they reunited for Bombed Out. But the title could have served as an epithet for their critical reputation. A decade later a new line-up – featuring Mensi backed by Lainey (of Leatherface) on drums, Tony Von Frater (Red Alert) on guitar and Gaz Stoker (Red London) on bass, recorded Sons Of Spartacus, which included a version of the old Italian workers’ anthem ‘Bandiera Rossa’. With the guitar mixed much higher, this was a totally remodelled Upstarts, but it had its moments. Not least ‘Action Man’, re-recorded from the abysmal Still From The Heart, at the specific request of record label boss Mark Brennan, as an example of just how strong that material could have been with a different production. Meanwhile ‘Don’t Get Old (In Tony’s Britain)’ was a stinging rebuke to the halibut smile of Tony Blair, which had supplanted the Thatcher sneer but changed little else. “New Labour seemed to have captured the middle ground and moved further to the right on a weekly basis. I love the Spartacus album. If it wasn’t for my voice there would have been five hit singles on that, but never mind, you can’t have everything. I’ve always got my good looks to fall back on.”


What place is there for the Angelic Upstarts in the new millennium? Like many who fought against Thatcherism, Mensi feels equally disenfranchised with New Labour and the false dawn. “He’s a better capitalist than Thatcher,” he says of Tony Blair, “at least Thatcher was more honest. You knew where you stood, at least Thatcher didn’t pretend to be working class.” He remains as political as ever (see ‘Anti-Nazi’ on the recent studio album), pulling out of Holidays In The Sun because he refused to share a stage with Condemned 84 and Section 5 unless they renounced their fascist connections.




DISCOGRAPHY:


(Buyers Guide: As ever, the Captain Oi! reissues of the studio albums are lovingly compiled. Teenage Warning can’t really be topped for its sheer stripped-down punch, but 2,000,000 Voices is arguably the band’s coming of age. We Gotta Get Out Of This Place is a keeper as is the far more recent Sons Of Spartacus, of which Mensi is justifiably proud)


The Murder of Liddle Towers/Police Oppression 7-inch (Dead Records IS/AU 1024 May 1978)


The Murder of Liddle Towers/Police Oppression 7-inch reissue (Small Wonder SW-001 September 1978)


I’m an Upstart/Leave Me Alone 7-inch (Warner Bros K-17354 March 1979) (initial copies in green vinyl. Also issued as a 12-inch, K-17354T)


Teenage Warning LP (Warner Bros K-56717 June 1979) (reissued on CD by Warners VACD1, and finally, after “seven years of bartering with Warners”, according to Mark Brennan, by Captain Oi!, AHOY CD 227, 2002. Additionally features the single versions of ‘The Murder Of Liddle Towers’ and ‘Police Oppression’ as bonus tracks)


Teenage Warning/The Young Ones 7-inch (Warner Bros K-17426 July 1979) (initial copies in red vinyl)


Never ‘ad Nothing/Nowhere Left to Hide 7-inch (Warner Bros K-17476 November 1979)


Out of Control/Shotgun Solution 7-inch (Warner Bros K-17558 January 1980)


We Got To Get Out of this Place/Unsung Heroes II 7-inch (Warner Bros K-17586 March 1980)


We Got To Get Out of This Place LP (WEA K-56806 April 1980)


(reissued on CD by Captain Oi!, AHOYD CD 228, in 2003, with bonus tracks ‘Nowhere Left To Hide’ and ‘Unsung Heroes II’)


Last Night Another Soldier/The Man Who Came In From The Beano 7-inch


(Zonophone/EMI Z-7 July 1980)


England/Sticks’ Diary 7-inch (Zonophone/EMI Z-12 November 1980)


Kids on the Street/The Sun Never Shines (Zonophone/EMI Z-16 January 1981)


I Understand/Never Come Back 7-inch (Zonophone/EMI Z-22 June 1981) (also issued as 12-inch single, 12Z-22, plus ‘Heath’s Lament’)


2,000,000 Voices LP (Zonophone/EMI ZONO-104 June 1981) (reissued on CD, Dojo CD 81, with four B-sides, ‘The Man Who Came In From The Beano’, ‘Sticks’ Diary’, ‘The Sun Never Shines’, ‘Never Come Back’, in May 1993, then on Captain Oi!, AHOY CD 158, in 1998, with those tracks plus ‘I Understand (Single Version)’ and Mark Brennan’s sleevenotes)


Live LP (Zonophone/EMI ZEM-102 September 1981) (with free live flexi adding ‘The Young Ones’, ‘Whit Riot’, ‘We’re Gonna Take The World’ and ‘Leave Me Alone’. Reissued on Dojo, DOJOCD 169, February 1994)


Different Strokes/Different Dub 7-inch (Zonophone/EMI Z-25 October 1981)


Never Say Die/We Defy You 7-inch (Zonophone/EMI Z-28 March 1982)


Still From The Heart LP (Zonophone/EMI ZONO-106 April 1982) (reissued on CD, Dojo DOJOCD 144, November 1993, and on Captain Oi! AHOY CD224, 2002, with seven bonus tracks – ‘Different Strokes’, ‘Different Dub’, ‘We Defy You’, ‘Action Man (demo)’, ‘Cry Wolf (demo)’, Soldier (demo)’, ‘Gonna Be A Star (demo)’. The latter four tracks are especially interesting as they were from the tape the band submitted to EMI before the label, in their wisdom, opted to put them in harness with producer Steve Levene and attempt to turn them into a pop band)


Woman in Disguise/Lust for Glory 7-inch (Anagram/Cherry Red ANA-3 November 1982)


(also issued as a 12-inch single, 12-ANA-3, with bonus track ‘42nd Street’)


Solidarity/Five Flew Over 7-inch (Anagram/Cherry Red ANA-7 May 1983) (also issued as a 12-inch single, 12-ANA-7, with bonus tracks ‘Dollars & Pounds’ and ‘Don’t Stop’)


The Burglar 7-inch (Anagram/Cherry Red ANA-12 July 1983; withdrawn)


Not Just a Name/The Leech 7-inch (Anagram/Cherry Red ANA-13 September 1983)


(featuring Max Splodge on vocals; also issued as a 12-inch single with bonus tracks ‘Leave Me Alone’, ‘Liddle Towers’ and ‘White Riot’, 12-ANA-13)


Reason Why LP (Anagram/Cherry Red GRAM-004 December 1983) (reissued on CD as CDPUNK 17, November 1992, with the bonus tracks ‘Lust For Glory’, ‘Five Flew Over The Cuckoo’s Nest’, ‘Dollars And Pounds’, ‘Don’t Stop’, Not Just A Name’, ‘The Leech’, ‘Leave Me Alone (live)’, ‘Liddle Towers (live)’ and ‘White Riot (live)’.


Last Tango In Moscow LP (Picasso PIK-004 August 1984) (often listed as a live album, but in fact this is the Upstarts’ seventh studio album. Reissued in February 1988 on Razor, RAZ 004, and on CD November 1993 by Great Expectations, PPCD 047, and May 1998 by Captain Oi!, AHOY CD87. The latter is the one to get – as it features the bonus tracks  ‘Paint It In Red/There’s A Drink In It/Listen To The Silence/She Don’t Cry Anymore/I Won’t Pay For Liberty/Never Return To Hell/When Will They Learn/No Nukes)


Machine Gun Kelly/Paint It In Red 7-inch (Picasso PIK-001 October 1984) (also released as 12-inch, PIKT 001 with bonus track ‘There’s A Drink In It’)


Brighton Bomb/Thin Red Line/Soldier 12-inch (Gas GM 3010 June 1985)


Live In Yugoslavia LP (Picasso HCLP 002M September 1985) (reissued February 1988 on Razar, RAZM 32, CD reissued August 1993 on Great Expectations, PIPCD 048, and again on Punx, PUNXCD2, October 1995. Finally reissued by Harry May, MAYO CD 504, in 2000)


The Power Of The Press LP (Gas GAS 4012 January 1986) (reissued June 1990 on Streetlink, CLINK 006. Note this was released in America as Brigton Bomb by Chameleon Records)


Blood On The Terraces LP (Link LINKLP 019 December 1987) (reissued on CD by Captain Oi! AHOYCD 116 with seven live tracks, Never ‘ad Nothing’, ‘Leave Me Alone’, ‘Teenage Warning’, ‘Last Night Another Soldier’, ‘Guns For The Afghan Rebels’, ‘One More Day’, ‘Two Million Voices’, taken from the band’s Main Event show in 1988 – which did, indeed, result in blood on the terraces, or at least the dancefloor).


Bombed Out LP (Roadrunner May 1992) (reissued on Dojo, DOJOCD 198, August 1994) Sons Of Spartacus CD (Captain Oi! AHOY CD 190 2002)


ARCHIVE RELEASES:


I’m An Upstart/Never ‘ad Nothing CD-single (Warners SPZ2 April 1991)


Angel Dust (The Collected Highs) LP (Anagram GRAM 07 September 1983) (also issued as a cassette with extra tracks. CD resissue on Anagram, CDMGRAM 7, October 1988)


Bootlegs And Rarities LP (Dojo LP 7 March 1986) (reissued on CD on Great Expectations, PIPCD 049, November 1993. Pick up the Captain Oi! Rarities reissue instead)


Live And Loud LP (Link LINK LP 040 1988) (reissued on CD by Harry May, MAYO CD 560, in 2005. The set was recorded in Nijmegan, Holland, and produced by Dutch punk legends Brock and Gerrit from the Squats and the Magnificent)


Lost And Found LP (Link LINK LP 140 1988) (studio tracks recorded between their EMI and Anagram deals, alongside five live tracks from the band’s Main Event gig at London’s Astoria. Re-released by Harry May, MAYO CD 505, 2000)


England’s Alive 12-inch EP (Skunx MENSIX 1 July 1988)


England/We’re Gonna Take The World/Liddle Towers/The Young Ones


Alternative Chartbusters CD (Streetlink AOK 102 January 1992)


Greatest Hits Live CD (Streetlink STRCD 027 July 1992) (reissued on CD, Dojo DOJO CD 127, March 1993, then by Harry May, MAYO CD 512, in 2002. Recordings are drawn from 1982 shows.)


Kids On The Street CD (Cleopatra 1993) (American greatest hits package – only featuring dreadful sound quality and non-existent sleevenotes. To be avoided.)


The Independent Punk Singles Collection CD (Anagram CD PUNK 59 June 1995)


(all the Anagram/Cherry Red stuff)


Rarities CD (Captain Oi! AHOY CD80 December 1997) 


(similar to the material on previous Dojo LP Bootlegs and Rarities, featuring 10 unreleased demos, including the original version of ‘England’, ‘Spirit Of St. George’, and ‘Good Boy’, which emerged on 2,000,000 Voices as ‘Jimmy’. You can also hear Mond perform guide vocals on three demo tracks – which was the band’s general approach in the studio at the time. Other cuts include their Wargasm contribution ‘Victory In Poland’ but the real stunner is the original version of ‘Solidarity’. With excellent liner notes by Garry Fielding)


Who Killed Liddle double CD (Recall November SMDCD205 1998)


(less than essential double CD round-up of previously released material. Sleevenotes written by a complete ninny)


The EMI Punk Years (Captain Oi! AHOY CD 121 1999)


(nothing you won’t have already if you have the EMI singles and studio albums, but decent sleevenotes)


The BBC Punk Sessions (Captain Oi! AHOY CD 138 2000)


(12 tracks from between 1978 and 1981, with spirited liner notes from Mensi. On the third session ‘Liddle Towers’ was broadcast as ‘New Values’ due to heightened police disapproval of the song causing the band all sorts of problems)


Never ‘Ad Nothing CD (Harry May MAYO CD 106 2000) (pointless and redundant bits and pieces compilation featuring a smattering of live tracks)


Anthems Against Scum CD (Insurgence 2001) (recorded live in Hamburg, Germany, May 1999) Live From The Justice League (TKO 2001)


The Punk Singles Collection CD (Captain Oi! AHOY CD 237 2005) (obviously this stuff is freely available elsewhere, but the liner notes and line-up annotation is useful)





Animals And Men


Ralph Mitchard (guitar, vocals, harmonica), Susan Wells (vocals), Nigel House (bass), Geoffrey Norcott (drums)


ANIMALS AND MEN were formed in Frome, Somerset, in 1977. Mitchard had been part of R&B/pub band the Bad Detectives, who built their repertoire around the 60s beat boom as well as newer acts such as Doctor Feelgood. But like so many they adapted, both musically and visually, as punk reached the provinces. Mitchard met Susan Wells outside a Wire and Adam And The Ants show in Bristol at the start  of 1978 and discovered that they both lived in the same town and had shared interests – notably the Ants. Mitchard quit the Bad Detectives to form Frome’s first legitimate punk band, Psychotic Reaction, alongside schoolfriends Geoff Norcott and Nigel House, and practised on a nearby farm in Nunney.


Mitchard quickly decided that they needed a new singer, and thought immediately of Wells, as the band took its name from one of their favourite Ants songs. They would organise expeditions to London to check out the emerging punk scene. Chastened by his experiences with the Bad Detectives, Mitchard had no intention of slogging his way through local bars again, so they decided to try to make a record straight away. They sent a demo to John Peel who suggested they record a single. However, they were determined not to move to London full-time, despite House already having accommodation there. As Mitchard conceded in the sleevenotes to the Hyped2Death reissue of their collected works, “I suppose the inspiration was bands like the 13th Floor Elevators – we wanted to be mavericks out in the sticks, practising in a farmyard occasionally releasing brilliant singles. We got part of our wish…”


I asked Mitchard if Frome became one of those local scenes that developed like a microcosm of London. “Not really Frome, but towns like Warminster, Trowbridge – similar small towns. But there weren’t many venues to play at that time and a lot of jealousies ruined any possibilities of a scene. Punk was for us an empowering thing, suddenly you could do things and be in bands and stuff. You kind of took on board a philosophy.”


The only other copy of their first demo was sent to Allan Partner in Trowbridge, who was working with Moskow and was in the process of setting up his own TW Records. He immediately offered to release ‘Don’t Misbehave In The New Age’. Recorded in two hours on a four-track, it strutted somewhere between the Au Pairs and the Ants, with Mitchard’s harmonica break, a hangover from his R&B days, offering an unexpected sonic contrast. John Peel’s sponsorship – his playing of the single was the highpoint of the band’s ‘career’ – and several good reviews resulted in interest from EMI and Sire, but Partner was unwilling to release them without getting a deal for his other TW bands. At the same time Norcott was posted to Gibraltar by the Royal Navy. Paul ‘Puddle’ Collyer, formerly of Stalag 44, stepped in. The band elected to break from Partner and establish their own label, Strange Days, which housed follow-up single ‘Terraplane Fixation’ (original title ‘Car Crash Blues’). The B-side, ‘Shell Shock’, got most of the attention, stylistically mirroring Joy Division’s innovations. “We were big fans from the beginning – we travelled to London to see their first London gig at the Hope and Anchor.”


Finances were tight, and House was spending more time in London preventing them from practising. Collyer suggested drafting in former Moskow guitarist Dave Cole as replacement but when the band declined, he left too, joining Silent Guests. Was it frustrating not to be able to release more material? “It was pretty frustrating but we weren’t really people that thought about albums really – we were 45rpm people – by the time bands did albums they often seemed to overdo it… we had loads of singles but the albums didn’t ever make so much of an impact. Take the Subway Sect – ‘Nobodys Scared’ – we played that to death – but the LP? Who cared about that?”


In the meantime Partner had reissued ‘Don’t Misbehave’. But Mitchard and Wells, who remain a couple to this day, decided to change tack and renamed themselves the Terraplanes with the addition of local teenagers Dave Mackay and Andy Payne. Norcott also rejoined on his return from Gibraltar, while Brenda Austin became a second vocalist. They released one single, ‘Evil Going On’ (later covered by New York’s Yo La Tengo) before being taken under old friend Adam Ant’s wing as part of his new label deal, and tentatively renamed El Dorado. However, when Ant’s career was suddenly revived with the success of ‘Goody Two Shoes’, the Terraplanes/El Dorado were left in limbo. At which point, the plug was pulled.


However, there’s been enduring interest in the various incarnations of the band which eventually led to a reissue of their entire recorded output on Hyped2Death. The interest’s seen the members tentatively inch back from retirement and cut some new songs, including a cover of ‘Nag Nag Nag’ for the Rebuilding The Bridge compilation in 2003.




DISCOGRAPHY:


Don’t Misbehave In The New Age/Machines 7-inch (TW HIT01 1980) (1,000 pressed. Re-released a year later with a new sleeve)


Terraplane Fixation/Shell Shock (Cause/Effect) 7-inch (Strange Days SDAYS 1 1980) (1,000 pressed)


ARCHIVE RELEASE:


Revel In The Static CD (Messthetics 201 2005) (includes a four-song Animals & Men demo that survived only because they’d sent a copy to Zig Zag writer Mick Mercer. Plus a 1981 video of ‘Evil Going On’, etc)





Anorexia


Andrew Leigh (bass), Peter Leigh (guitar), Kevin Leigh (guitar), Nick Page (vocals), Kim Glenister (vocals), Graham Snell (drums)


ANOREXIA were teenagers from Hertfordshire, their personnel drawn from a council estate in North Watford, the Harebreaks. Kevin Leigh: “Anorexia were formed back in 1977 after being totally blown away by the emergence of punk in England, with the Sex Pistols being the number one influence in all our lives at the time. It felt so good to cut off all that heavy metal hair, spike it up, and then walk down the street scaring the crap out of old ladies..” The band was named “after an anorexic girl we saw at our local swimming pool. We thought it sounded fairly offensive, so we used it.”


The band’s ages ranged from 14 to 18. “None of us had any money, so all the band’s gear was borrowed or made. The local wood yard would always smile as we turned up on a regular basis with a set of measurements for our next chipboard speaker cabinet which was gonna house any old 12-inch speaker we could get.” They quickly became ‘local heroes’ around the Watford area. “The band’s live image was pretty manic and well suited to the mood at the time, more fun than aggressive though, and we were not into all the spitting and gobbing crap that was going around at the time.”


They put out one great little DIY single in 1980, ‘Rapist In The Park’, a feisty little self-financed artefact reminiscent of X-Ray Spex, not least due to the guest saxophone of Lisa Sinclair, which John Peel played repeatedly. “He had raved about it for a solid month, and in a matter of days we’d sold all our records to Rough Trade who made a tidy little profit on the lot. Unfortunately, with no management, we were too naive to quickly follow up our success with more pressings, and missed the biggest opportunity to make a national name for ourselves. Ah well, shit happens.”


Anorexia nevertheless continued for some time. “We did some great London gigs at the Marquee, Dingwalls, Moonlight Club etc. The band stayed together for a further ten years, but with a couple of member and name changes.” There was a second single in 1982, ‘Steven’, which featured Julie Hadwin on vocals (later the vocalist for Big Sound Authority). Kevin Leigh would subsequently open the rehearsal space Slim Studios a play on the band’s name). His most famous client was George Michael’s first band the Executive, who would also support Anorexia. “We’re all still alive, in our 40s and teaching our kids guitar – but not to spit.”




DISCOGRAPHY:


Rapist In The Park/I’m A Square/Pets 7-inch (Slim Records SJP812 1980) (the cheap sleeve – only printed on one side with a white paper bag glued to the reverse, demonstrates the budgetary constraints. This has subsequently been bootlegged)


Steven/Marching Songs 7-inch (Slim 1982)


COMPILATION:


Messthetics Vol. 5 (‘I’m A Square’) (the same track reappears on Messthetics Greatest Hits, The Sounds Of DIY 1977-80, 2006)





Apartment


Alan Griffiths (vocals, guitar), Richard White (bass), Emil (drums)


One of the best tracks on the much-admired Bristol area compilation Avon Calling of 1979 was APARTMENT’s succinct ‘The Alternative’. That same band’s debut single, ‘The Car’, is even better, an urgent but playful slice of pop-punk that manages to sustain remarkable intensity over its two-minute duration. The influences were clear – the CBGB’s set such as Talking Heads and Television, especially the latter on the single’s B-side, ‘Winter’. 








[image: ]

Bristol’s Apartment perfect their dazed and confused poses.








“I was playing guitar in a Bristol college rock band,” Griffiths recalls. “Mostly covers with a few original songs thrown in. I was writing loads of songs experimenting and developing ideas with my trusty reel to reel tape recorder at home. College ended and so did that band. But punk had just arrived. Totally energised with what was happening around me, I decided it was time to form my own band with a lot of these new songs I had written.” In April 1978 he put up adverts in local music stores for a bass player and drummer. “This led to finding Richard White, who had moved down to Bristol from Ross-On-Wye in search of a band and glory. By a stroke of good luck, he also knew of a great drummer in Bristol named Emil. So very quickly, Apartment just fell in to place.”


They decided to keep to a three-piece line-up initially, and spent time rehearsing while checking out prospective venues. “We hired a room at the back of the Stonehouse pub in Bristol (sadly now replaced by an office block) for a fiver, and started playing gigs there regularly. After a short period of playing there we got more and more people turning up, and developed quite a following. Other bands started playing at the Stonehouse and for a while it was quite a thriving scene, like our own mini-CBGB’s. We also sent a demo cassette to Simon Edwards of Bristol’s Heartbeat Records. He loved it and kindly offered us the chance to record a track for his new Bristol compilation album – Avon Calling.”


I asked Griffiths about the extraordinary variety of sounds on that album. “When Avon Calling came out in late October 1979 the punk thing had been going some two or more years, the explosion had happened, but by then had probably peaked. Certainly in Bristol there were many bands fusing the energy and excitement of punk, but coming up with a different blend. But the diversity of these different flavours is captured perfectly on Avon Calling – it’s a snapshot of what was going on. Bristol at that time was a real melting pot of creative musical people. You then had new emerging bands like the Pop Group and the early formation of The Wild Bunch, which led on to Massive Attack.”


Following the release of Avon Calling, Heartbeat were keen to work on a single. “We recorded ‘The Car’ and ‘Winter’ at Crescent Studios in Bath in December 1979, in between a flurry of gigs. ‘The Car’ gained a fair amount of radio play. We were playing quite a few gigs in London at the Marquee, 100 Club and the Moonlight. We were also supporting bands like the Cure and Gang Of Four locally. Around this time we added Steve Street of the Europeans on bass, as Richard wanted to switch to guitar.


But we got to a point where in retrospect, we should have released another single, but it didn’t happen. In fact ‘Poison’ (the demo of which is on the re-release of Avon Calling) was to be the next candidate. By the mid-summer of 1980 we had decided to split after not getting to the next level.”


Of the four Apartment tracks officially released, Griffiths is happiest with ‘Winter’. “I still think it hits the right nerve. It seems to have held up quite well musically. We also recorded a four-track BBC Radio One Session for Mike Read in early 1980, that could be unearthed. Plus I still have various Apartment tracks on tape that have never been released.” Well, my favourite is ‘The Car’, which has an incredible guitar sound, which I assumed involved overdubs. “No, no real multi-track layering or stacking up of guitar chords going on here. Just three different guitar parts, coming in and out at different times.”


When Apartment stalled Griffiths and Emil put together the Escape, a Goth-aligned band who appeared on the BBC’s Oxford Road Show and signed to Phonogram, at which time he became friends with label-mates Tears For Fears. He continued to work with that band’s Roland Orzabal. “I played guitar with Tears For Fears on their world tour in 1985. I did session work with Vitamin Z and Talk Talk between 1985 and 1986. I worked with Roland, co-writing and producing, between 1990 and 2000, including TFF’s albums Elemental (1993) and Raoul And The Kings Of Spain (1995).” He also worked on Orzabal’s 2001 solo album Tom Cats Screaming Outside, collaborated with Emiliana Torrini (on her 2000 album Love In The Time Of Science) and appeared on Seal’s IV album, on which he co-wrote one track. Since 2002 he had been composing ‘additional music’ for US shows including CSI, CSI Miami and CSI New York. “And that’s what I’m still doing at the moment.”




DISCOGRAPHY:


The Car/Winter 7-inch (Heartbeat PULSE 7 April 1980) (double a-side)


COMPILATIONS:


Avon Calling – The Bristol Compilation LP (Heartbeat HB 1 1979; ‘The Alternative’) (reissued on CD in October 2005 on Heartbeat/Cherry Red CDMRED 292 with additional track ‘Poison’ plus ‘The Car’ and ‘Winter’ on bonus CD The Heartbeat Singles Collection)





Art Attacks


Edwin ‘Savage Pencil’ Pouncey (vocals), J.D. Haney (drums), Rob Smith (bass), Steve Spear (guitar)


A great example of art school aesthetics mobilised by punk irreverence/get-up-and-go, the ART ATTACKS were formed in early 1977 by Pouncey and Spear at the London Royal College Of Art. Over a career that lasted just 18 months, they were good value for what amounted to footnote status in punk’s timeline. Spear had been advised by a contemporary that he ought to hook up with Pouncey, so he walked up and asked him if he wanted to be a singer. “The ICA had a talent night,” Pouncey told me in 2003, “and we thought we’d be a punk band. Instead of taking it as a joke, we took it seriously, they reacted as if we were a deadly serious punk band. Then after that we got invited to do stuff.” Their two songs were ‘Rat City’ and ‘Subway Train’, which, according to Spear, just got faster and faster until the band collapsed at the end. Rick Slaughter, later of the Motors, played drums, with Rob Smith of the Snakes on bass.


The Art Attacks’ first demos were cut with Rob Gotobed, formerly of the Snakes and later of Wire, on drums, comprising ‘Rat City’ and the (unreleased until much later) ‘Chicken In Funland’ at Pathway in Stoke Newington. ‘Chicken In Funland’ was titled after a Sun headline. JD Haney then took up the post of drummer permanently, though Pouncey recalls him being “involved” from the band’s first sessions. Marion Fudger took over bass, by which time Albatross Records, run from a basement in Kensington Market, offered them a contract. A smattering of shows at the RCA and Wimbledon Art School ensued. The venues were not coincidental. “We were always more of an art school band than a punk band.” They were also very much a fourth estate band, Pouncey was well known as Savage Pencil for his Sounds artwork, while Fudger wrote for feminist publication Spare Rib. She also authored Is This Your Life? Images Of Women In The Media for Virago along with Terri Goodard and Jan Pollock. She’d previously played in the Derelicts, who included Barbara Gogan (later of the Passions) and Sue Gogan (later Prag Vec). By February 1977 Pouncey was illustrating Rock‘n’roll Zoo for Sounds, which was good for a few plugs.


The Art Attacks’ first releases came via compilations. Arguably their best-remembered song, ‘Arabs In ‘Arrads’, was included on Streets: Select Highlights From Independent British Labels, released through the band’s connection with Beggars Banquet act the Lurkers. As well as Streets, Pouncey also provided the artwork for the Lurkers’ ‘Freak Show’, the Fall’s ‘Lie Dream Of A Casino Soul’, and later covers for Big Black, Sonic Youth and myriad others. ‘Frankenstein’s Heartbeat’ and ‘Animal Bondage’ were also appended to Live At The Vortex.


The Art Attacks’ debut single, ‘I Am A Dalek’, later became a collectible punk oddity owing to its tentative connection to the Dr Who TV series. Amusingly, some Doctor Who fans objected to ‘I Am A Dalek’s authenticity: “It’s not a great song (three chords in quick succession, repeated ad infinitum) and the vocals can hardly be heard anyway,” sniffed one Time Lord-adoring website. “It would be wrong to associate this with the eloquence of the TV programme we love.” Perhaps it was the guitar sound that deterred our sci-fi friends. Pouncey: “Steve used to make aluminium guitars at art school – cast aluminium, really unique sound that no-one else had. He made them in the furniture department.” Although some critics compared it to the Buzzcocks’ ‘What Do I Get?’, Pouncey claims he was inspired more by American no wave than Brit punk rock. “I didn’t really like English punk much, it was lame, I liked the Ramones and Patti Smith.”


But they were influenced by the Pistols. “The Pistols were amazing – we saw them at the 100 Club, where they played one evening a week. There’d be nobody there. They’d do their thing and were fantastic. It was a regular thing, then the press caught up with them. I used to chat to Glen, who was very friendly. I was at the ICA, trying to get them to perform there. When they blew up, the Royal College said there’s been too much publicity, so we had to pull out. But we nearly had them at the ICA.” However, like many others, Pouncey felt disappointed with their debut release. “We thought ‘Anarchy’ was absurd when it came out, we felt betrayed. Those two Damned singles (‘New Rose’, ‘Neat Neat Neat’) were fantastic. In comparison, the Sex Pistols were like the Shadows. I’ll give them that ‘God Save The Queen’ is magnificent, though.”


Their own shows attempted to capture the same confrontational approach of the Pistols. “We were very experimental, we wanted songs to go on for 15 minutes. I’d walk on stage and give the microphone to the tramp. I wanted to freak the audience out. What it would take to see how fragile their uniform was. I’d wear Jehtro Tull t-shirts. People would go insane. I really don’t think we were a punk band. A lot of those bands weren’t punk. They were rock‘n’roll bands. We were into rock n’ roll – the crudity of it makes it work as outsider art.” Pouncey would suffer from stage nerves, however, and often put in, by his own admission, erratic performances. However, not everyone was comfortable with the circus aspects of punk. Fudger was hugely embarrassed by her association with the band when the girlfriend of the owner of Albatross Records, a stripper, undressed at the Marquee – some writers even mistook Fudger for the stripper in press reports.


“We would never, ever have allowed that to happen,” Pouncey complains. “We were feminists. We were anti-racist, anti-sexist, everything, without having a big flag about it. I don’t know what on earth they were trying to do. We were mystified by it. Marion was mad, not upset, but we were all a bit mad. We didn’t think it was funny.” So what actually happened? “I just carried on and tried to ignore her – the picture appeared in Sounds later on. My mother rang up and said, ‘what are you doing?’ She was really embarrassed. I had to explain it all truthfully, that it was nothing to do with us. When I did, she accepted it.”


Subsequently, Pouncey tells me, Steve had ‘words’ with their erstwhile label manager. “People would do that a lot, people who ran labels thought they had a vision of what punks should be. We went to Keithley for a show. This guy asked, you’re punks? He had a beautiful suit, he went and got changed into a tailcoat he’d ripped up the seam and stuck together with safety pins. This was the uniform he thought he should wear. We were in ordinary clothes.”


As for the songs? “‘Rat City’ was about some city gent who did that every day. I wrote most of the songs. ‘I Am A Dalek’ is totally autobiographical (about his job in a department store, he actually had to dress as one) and my view on how I think everyone at the time was becoming a Dalek, wearing the same Dalek costume, doing what the press wanted them to do. ‘Punk Rock Stars’ was a big dig at bands who’d made it. I don’t want to mention any of them.”


But it effectively all ended when Pouncey elected to concentrate on passing his finals. “I was at art school to get a degree. When the band started getting in the way of my art and degree, I wasn’t going to blow it. So that’s why I left. They understood. But I’m still Savage Pencil, all these years later.” The Art Attacks played their final set at the Vortex on 16 January 1978, playfully announcing that ex-members would keep the name for their own band, to be numbered Art Attacks #2 through Art Attacks #5. Naturally this never happened, though the members did record a further single as the Tagmemics in 1980 (‘Chimneys’), supporting the Monochrome Set, with whom Haney was now installed, on one occasion. Fudger went on to teach at The Deptford Academy Of Music.


A second, posthumous single, comprised further meditations on the transitory nature of punk rock and living in the city. ‘Rat City’, in particular, is a neglected classic, invoking sundry depressive 70s images such as repeats of Police Woman, doner kebabs, fish fingers and secretaries’ legs – “the only pleasure I get”. It’s a shame there wasn’t more of either the Art Attacks or the Tagmemics, but no album ever emerged until the 1996 CD compilation Outrage And Horror, which collated everything the band recorded plus live tracks. Other songs which were considered for the first single, ‘Monkeys In Cars’ and ‘Mutant Madonna’, have disappeared from sight completely. Luckily the CD has now been reissued after selling out of its initial pressing.


Pouncey subsequently returned to journalism, most recently for Wire magazine. However, there have been some low-key solo releases, including a soundtrack for the Bikers movie, Angel Dust, and two singles with the Kray Cherubs.




DISCOGRAPHY:


I Am A Dalek/Neutron Bomb 7-inch (Albatross TIT1 March 1978)


First And Last/Punk Rock Stars/Rat City 7-inch (Fresh FRESH 3 1979)


ARCHIVE RELEASES:


Outrage And Horror CD (Overground OVER58 CD November 1996)


SELECTED COMPILATIONS:


Streets: Select Highlights From Independent British Labels (Beggars Banquet BEGA 1 November 1977; ‘Arabs In ‘Arrads’)


Live At The Vortex (NEMS NEL 6013 December 1977; ‘Frankenstein’s Heartbeat’, ‘Animal Bondage’)





Arthur 2 Stroke


Arthur 2 Stroke (aka Phil Branston; guitar, vocals), WM7 (aka Steve Nash; guitar), Naughty Norman (aka Norman Hobbs; drums)


Specialising in a mix of originals and skewed cover versions, ARTHUR 2 STROKE, the son of BBC wildlife filmmaker Brian Branston, made his name playing at the Anti-Pop nights organised on Monday nights at the Gosforth Hotel in Newcastle. Tim Readman: “In 1979 Anti Pop (aka Andy Inman) and Phil Branston started a regular punk night at the Gosforth Hotel. This was before punk became the leather/studs/tartan uniform and was more about nobody giving a toss what they wore. Some of the lasses turned up in black bin liners. Some of the lads ended up in them too. Most of the bands were beginners. They were hilarious.”


Local heroes of the time were the Noise Toys, the Scottish Polis Inspectors, 29 Steps, Parting Shots and the Rhythm Method. Arthur 2 Stroke started here. Songs were stuff like ‘The Wundersea World Of Jacques Cousteau’, ‘Navy Manners’, ‘Consumer’ and covers of ‘Wild Thing’ and ‘Midnight Hour’. As well as Arthur 2 Stroke, the Noise Toys and Dementia Praecox, each Monday would feature two or three guest bands, resulting in a broad-based community that was connected to punk in spirit if not attire or musical style.


Steve Nash: “I first started going to the Gosforth Hotel in the autumn of 1978. I was at that point a fan. I had met Martin Stevens and Rupert (of the Noise Toys) over the previous summer, when we and various other young reprobates and local notables had all been extras on a Walt Disney film that was shot at Alnwick Castle, The Spaceman and King Arthur. I was drawn to Arthur 2 Stroke much more so than the Noise Toys or the other bands. This was because he had a spontaneity and sense of humour that elevated him above the other bands on the scene. Also he did not have a regular line-up. Most the time he did not have a bassist, and often he played without a drummer. It was mainly churning guitars and showmanship. After seeing him two or three times I told him I could play guitar and that I wanted to be in his band. We did a couple of rehearsals and really hit it off. He found Norman and then he gave us our new stage names. WM7 was derived from an OMO campaign from some years before, with WM7 being the special added ingredient that produces extra brightness.”


“Around about the summer of 1978 three young lads came into my office after having seen myself on a regional TV programme aimed at the local youth culture, Check It Out,” Arthur recalls. “The three lads introduced themselves, and then produced a two-page comic with the title The Daily Pie, asking if I would be interested in funding a print run of a proposed future comic. I was genuinely impressed with what they had shown me and told them I would indeed support their enterprise, adding that if they could make it more of a fanzine-type format we could sell it at our gigs. Christmas 1979 spawned Viz’s first issue, an Anti-Pop special, and those three lads – Chris Donald, Simon Donald and Jim Brownlow – all became millionaires. Except not really Jim Brownlow, he left quite early on and became a drunk.”


Readman: “Viz used to sell their early comics at the Gosforth (the first issue came out in December 1979). They presented Phil with a ‘Camouflage Record’ ‘cos his single ‘went camouflage’ in the charts. Yes, no wonder no-one spotted it! It was a joint single with the Noise Toys, now worth its weight in polystyrene. After that Arthur 2 Stroke was inspired by Dexy’s Midnight Runners to turn to soul music and the bastard punk twin of the Commitments. Arthur 2 Stroke and the Chart Commandos (in which he played bass) was born. The rest is history.”


“They became The Chart Commandos when another former Newcastle pub band called The Young Bucks split, circa 1980,” Viz founder Chris Donald remembers.” Seb Shelton, their drummer, went on to join Secret Affair then Dexys Mk II. The Young Bucks guitarist Tony Wadsworth went into A&R and ended up as CEO of EMI. Young Bucks keyboard player Pat Rafferty returned to Newcastle and joined up with Arthur 2 Stroke to form the Chart Commandos, recruiting a bass guitarist, brass players etc.” Nash: “Our first show at a working men’s club was a gig in Hartlepool and we were so worried about the reputation of that fair town that we changed the words of our Toots and the Maytals cover to ‘Funky Man’ – so as to avoid provoking any monkeyish sensibilities.” The Chart Commandos rather divided the punters. “Never mind Tim’s ‘Inspired by Dexy’s“, notes Chris Donald. “Take my word for it, they were a poor man’s Bad Manners.* However, Chris Waddle was a big fan of theirs and often turned up to see them.” Such a ringing endorsement by the mullet-maned minstrel of ‘Diamond Lights’ fame might be viewed with suspicion.


The Chart Commandos issued two singles – for Satellite in 1980 and Logo in 1981. There was also a live LP. Chris Donald: “The Chart Commandos sacked Arthur 2 Stroke and became Watt Government, in a military coup orchestrated by Tim Readman. Red Wedge-style Watt Government politely requested that Margaret Thatcher stand down, in a musical fashion. She didn’t, so Tim emigrated to Canada. Around 1988 I recruited a manufactured part-time pub band Top Group Fantastic, with Arthur 2 Stroke (calling himself Tony O’Diamond) on vocals, Pat Rafferty on keyboards, Ian Thompson on bass, and Archie Brown on guitar and saxophone.”


Naughty Norman would go on to join the Spares. After Top Group Fantastic, Branston went on to collaborate with Viz contributors Simon Donald (brother of Chris) and Alex Collier on their short-lived TV series the Regionairres. As for Naughty Norman? “He went on to become a drum technician and roadie for the Who and various others,” remembers Chris Donald, “and still plays with Wild Willy Barrett. Him and his wife Christine won the pub quiz at my local last Thursday. They win it every Thursday.”




DISCOGRAPHY:


The Wundersea World Of Jacques Cousteau 7-inch (Anti-Pop EntertaiNMEntarama AP 1 1979 (split single with the Noise Toys, whose ‘Pocket Money’ is on the flip)


*Chris Donald: “I only made the Bad Manners comparison (which was a little bit harsh) with the benefit of hindsight. At the time I worshipped Arthur 2 Stroke and the Chart Commandos.”


**A last word from Mr Arthur 2 Stroke himself: “You’ve just about got it, apart from all the top birds I got to shag, for research purposes only – writing love songs, etc. The last one being ‘Oh, Joan, How Doth She Moan’, an account of a night spent with Joan Collins some ten years or so ago in Barbados.”





The Astronauts


Mark Wilkins (vocals) and a cast of thousands – original members Max (bass, guitar) and Roy (guitar) were joined by upwards of 30 others down the years.


The ASTRONAUTS were formed in Welwyn Garden City, Hertfordshire, in 1978. They were a punk band, but one in tune with the roots of English music, including both popular and traditional variants. It lent them a musicality that has resulted in a loyal, if limited, international following throughout the ensuing two decades.


“I started (the Astronauts) to do a one-off gig,” Wilkins later told UK Resist fanzine. “I didn’t even think I’d have a record out. It struck me as extremely bizarre when someone asked me if I’d do one. I said, ‘What, really?’ My attitude to things changed over the years. It was initially a bit of fun with a few mates. There was a gig and I thought I’d write a song and articulate the things I was feeling on a lyrical basis as opposed to just saying it. I suppose, over the years, I’ve become more involved with the craftsmanship of songs and atmosphere, as opposed to blatantly writing verse and chorus. I still enjoy a good two-minute pop song. I can still relate to the feeling that made me feel like that in the original days. My roots were in Merseybeat, so I’d never slag off innocent pop music, but I think I’ve moved a little from that.” Or, as he now reflects, “I’d always liked music that, retrospectively, could be said to have a ‘punk attitude’ in various musical settings. I saw the Sex Pistols in a very early form, after being party to booking them at a local college. After this, several of my friends started to form bands, and at the time punk rock seemed a diversion from the usual music and it was possible for musical incompetents like me to play gigs.”


The Astronauts’ first show paired them with Johnny Curious & The Strangers, “which ended with 50 people being hospitalised due to an invasion of local idiots”. Follow-up shows saw them support Alan Clayson & The Argonauts and Dire Straits, which left “80% of their audience mystified”. The Astronauts’ debut EP, produced by Argonauts’ mainman Alan Clayson, is retrospectively considered a lo-fi classic, the lead track appearing on several compilations. “We were very naive about the whole process (I still am, incidentally), so we followed Alan Clayson’s direction and did the best we could. Even as we recorded it, I was aware it was going to be difficult to pigeonhole. But I looked on that as a strength rather than a weakness. Initially, the single sold slowly, and mainly in our local area, but after a couple of plays on the John Peel Show, it sold out within a day.”


After temporarily using the name Restricted Hour (“The label was part of a large network of anti-racist organisations, as the National Front were becoming worryingly visible at the time”), Wilkins revived the Astronauts name for the Pranksters In Revolt EP. The line-up now featured two members from Johnny Curious and the Strangers. It was followed by an album, Peter Pan Hits The Suburbs, for the Genius record label. “Genius was a label started by ex-NME journalist Jonathan Barnett, a friend of Gong and ATV. He saw us on one of the Here And Now tours, where we were supporting. We got to know each other, discovered a shared love of Van Der Graaf Generator, and he suggested to Bugle to do a joint release, as neither of them had sufficient funding to do it alone.” As for its contents: “It was interesting, as we were working with Grant Showbiz (who later went on to produce The Fall, Morrissey and Billy Bragg) and Jonathan Barnett, which in itself ensured an atmosphere of creative chaos. Many ideas were formed in the studio. I still like the album – I think it has a sort of simplicity that I could never reproduce, having learned too much.”


As the band’s career progressed, they moved through a number of labels, including several associated with the nascent anarcho punk phenomenon, with whom the Astronauts, whose founding principles included autonomy and self-reliance, made an easy fit thematically, if not necessarily musically. Releases on Annares, All The Madmen and Acid Stings continued to see Wilkins grow as a writer, with the personal always at least of equal importance to the political. He was and is, simply, a gifted pop songwriter working in territory where those values were, if not alien, certainly downplayed.


Bringing the story up to date, the Astronauts have continued performing through the late 90s and into the 21st century. Live work has been concentrated in London and the south east, and there has also been room for a resurrected Restricted Hours and a brand new outlet for Wilkins, the Otters.


So how does Wilkins reflect on the large body of work that the Astronauts have amassed? “I lay back with my pipe and slippers and tell the young scamps heroic tales of how it was in the old days. No seriously, I’ve enjoyed the majority of times and I think we created a niche – admittedly a very small one – for ourselves, and, on a musical level, we’ve never been afraid to experiment or change direction.”




DISCOGRAPHY:


Astronauts 7-inch EP (Bugle Records, Blast 1 1979)


All Night Party/Survivors/Back Soon/Everything Stops The Baby


As Restricted Hours:


Stevenage Rock Against Racism EP (RAR 1979)


Getting Things Done/Still Living Out The Car Crash (plus two B-side tracks by the Syndicate) (Fund-raiser for Stevenage Rock Against Racism with the Astronauts appearing as Restricted Hours).


Pranksters In Revolt EP (Bugle Records, Blast 5, 1980)


Young Man’s World/Moderation Is Boring/We Were Talking/Big Ben.


Peter Pan Hits The Suburbs LP (Bugle Genius 001 1981) (re-released on CD by Lazy Dog in 1994 with extra tracks ‘Everything Stops For Baby’ and ‘Back Soon’, single versions)


Only Fools And Optimists Cassette (Anarres ASC 001 1982) (Songs on side one went on to become It’s All Done By Mirrors)


It’s All Done By Mirrors LP (All The Madmen MAD5 1983) (re-released on CD by Lazy Dog in 1995 with extra tracks, ‘Big Ben’, ‘Moderation Is Boring’ and ‘Getting Things Done’ from early singles)


Soon LP (All The Madmen MAD11 1986)


The Seedy Side Of… mini-LP (All The Madmen MAD LP 005 1987)


Peter Pan Hits The Suburbs/It’s All Done By Mirrors cassette (Acid Stings ASR 5 1989) (combined re-release)


In Defence Of Compassion LP (Acid Stings ASR 15 1989)


Constitution/Please Don’t Come ‘Round Tonight 45 (Acid Stings ASR16 1990)


Up Front And Sideways Cassette (Dizzy Positivity BG1 1995) (originally intended as a vinyl release on Acid Stings)


You’re All Weird CD (Irregular Records IRR 041 1999)


Baby Sings Folksongs 7-inch (Farce Stark 31 1999) (one-sided German single) (The entire back catalogue is due for re-release on CD in 2006, with the single and EP material included as bonus tracks. Details will appear in due course on http://www.astronauts.org.uk. News of The Otters can be found at http://www.myspace.com/cillablack)





Atoms


Keith Allen (vocals, piano), Keith James (guitar), Photios Demtriov (guitar), John Studholme (guitar, bass, synthesiser), Sue Gogan (synthesiser), Roy Dodds (drums)


The ATOMS’ story features some notable personalities taking their first baby steps in the punk rock firmament. Principal among the principals was Keith Allen, not wholly coincidentally touted as ‘the punk comic’ for his stand-up routines. After the Atoms he went on to start his own cult TV series, appeared in Trainspotting and became singer with Fat Les. In between he also served as a kind of beery mascot to Blur during their Cool Britannia zenith, and New Order, with whom he composed ‘World In Motion’, the 1990 England World Cup song.


Prior to all that, Allen, who’d spent time in borstal as a child, silk-screened posters for the likes of the Buzzcocks and Clash, was a temporary member of the Tesco Bombers. His former colleagues in the brief 1979 apparition that was the Atoms also moved on to, or continued with, better remembered projects, albeit still within the musical sphere. John Studholme and Sue Gogan concurrently worked in pragVec with Jim Thirlwell (aka Foetus), who shared a flat with Allen. Roy Dodds subsequently played in Weekend, Fantastic Something and Fairground Attraction.


So how did the Atoms come about? “My angle was, I just got fed up with doing theatre,” Allen tells me. “I thought it would be much better to get to an audience without them knowing what you were doing, and the best way to do that was in a talent contest, cos there were no rules, no-one expected anything and it was free. We just used to make up tunes as we went along.” Indeed, the Atoms three recorded gigs, or at least the only three Allen can remember doing, were all part of a talent competition being run at the North Pole pub in North Kensington, sponsored by the brewery. “For some reason, we won the rounds and got into the final. And we came third. I’m pretty sure there was an agreement on behalf of the brewers that no way could this band win. I think even they knew we weren’t serious about it, whereas a lot of other kids really wanted to be singers, or comedians. But we came third, which prompted a riot.” Indeed, one of the reasons Allen elected not to continue with the band was that, while performing at the talent shows, they’d picked up an audience of right-wing QPR-supporting skinheads. How on earth did that happen? “I think just the fact that we were singing a song called ‘Max Bygraves Killed My Mother’ was pretty on the nose. I think ‘Beatle Jacket’ really got them going, that was improvised, and sometimes we played it for about eight minutes. And they were very good musicians, believe it or not, they were a good band.”


Well, they were mostly good musicians. With one exception. Was Photios Demtriov a real person? “Yes, he was a Greek guy. I met him in the Windsor Castle, a very good punk venue. Everyone was forming a band. And I met him, this kid who just wanted to be in a band, and I loved his enthusiasm. I said, OK, let’s be in a band. And it was me and him, he was the first one, we were the Atoms. Then I got proper people in. But I couldn’t get rid of Photios, it just seemed too unfair. And he couldn’t play a fucking note. He was the worst guitarist EVER! On the PLANET! He was meant to be a ‘rhythm guitarist’ and one of those words, possibly both, was just not applicable to him! But he was so proud to be in that band, it made his youth.”


The idea came about in 1979, and within a few months, a single had been recorded, and released. “I sorted all that. I got a bloke in Swansea who owned a restaurant to loan me £500. And I paid him back! I pressed 2,000. I printed all the inserts and cover myself, hand-printed everything. Did 2,000 of them and sold them all through Rough Trade. It was brilliant. When I heard it played on John Peel, it was one of the greatest moments of my life, and Photios was crying, because he’d been on the radio. John Peel played it three times. And twice, he segued at the end Max Bygraves’s ‘You’re A Pink Toothbrush’ – absolutely brilliant. I clearly remember us being in a squat off the Harrow Road, all listening to John Peel. It was fucking mind-blowing to be on John Peel.”




DISCOGRAPHY:


Max Bygraves Killed My Mother/Beatle Jacket 7-inch (Rink R-23 1979)





Attrix


Rick Blair (vocals, guitar, keyboards), Chris Towsey (drums), Mark Duxbury (bass, vocals)


Unrelated to their Irish counterparts the Atrix, this Brighton-based group – originally Gerry And The Attrix – were a huge influence on the burgeoning local punk scene for a variety of reasons. Combining a punk attitude with the musical chops of the Dolls and Velvet Underground, plus excursions into dub and reggae, they were led by Rick Blair. Alongside wife Julie, he ran the famed Attrix record shop in Sydney Street. A meeting place for likeminded outcasts, it also gave birth to a record label of the same name which would document so much of the early Brighton punk scene via the Vaultage compilations.


ATTRIX themselves would christen the label with the release of ‘Lost Leonore’ in 1978, the catalogue number, RB 01, coming from Rick’s initials. After the Attrix dissolved, he would form the Parrots, who featured on the Vaultage 78 album. Blair died in May 1999. A lot of people who love music, and not just from the south coast, owe him a great deal.


Jay Derrick, organ player of the Parrots, was kind enough to send me an ancient taped recording of the Attrix playing ‘Cold Day In Hell’, from a pub gig in Brighton in 1977. “It’s interesting because it must be one of the earliest reggae songs written and performed by a band in Brighton. It’s got Paul Clarke on keyboards, later of the Dots, Piranhas, Pookiensnackenburger etc, and Colin Murray on bass, who a few months later formed the Parrots with Rick.”




DISCOGRAPHY:


Lost Leonore/Hard Times 7-inch (Attrix RB 01 1978)





Auntie Pus


Auntie Pus (aka Julian Isaacs; vocals, hectoring, lunacy), Robin Bibi (guitar), Jim Payne (bass), Chris Millar (aka Rat Scabies; drums)


Who is the most idiotic, deranged fellow on the Damned tour bus? No contest, surely? Well, for a short period there was genuine competition, what with the Damned dragging the one-man support act AUNTIE PUS around on tour. Among other things, Pus was known for being the most efficient thief anyone had ever seen, and would regularly relieve the local branch of Woolies of sundry electrical items as the band criss-crossed the country. He would then walk down the line of punters queuing up for Damned gigs selling them discounted toasters. His live appearances were something else again, as Mick Mercer recalled. “He used to support the Damned, just a git with a guitar. He was absolutely covered in gob, like really steaming. I was down the front, retching.”


Punk gave Julian Isaacs, as was, the opportunity to realise his musical dreams. “I always loved rock‘n’roll. But I don’t really sing in tune. I can sing rock‘n’roll in key nowadays after years of practice. I always loved Syd Barrett and all the English mavericks. I never really got accepted at school. All my friends had bands doing Cream covers, and I couldn’t play lead guitar like Clapton. But then people said, oh, your songs are great. Punk broke down the barriers, like the barriers of singing in tune. People weren’t bothered about it.”


The Damned link came about after two strands came together. He was managed by Brighton-based David Scott, “a gangster come antique dealer come second hand car dealer come rock‘n’roll guitarist, singer and producer. I’m from South West London, that’s how I used to know Rat. He used to knock around Kingston all the time and I’m from Wimbledon. The two brothers who were in Rat’s first band are two of my best friends, and we all keep in touch. I entered the Melody Maker Folk Rock Contest in 1977. Because I entered it on my own they put me in a folk heat, though I played rock‘n’roll guitar and my own tunes. So the whole heat was havoc. I would have won but the judges were laughing so much they couldn’t mark the papers. And all my mates were creating havoc and yelling abuse at the folk acts, who were there to do it for real. A few months after that, Dave Scott was promoting the Hastings Pier Ballroom. I used to keep in touch with Rat, and I knew the Damned had made it big. David came up from Brighton to see me in Wimbledon, and he said, we had the Damned on at the Hastings Pier Ballroom last week. I was chatting to the drummer backstage, he was a mate of yours. Yeah, I know! So he said, the next time the Damned play Hastings, we’re going to have you on as a compere and first act. And that’s how it all started.”


Auntie Pus’s famed sartorial elan arrived completely by accident. “I didn’t have a clue what to wear. I saw a picture of Captain wearing an old school blazer. So I dug up my old public school uniform, with a rock‘n’roll quiff and sideburns, and I wore the school blazer and cap. And it really took off. I had this review for it and that’s how I became the ‘public school punk balladeer’. But it was all by chance. I just thought this was a good thing to wear on stage for the first gig I’d ever done with the Damned.” From then on he became a fixture at Damned shows. “The first Damned tour I went on was 1978, with Algy from the Saints on bass, when they went to France on their ‘reunion’ tour without Brian, and Captain playing guitar. And we got thrown out of five hotels in four days.”


He eventually roped in Rat to drum on ‘Half Way To Venezuela’, recorded in 1978, produced by Dick Taylor of the Pretty Things. It was cut at Pathway “because I did it with Rat and that’s where the Damned made their first single, and it was still dirt cheap and the engineer was good. The guy who played bass, Jim Payne of the Stukas, was a dear friend of mine and Robin’s who died, tragically, in a hang-gliding accident aged 25. He was a real shining light – an up and coming guitarist. But I think ‘Halfway To Venezuela’ is the only thing that he actually recorded that got released.”


So what caused the delay between recording and release? “Well, I recorded it, and nothing much happened. At the time I had a parallel career in shoplifting and drug addiction which interfered with things slightly. David Scott paid for it in the beginning. Then through the Damned I started touring with the Ruts as well. I really got on with the Ruts. And I ended up being managed by their manager, Andy Dayman, who got them their deal with Virgin. He got me a deal with Spartan Records. He heard the single and thought it was great. I said – it’s there, ready to go. If you can get me a distribution deal you can be my manager, 20 per cent. That’d be great. And we got Single of the Week in Sounds.”


Nowadays Isaacs is retraining to be a youth support worker and adult literacy officer. “I’m trying to get my foot in a few doors. It’s that corny thing of putting something back and trying to do something useful.” And yes, he still believes in the redemptive power of rock‘n’roll, and the way it finds space for outsiders like him. “I like any English mavericks, whether it’s Lol Coxhill playing jazz saxophone or John Otway. I may not be big fans of their music to take home and play, but I’m fans of them for what they do, because it’s all part of that same tradition, both pre and post punk, being English and eccentric and a maverick and doing whatever you want to do.”




DISCOGRAPHY:


Half Way To Venezuela/Marmalade Freak 7-inch (Septic AUNT 1 1980) (originally recorded in 1978. There was a 1999 CD reissue with four tracks. “I rewrote the words of the verses, re-recorded it with Robin Bibi, another fantastic drummer called Hans Ferrau, from Robin’s band, and Segsy from the Ruts on bass. The idea was that it was a 20 years on version of ‘Venezuela’. And it was rocked up a bit, with new drums, a weird trancey remix of it with a friend of mine called Ashley Wales, who’s in a duo called Spring Heeled Jack who were a big drum ‘n’ bass act and now do free jazz. Also, for about ten years on and off, I had a punk rock‘n’roll band called the Black Devils. We recorded one track only, which featured Arthur (Arturo Bassick) on backing vocals, and also little Helen, aka Helen Of Troy. She’s also a dear friend. And that never came out and that’s on there. And then there’s the original too. It’s got a whole new cover done by Rachel Howard – Dave Ruffy’s ex-partner for many years, who designed the original logo for the first cover, whose father John designed the Grin ‘n’ Bear It sleeve for the Ruts.”)
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The Automatics, one of the great lost punk bands of the 1977 West London punk rock scene.








Automatics


David Philp (vocals), Walter ‘Wally’ Hacon (guitar), Rick Goldstein (drums), Bobbie Collins (bass)


Not to be confused with the Coventry Automatics, whose name change they eventually forced, the AUTOMATICS are principally remembered for their single ‘When The Tanks Roll Over Poland Again’. A John Peel favourite, it topped the alternative charts in 1978, though such alternative charts were quite subjective affairs, not necessarily relating to sales. What should have been lift-off turned into a damp squib. “Like most punk groups we didn’t last long,” Philp recounted. “We played too fast, stayed up too late, and burned out quick. We came up through a time when you were more likely to get beaten up than paid every time you played.”


Confrontational and opinionated, the Automatics cut their teeth by playing what they termed “guerrilla gigs” at major venues – pulling up on a flatbed truck outside shows by Queen (as recorded in the Evening Standard) or the Runaways. They would get through as much of their set as possible before the police intervened. They regularly headlined the Marquee, played the Reading Festival, and shared bills with X-Ray Spex, the Members and Eddie and the Hot Rods, whose Barrie Masters also helped out as an ad hoc roadie. They also befriended Johnny Thunders, who hung out with Philp and played on the band’s ‘Wild One’ and ‘Moth Into The Flame’ album cuts (Philp would return the compliment by adding vocals, uncredited, to So Alone’s ‘He Was A Wizzard’).


The band was formed after Philp had briefly rehearsed with the Boys in 1976, its operations centred around his flat in Comeragh Road. The early line-up featured Gary Tibbs, later of the Vibrators, Adam And The Ants and Roxy Music, on bass, alongside Hacon and Goldstein, before Collins replaced Tibbs. The Comeragh Road scene began “when my girlfriend got busted for smuggling heroin in Greece,” Philp explained. He’d met Steve Lillywhite while working with the Boys, who moved into his flat in Comeragh Road. “Meanwhile, we had hooked up with Lady X and her pal Angie, who became de facto managers for the Automatics. Lady X was a really interesting woman. She had been blind and her sight was restored by an operation and she had this wonderful thing about her – like everything was new and innocent, even though she blew everybody shamelessly (something little English girls generally didn’t know how to do in those days). They were always the first ones on the dance floor at the first Automatics gigs. Shortly after we met they moved in around the corner at Vereker Rd. Angie started banging Steve right around the same time that I started with Caroline White who briefly became my first wife. The marriage lasted a big 90 days. When eventually Caroline moved in with me Steve moved in at Vereker Road and then later I found a flat for him and Angie in the basement of 73 Comeragh Road.”


“Michael Beal (who also lived in Vereker Road and helped design the Only Ones’ sleeves) was, and is, a great guy. He really helped get that scene organised. He did artwork for small labels, and through him, Thunders came into the scene. The Comeragh Road deal was really me and the Autos, Steve Lillywhite, Eddie and the Hot Rods, Ultravox! and various Members (Steve’s brother was the drummer), Thunders and X-Ray Spex guys like BP Hurding and to a lesser extent the Sham guys. After about 18 months the scene moved to Vereker Road when Steve did, although there were still parties at No. 73 but Caroline and I rarely got out of bed long enough to be social! There were no sofas for Thunders to nod out on though, mostly he was locked in the bathroom or playing my old Gibson in my bedroom. – just mattresses on the floor. Steve was working at Phonogram on that first Ultravox! album. Later we all moved to Island (after interest was shown from future Robbie Williams’ manager Tim Clark) – The Rods, the Autos and Ultravox! – where a lot of stuff we had recorded at Phonogram was credited to Island for obvious reasons!” Philp managed to squeeze a quote out of Lillywhite for me about those times. “I think the Comeragh road scene is a bit stretched – but I suppose the facts do indicate a certain something in the water!”


The party wasn’t over, however. “A lot of the scene transferred to Island. All the Island hangers-on were helping themselves to all the beers in the refrigerator and they were all getting charged to our account. Hordes of Jamaicans smoking ganja (the Wailers used to get all their grass sent to them in cowboy boots sent from Jamaica). Marley was recording Kaya at the next studio for some of the time. The recording continued and Steve and I were staying up all night doing coke and obsessing and wondering why things weren’t going faster than they were. Island suggested we switch producers to the guy who had just done the Clash album, Guy Stevens. He came down to the studio and we talked but I couldn’t bring myself to fire Steve. Compounding the problems was the fact that the management team we had hired was getting divorced and the one that stayed with us was falling apart, so no decisions were made. The singles contenders were ‘Walking with the Radio’, ‘Run Forever’ and ‘Tanks’. We decided on ‘Tanks’. The ads went out in the papers but the damned silver paper sleeves wouldn’t dry – they took a month to complete the order by which time the marketing budget was consumed but nothing was available at the shops. So basically at no point when it was advertised was it available and at no point when it was available was it advertised.”


Despite the single’s ‘success’, Island were justifiably unhappy with the expenses the band rang up, as well as misplaced accusations of racism (despite the presence of a West Indian keyboard player, Phil Ramacon, at live shows). They even had the Jewish League attend one performance to clear them of Nazi sympathies. Nevertheless Island got cold feet and, according to the band, gave “our studio time, producer and equipment” to U2. They’d actually recorded nine other tracks with Lillywhite, but they were never released until many years later (the Walking With The Radio On LP). There was also disharmony from within – the band and singer disagreed over writing royalties.


They did regroup a year later in 1979 to record ‘British Beat’, but by that time Philp had signed his own solo songwriting deal, Hacon was on tour with Wreckless Eric and Goldstein had joined Sham 69. “The band had broken up after Island dropped us and Wally was off on the Stiffs World tour but when he came back we got together and recorded it ourselves without Steve (Lillywhite). Rick was out with Sham so he missed that session too. It was just kind of, ‘I’ve got this new song – let’s have a bash at it’. The Automatics really needed someone who could manage them- who could take what we did to the marketplace and we never really found them.”


Finding a copy of ‘Poland’ on eBay in 2001 selling for an extortionate amount, Philp decided, with the help of Japanese independent Base Records, to see if there was still mileage in his songwriting. He toured Japan backed by local musicians, and set about rescuing the “lost album”, Walking With The Radio On, as well as a collection of new songs, while old Sex Pistol mainstay Steve Jones was even encouraged to come along and play a hand, as only he can, on Forty Virgins In The Afterlife.


From then on the band have continued to pick up momentum. They’re recording a new CD, Britannia, featuring Ian McCallum of Stiff Little Fingers on guitar, Rick Goldstein on drums, and backing vocals by Michael Des Barres, Mick Rossi of Slaughter And The Dogs and Phil Hendricks of the Stiffs. For a band whose moment passed very quickly back in the late-70s, the Automatics have done more than most to make up for lost ground. “I don’t really have any bitches. I am appalled at the bullshit the big companies have jammed into the market place. I wish I had had a bigger career but I see a lot of people that did who are miserable and destroyed by it. Hunter Thompson said: ‘The music industry is a cruel and shallow money trench, a long plastic hallway where thieves and pimps run free and good men die like dogs.’ I guess I died like a dog. Those weasels took away the music from me for 20 years but now I have it back and I am loving doing it more than I ever have and I’ll just keep on doing it so long as I can keep that gift. And let the chips fall where they may.”




DISCOGRAPHY:


When The Tanks Roll Over Poland Again/Watch Her Now 7-inch (Island WIP6439 1978)


Walking With The Radio On LP & CD (Base Records 2000; Japan, Angel Air 2003; UK) (UK edition, CD only)


Automatics 2 LP (Base Records 2002; Japan)


Forty Virgins In The Afterlife CD (Base Records; 2002; Japan, Trash 2001 2004; Germany)





Axidents (And The Battle Of Forfar)



Arthur Axident (aka Ross Galloway; bass), Grum Accident (vocals and “denim jacket”), Shugg (drums) and five million guitarists.


Edinburgh band who flirted with a smattering of soon-to-be-famous types in their ranks. But there was no record deal, meaning that originals such as ‘Plastic Worship’, ‘Youth Assault’ and ‘Soho’, and their cover of the Neon Hearts’ ‘Regulations’, are lost to the ether. Galloway picks up the story. “The AXIDENTS (then spelt Accidents) idea came about when me and my friends, the small group of kids who were the punk contingent at our high school, decided we could do that ‘form a band’ thing. This came after many nights spent watching the likes of the Damned, the Dead Boys, and many Edinburgh local heroes of the time, the Freeze, the Scars etc, that played the capital late 77 through to 79.”


The band was active from 1978 onwards, “albeit just practising using shit amps with speaker cabs the size of a fag packet, and being kept neatly in time with the drummer’s mum’s upturned washing basket and anything else that made a noise.” By early 1979 the band was on a slightly more professional footing. “We supported the fledgling Exploited, who were not yet a tartan bondage Mohawk band, at the Edinburgh YMCA. We rounded off our short set with a cover version of ‘Somewhere Over The Rainbow’, definitely not in the style of Judy Garland.”


The band’s three mainstays were Galloway, Grum and Shugg. “It was always guitarists that we seemed to piss off for some reason, the first being Graham McDonald, who was nicknamed Kid Curry due to the fact his cheapo, out of tune guitar sounded more like an Indian sitar. Among our guitarists was Derek Reid, who blazed a trail with his Gibson Les Paul and Mick Jones poses, and gave the Axidents that cutting edge and a wee bit more professionalism. We managed to record a demo with this line-up, from which one track was played on Uncle John Peel’s show. Derek moved on and it was rumoured that he was going to work with the Associates (indeed he did). Who knows? Who cares? Next up was a very short stint with a certain Big John Duncan. We managed one hastily arranged gig with John and before we knew it the big man had been poached by the Exploited (now a tartan bondage Mohawk band).”


I asked the John Candy of punk rock about this, and, like a good ‘un, he denied everything. “As far as I remember, I was never in the Axidents. I think I may have punched one of them in the face once. Or twice.” So I sent him a picture and a link to convince him. “I just looked at the link you sent and the memories came flooding back. The tall guy was the singer, he was a twat, and the drummer was a midget, and still is probably. I knew the guys in the band, but I didn’t really like the music. And I never had fuck all to do with them apart from we all rehearsed down Blair Street at the time.” Thanks for clearing that up, John. Robin Saunders, who would later join the Axidents, ironically during Big John’s tenure with the band, believes that he’s suffering from a case of mistaken identity. “The band that Big John is thinking about is clearly Twisted Nerve or Sceptix, not the Axidents. ‘Wee Jeff’ who was, and is, not the loftiest of blokes (agreed wording between cited source, who “does not fancy a ride cymbal winging its way towards me in the manner of a Ninja death star” and editor), played drums successively for the first two, never for the latter.”


After that, “we really just faded into even more obscurity,” remembers Galloway. “Probably our moment of glory came the evening we managed to piss off and cause what seemed like a whole town to erupt and drive us out of town. The Axidents and a few other local Edinburgh bands hired a bus and took a big crowd of punk types to play a gig in the hillbilly town of Forfar at the prestigious Reid Hall (the author would like to apologise at this point to the good townspeople of Forfar). The result was a full-scale riot, bands being smuggled out of the venue and a police escort out of town in a bus that had any windows left. I guess the good folks of Forfar just didn’t quite get the punk thing, although I hear that the Clash is acceptable nowadays.”


Robin Saunders, himself a veteran of early Edinburgh punk band Badweeks/Burning Flags, remembers the Forfar gig only too well. “The day the music died? Certainly the end of our youthful naivete and enthusiasm – a cynicism set in after the dust had settled and the end of our little ‘happening scene’ followed in short order.” Oh, come on, you can’t leave it like THAT. What really happened that night? “Forfar or ‘the F-Word’, as we veterans refer to it, whenever anyone breeches the unspoken taboo about not mentioning it at all! The bus that took us to our doom that day might very loosely be described as having been hired by ‘the Axidents and a few other local bands’. However, the contract was in my name. It was actually arranged by a bloke who was briefly Burning Flags’ manager, until we sacked him after an Edinburgh gig for cosying up to The Exploited. It was me that the coach company came to with their threats of broken legs unless I coughed up to replace their broken windows – which I naturally did, in very short order indeed. I was left seriously out of pocket on that one! A few (but by no means all) of the guys from the bands chipped in to bail me out. Arthur and his cohorts were among the good guys in that respect. As regards the debacle itself – with hindsight it was a serious mistake for us to take a load of spiky-topped urchins along with us. Seemed like a cunning plan at the time – get the camp followers to buy tickets for the bus to help cover the coach hire. What they got up to when turned loose, hours before the gig (whilst we musos did the soundcheck thing inside the hall), in the streets of a sleepy rural town in Angus – I dread to think. Which does not excuse what followed but perhaps goes some way to explaining it.”


A snifter of brandy here, I think, before the reposed Saunders gathers his thoughts. “The local populace was aroused to repel invaders as their Pictish ancestors had done before them. Which is as fair as I am prepared to be to ‘the good townspeople’, as, at that time, they included amongst their number the kind of savages who were prepared to hit young girls on the head with iron bars. A beefy chapter could be written (well Robin, it’s kind of on the way…) about the actual battle. Too much of it is etched forever in my memory (share! share!). Other details have faded, thankfully, with the passage of time. Suffice to say it was truly horrible. Our side won by the way! It’s no consolation but the scruffs from the big city proved a match that day for the burly rednecks. I myself, being of the cowardly life-preserving persuasion, was on ‘gear-saving’ duty behind the front-line defences. The local constabulary (who could only have been aware of events from kick-off as their station was a few yards down the street) finally turned up to put a stop to proceedings after about an hour and a half. The only action they took was to arrest and charge Brian, the Sceptix singer, with breach of the peace, although he was guilty of nothing more than questioning their late arrival on the scene. No locals were detained. All of us were kept in the hall until the police could figure out what to do with us. We patched wounds and tried to calm everyone down – there were some very young kids with us that day and many were in shock – they, and others, were in real need of medical treatment which was, needless to say, not forthcoming.”


Enough drama for one evening you would think? “There was more to come! A column of Hells Angels from Dundee, doubtless summoned by a local member, were on their way to finish us off. We prepared our defences, uncoiling fire hoses from the walls, gathering makeshift weaponry. Things get hazy for me at that point. You will agree it’s all a bit surreal (granted). Rumours were flying that they were outside sawing through the bars on the windows to get at us. At some point Plod obviously decided to wash their hands of us, summoned our coach from the car park and sent us homeward with a blue-light escort all the way to the Tay Bridge. We were shivering from the cold in the windowless bus, dazed and injured, having been forced to leave a comrade alone in a cell in enemy territory. We arrived back in the comparative safety of our home city, where only a small (but considerable) minority of the population wanted to kill you for the way you dressed and/or the music you favoured. That’s why I think of it as ‘The Day The Music Died’ – things changed. What had been a tight-knit collective spirit among the bands faded, friendships and priorities changed. All we wanted to do was make a bit of music, express how we felt about things – it’s not easy to do! A completed song is a miracle of a kind when produced by untutored, undisciplined youngsters like we were. You go through all that hard work – and people want to hurt you for it.”


According to Saunders, Derek Reid left the Axidents in short order and was replaced by, yes indeed, Big John Duncan. “He did one gig with them at Old St Paul’s Church just off Edinburgh’s Royal Mile. I know, cos I was there! By that time drummer Shugg had quit the Axidents and Craig ‘Mole’ Harrower was lured away from Burning Flags to replace him. Burning Flags effectively ceased to exist at that point and I found myself recruited to the Axidents, still playing bass at the time – Arthur having decided to form a band with two bass players! Of course, that enterprise was doomed to failure and Arthur disembarked to form his dub reggae/jazz-fusion flavoured outfit 4 Minute Warning. This latter version of the Axidents played only one gig, at a Scout Hall in Gorebridge – the line-up then featured Mole and me as rhythm section, former singer Grum on guitar and a young lady by the name of Elspeth Pleb as singer.”


It was this line-up of the Axidents that attempted a second proper demo recording. “It seemed at times like fate was taking a hand in consigning us to the dustbin of history,” notes Saunders. “We recorded a three-track demo intended for release as a split EP with three tracks by the Sceptix. The master tape was entrusted to one of our young camp followers (I believe, at the time, the only one among us who was not basically homeless!) with solemn instructions that it be kept somewhere cool. Naturally, the scamp took it home and left it on a radiator, with terminal consequences. Each of us had a cassette copy, all of which disappeared or were destroyed in short order – mine was reluctantly loaned to a friend, after much begging on his part, and finally returned with a Rush album copied over it, courtesy of his little brother.” Shortly thereafter, Saunders and ‘Moley’ went off to join the Sceptix.


In the early 21st century, the Axidents are back to reclaim their legacy, with Galloway joined by Deek, Flembo and Baz Count. “We gig regularly in and around Edinburgh and have just recorded a nice wee demo and are doing very nicely in an obscure sort of way, just like the old days. It was just like a million and one other bands back then a bunch of young guys ready to change the world. But Shelley and Devoto’s lyrics in ‘Boredom’ sum it up quite nicely: “I’ve taken this extravagant journey, so it seems to me/I’ve just came up from nowhere, but I’m going straight back there.”


(Robin Saunders asked me to dedicate this piece to the memory of Glenn Campbell (aka Dru Stix of the Exploited) and Kenny Young. “They survived Forfar only to end up losing more personal battles. Rest In Peace.”)
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Badweeks (And The Story of Blair Street, Edinburgh) By Robin Saunders



If the Edinburgh punk scene could be said to have a heart then that heart would have to be the Blair Street practice rooms. Not a healthy heart by any means, its arteries clogged with the grime of centuries and the accumulated sinking damp of the city’s spectacular rainfall. To spend time there was to guarantee a respiratory complaint and, for the hypochondriacs among us, fear of the onset of bubonic plague.*


In any other location Blair Street would have been long since torn down and redeveloped as plush executive flats but the street has a little secret that ensures its long-term survival. Glance upwards from the foot of the street and you will note the South Bridge directly overhead and realise that where you are standing is the prop that holds up half of Edinburgh. Any developer eyeing this prime piece of real estate would have to factor in the cost of cutting the city in two for perhaps years on end.


So, you are the leaseholder of the last building on the left, where planning regulations forbid any kind of structural alterations, where only a couple of measly windows admit any daylight and where most of your floor space is sited underground. What do you do with it? You rent it out for band practice space, fill the place with scruffy rockers unlikely to raise any objections to the squalid conditions, grateful for somewhere, anywhere, where they can crank it up without any neighbours to annoy. Then along comes punk and suddenly every kid and his dog wants to be in a band and you find yourself sitting on a goldmine and you milk it for all its worth.


It was here one evening in early 1978 that a band calling themselves BADWEEKS could be found lugging gear into what was to be their new home in the bowels of the earth. They arrived with the in-built inferiority complex of small-town boys taking on the Big City but, as it turned out, they needn’t have worried. Punk in Edinburgh was a ‘slow burn’. Pioneers like the Rezillos and the Valves with record releases under their belts and thus elevated into the Major League had taken the high road to London and were absent from the scene. Badweeks found that months spent ‘honing their chops’ out in the West Lothian sticks had put them a few steps ahead of emerging ‘second wave’ local bands like Twisted Nerve and the Axidents. These two caught up fast and all three would form a minor ‘scene’ of their own. There was no rivalry and no pecking order. Whoever arranged a gig got the headline slot, the others supported.


Personally, I was blissfully unaware that any of this was going on. I had heard that some old schoolmates had formed a band but, frankly, by 1978 I was already bored with punk. Like so many others I had reason to be grateful to the Ramones for demystifying the business of being a musician. Once the exclusive province of puffed-up prog elitists, it was now an open democracy for anyone who wanted to give it a bash. What that meant for me was Saturday nights in a garage, in the company of friends who made up in enthusiasm for what they lacked in talent, hammering out Monkees and Troggs songs on my junk-shop bass, until the finger blisters threatened to burst, the beer cans were empty, and it was time to go to the pub. No ambition, just a hobby, a nice release from the nine to five grind. Until, that is, the phone rang one evening and on the other end was Alan (aka Coby), Badweeks singer, with a tale of bass players stormed out, an impending gig and booked studio time. Would I like to fill in? Why not! It’s in banal little moments like that when life changes forever.


So it was that I found myself sentenced to be detained, several evenings per week, in a Blair Street cell, until such time as punk should disappear up its own asshole. How to describe my first encounter with the place? A maze of subterranean tunnels peppered with little square caves – from each issued forth an ear-splitting “rammy” that bled one into another as you passed. I’m fighting the urge to turn and flee into the night. In the Lord of the Rings Trilogy we are never shown the dwelling places of the Orcs. If I ever feel the need to fill in that particular gap I have a bank of mental images to draw on. And many of the denizens of Blair Street could be very Orc-like. Now I’m in Badweeks’ personal space. It smells bad. I plug in, feeling like a fish out of water even among familiar faces, now grown more fearsome in appearance than I remembered from school days and, despite the laddish banter, clearly very serious indeed about what they were doing. We falter through ‘No Fun’, ‘I Wanna Be Your Dog’. It starts to gel. Time to begin getting to grips with the ‘originals’, good ones with titles like ‘Boredom Town’ and ‘Don’t Trust’. Guess I’m in!


On band nights I am usually the first to arrive. Solitary in the cell, munching chips, seated atop my bass combo, listening to the latest tractor production figures from Minsk.** The room had shared occupancy in the evenings between Badweeks and Twisted Nerve and during the day with a good-natured rat. I often caught sight of his tail disappearing as I switched on the light. Sling a chip into the corner with the hole in it. It was always gone by the next evening. Electrical power was metered so, maintaining a continuous supply required careful forward planning. Needless to say, we were regularly plunged into pitch darkness and silence necessitating a frantic fumble for coins and much stumbling around with cigarette-lighter torches. When the supply of coins ran out you could always repair to a communal area where there was a drinks machine supplying water – just not quite hot enough to soften a pot noodle, but we ate them anyway. There was also a jukebox, surprisingly lacking in punk records and on which we often took great delight in pissing off the ‘serious’ types (Joy Division fans mostly) by playing ‘Captain Beaky’ over and over again. There was a less friendly rodent population too. After a night on the town, too drunk or too lazy to struggle home you could spend the night in Blair Street, if you were feeling brave. Try to claim the pool table. They can’t climb up the legs, or can they? Try to drift off to sleep accompanied by the patter of tiny feet.


I still have a CDR of the demo tape Badweeks recorded shortly after I joined. It’s fourth or fifth generation, so the hiss is as loud as any of the instruments but it still sounds pretty damn good. Gigs; good, bad, awful, indifferent, came and went. The times changed. Fascism was on the march again, the dread shadow of Thatcher loomed on the horizon and, oh yes, following the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan, we all confidently expected to be vapourised at any moment in a nuclear war. New songs shifted in focus from sarcastic social comment and teenage angst to political rhetoric. ‘Which side are you on, boy? Where Pistols-brand yobbish anarchy had once been our touchstone, the spirited agit-prop of Crass, Crisis and Flux of Pink Indians began to hold sway. Not everyone was swallowed up by the desperately naïve idealism but the rest of us fell hook, line and sinker. Badweeks changed name to Burning Flags, a ‘collective’ was formed called ‘Capital Chaos’, which also included Axidents, Twisted Nerve and Sceptix – the latter being the serious revolutionaries in the pack. Burning Flags soldiered on for a while, even escaped Blair Street briefly, then fell apart. The other bands held their ground with ever-fluctuating lineups. Commitment was in and fun was out. Drummer Craig (aka Mole) and me went on to feature in an enfeebled version of the Axidents and finally Sceptix, then in the throes of drifting away from three-chord thrash towards the wider spaces being opened up by the likes of Killing Joke and PiL. The music drowned in politics, we lost the art of conversation, replacing it with speech making and heckling. We trailed behind banners on protest marches and cost ourselves a small fortune playing benefit gigs. It’s no easy task to set about changing the world, but change it we did – even if only to the extent of making it a slightly more miserable and uncomfortable place for ourselves than it strictly needed to be. Then we fizzled out like a damp squib.


You’re thinking “So what?” Half the people reading this will have a similar story to tell. So, go write it! This is mine. It’s true that if success for a 70s band is measured in vinyl (and it is) then the various outfits I was in were utter failures – indeed, so long after the fact can barely be proved to have existed at all. No recording contracts were ever offered. Any label scout approaching Blair Street would very likely have taken one look, turned tail and run off to the nearest wine bar. To be schmoozed and boozed by the local music biz mafia who held (and still hold) the gig circuit in a death grip, and who dispensed their favours only to those ‘other’ bands – the ones willing to bow and scrape before them – the kind of bands who had ‘rehearsal studios’. The kind who jumped aboard every passing Next Big Thing bandwagon as it rolled by and were used up and spat out in their turn by those same moguls, even then with a glint in their steely eyes about the age of stadium rock to come.


Other bands released their own records, why not us? A band called Desperate Bicycles put out a couple of EPs in 1977, the sleeves of which painstakingly detailed what they had cost to make. “It was easy, it was cheap, go and do it!” Seems you could make a record for as little as £500. Cue hollow laughter for those of us kids in dead-end jobs or on the dole, struggling to come up with the next hire purchase payment on guitars or amps. Hoping for a couple of quid left over at the end of the week to go and catch a band, have a couple of drinks. Me, I always suspected that behind all those ‘own label’ releases their lurked the patronage of someone’s rich daddy. None of us had wealthy parents. I suppose we could always have applied for a bank loan?


For all those reasons Blair Street was never going to be any kind of Fame Academy. There were those who went on to bigger things, like the Exploited…and better things – our next-door neighbour Mike Scott of Another Pretty Face, soon to be Waterboy-in-chief. Then there were The Freeze, responsible for a couple of classic early punk singles of the kind which now fetch funny money on E-Bay from deranged Japanese collectors. Singer Gordon Sharp’s haunting voice would later grace the first This Mortal Coil album, preceding his rise to international sub-cultural celebrity of sorts under the name Cindytalk, sadly still without honour in his own country. Late arrivals on the scene were an outfit by the name of Blak Flag (note the missing ‘c’, so, nothing to do with Henry’s Hardcore Heroes). You would recognise the guitarist and drummer as those bespectacled twins who went on to unlikely stardom as music-hall act, the Proclaimers. OK, that’s not a lot but it’s better than nothing.


Edinburgh in 2006 is a very different place than it was in the late 70s. Turn left at the foot of Blair Street and your nostrils are no longer assailed by the emissions from the old brewery, pleasantly fragrant or sickeningly pungent, depending on which way the wind was blowing. That location is now occupied by the so-called Scottish Parliament, a carbuncle and a money pit down which has been flushed millions upon millions of pounds. All in the name of devolution, i.e. the addition of yet another layer of parasitical bureaucracy, which is supposed to make us Scots feel good about ourselves. Turn right and you find yourself in an area both desirable and gentrified, where once were the hostels that housed the city’s derelicts. No more swerving to avoid the flailing fists of the punch-drunk (or just drunk) shadow-boxers. The air is no longer rent by the gnomic utterances of the Tourette’s sufferers. Puce-faced bag ladies no longer offer al-fresco personal services for the price of a can of Special Brew (and one can only hope that there never was anyone so demented or desperate to take them up on it!) The city has lost a lot of its character and its characters along the way. However, that building at the centre of my story is still there, sullen, sooty and unchanged, still carrying Edinburgh on its shoulders. The practice rooms are long gone. There’s no need for them to a generation which prefers to spectate rather than participate. So the inner space plays host to a bar/music venue constantly shifting its name and style in any direction considered likely to be conducive in parting passing trade from a portion of their student loans. Oh, and there’s a sauna there too.


Take a wander around of an evening and you will find yourself dodging crocodiles of happily snapping tourists each led by an actor, earning a crust before his Big Break arrives, be-cloaked and white of face. Ghost tours are big business in Edinburgh these days. God knows, the place has the goods. Grizzly murders, body snatchers, spectral manifestations in abundance. I try to avoid the place myself. There are real ghosts down there. Some of them are me and my old mates – our younger, awkward, misfit selves. Whenever any of us meet these days there’s a certain something that passes between us. The back-slapping bonhomie might seem just a little too hearty to an outsider. If strong drink has been taken we have even been known to hug (a practice otherwise unknown to Scottish men). Maybe it’s that we remember a time that was a wee bit special, when we were Insiders Looking Out, a time that can never happen again. Then again, on the negative side, a whole lot of dangerous and unpleasant shit went down too and we lived to tell the tale. Which is as good a place as any to end mine.


* (Not such a far-fetched notion as it might appear. A few hundred yards away down the Royal Mile lies Mary King’s Close, in the late Middle Ages a teeming warren of slums ravaged by the Black Death, buried, built over and forgotten. In recent years the close has been disinterred and, despite medical experts not being certain quite how long plague viruses can lie ‘dormant’, has become a popular tourist attraction. I haven’t been myself!)


** (In those far off Cold War days the English Service of Radio Moscow played out its propaganda at mega-wattage. You could pick it up on anything electrical, even dental fillings if you were very unlucky. For some reason that wee bass amp seemed to be precisely tuned to the voice of the ‘Red Menace’.)


My thanks to Robin Saunders for writing this piece and throwing my own prose, my objectives with this book and any veneer of first-hand authenticity into hilariously sharp relief. Bastard.)


Bank Of Dresden


Dave Scott (guitar, vocals, trumpet, various arrangements and lyrics), Duart MacLean (keyboards, lyrics, vocals and arrangements), Richard Dudanski (drums, seniority, arrangements, and a very old, even then, Morris Oxford with leather seats and a fucked gearbox), Jane Crockford (bass, vocals and arrangements, and the odd argument) Line-up annotated for me by Dave Scott himself…


A hard-gigging London band formed in 1979, BANK OF DRESDEN featured a clutch of punk notables, but their sole single disappeared without trace and they have therefore seen their place in history pass largely unrecorded. Regulars in their audience included Jackie Leven of Doll By Doll and various Clash members. Dudanski was formerly a colleague of Joe Strummer’s in the 101ers, and tried out for the Clash but turned it down due to worries about Bernie Rhodes’ machinations. Richard Dudanski: “I was playing with Tymon Dogg and the Fools, an old mate of ours who later played with Joe in the Mescaleros and was on Sandinista! After the 101ers, I worked with him for about a year. After that I joined the Raincoats. They’d lost their drummer so I did a few gigs with them. We’re talking spring of 1978. I was just filling in for them and wanted to get a band together.”


His friend Neal Brown of the Vincent Units and Tesco Bombers introduced him to Duart. “Neil used to live in my street, Monmouth Road, off Westbourne Grove. He knew Duart and we set up a meeting. Duart wanted to get a band together. He played keyboards. I met Dave Scott through another mutual friend. Dave was a painter, quite famous – relatively – he had this exhibition in Hornsea Town Hall. He had this picture of the Queen on the toilet and someone masturbating. He was quite a character, Dave. And he played guitar and had never been a front man before, but I persuaded him to do that.” All they needed was a bass player. “We met Jane Crockford. Jane hadn’t played bass before but she was pretty damn quick.”


After a month’s rehearsal they had a set together, and made their debut upstairs at the British Oak on Westbourne Park Road. Dudanski: “Another friend recommended John Glynn (who’d replaced Lora Logic in X-Ray Spex) to play saxophone. He did a few gigs with us including the one at the Africa Centre, which I organised.” As for the repertoire, the tunes came mainly from original ideas that Dave or Duart would suggest. “Then we’d knock them about and put a structure to them. We used to do a cover of ‘Mack The Knife’, the Brecht thing, a heavy, dub reggae version which was pretty good. I used to sing a Bo Diddley song too, ‘I’m Going Home’.” Among their originals was ‘I Want To Play Your Drums Tonight’. “It was a homage to Palmolive of the Slits, my wife’s sister. But I didn’t write it!” As Scott recalls, “Other stuff featured in the set was Duart’s and a few covers. I thought Duart had a good ear for melody, but was a little, er, highbrow when it came to lyrics. One particular line I recall vividly went: ‘A Dante is leading a Beatrice through to a Petrarch Park.’ Now, I think that’s pretty good, very literate, if you’ve ever been to Arezzo. But where did it fit?”


There was one recording session at an eight-track studio in Hornsea where four songs were cut in an afternoon. Dudanski still has a copy, but thinks the quality is too poor, and the tape too badly deteriorated, to make it serviceable. Scott has no memory of these sessions at all. The intention was to use it to get gigs and secure an album deal, for which they now had enough material. Sadly, the band didn’t hang round long enough to sustain any interest there might have been. Dudanski: “It was very short-lived. We started in the summer of 1978. By April I was in PiL. That was three weeks after we’d decided to knock Bank Of Dresden on the head. We had the normal type of problems. We got a manager in who was someone I know. The normal kind of stuff, things started going wrong, he wanted to take more of a role in deciding on the songs, etc. It split the band really.” Shades of Bernie Rhodes again? “Well, I’m not stupid. Maybe I don’t get on with managers who start coming in and telling you what should be done. That’s what happened there.”


“It’s one of those periods where there were so many different gigs,” Dudanski recalls. “The Africa Centre was one of the better gigs.” Scott: “I do remember a gig in Guildford which was set up by the ‘manager’, John Parker. A small pub in the middle of fucking nowhere, frequented by a fairly hostile crowd, it should be said. I was having a hose down in the cubicles at half time, and a very large bloke with strange tattoos, who looked to weigh about 25 stone, threatened me with severe violence if we didn’t leave immediately.” Scott also recalls playing “a few times in a really sleazy basement with the Furs. It was run by a Swiss bloke called Mr Sweety.”


After the band broke up, Jane Crockford joined the Modettes and Dave Scott worked with Spizz Energi. As Scott recalls, “I really liked Jane, and we played some good stuff together, but she was a bit bonkers at the time. We later toured Germany together when she joined the Modettes and I joined Spizz Energi in 1980. All of us in a 12-seater minibus for two weeks. Not the sort of trip you’d enter a competition for.” Scott recorded four singles with Spizz Energi and appeared on their A&M album Do A Runner, before leaving in October 1980. “I buggered off to Corsica for three months with a lovely German girl till the money ran out.” Various musical endeavours followed upon his re-entry to the UK, including Baby Lotion, which featured Darryl Hunt of the Pogues, and later Pride of the Cross, also with Hunt, and Cait O’Riordan, later also of the Pogues.


Dudanski teamed up with Jim (aka Amos) of the Homosexuals in a project entitled the Noname Band in 1980. That evolved into the Decomposers by 1986, at which point he was reunited with John Glynn. In between, Dudanski played on PiL’s groundbreaking Metal Box before joining Basement Five in 1980, touring the UK as support to Ian Dury and the Blockheads. He also rejoined the Raincoats for their Moving LP and US tour before reacquainting himself with Tymon Dogg.


In 1988 he moved to Granada, Spain, with his Spanish wife, recording an album with Por Si Las that was mixed by Strummer. His current project is The Dog House, with features singer/guitarist Tom Lardner and his son, Maki. Check out their garage punk take on Dylan’s ‘It’s Alright Ma’, aptly titled ‘Ridiculous’, available via their website. Their new record should be out now, released on the Andalucia label Dudanski and Joe Strummer first set up in 1981 to bring out the first version of the 101ers’ Elgin Avenue Breakdown. Is the music in the same spirit as his punk roots? “Have a listen to the MP3s. It’s difficult for me to say. You don’t purposely make any relations.” Dudanski was a key mover behind the tribute concerts when Joe Strummer passed away, helping organise both the London event, which saw the 101ers reform for the first time in 30 years at the Tabernacle, an old haunt, and the companion show in Granada.


Dave Scott, meanwhile, started a chain of bicycle shops called Yellow Jersey. “It started, survived, grew, lurched prosperously through the 1980s and plunged into the recession of 1992, emerging much smaller later on. I eventually sold it in 1998, and spent some of the money scratching my arse and funding my way through an MBA at Imperial College. Don’t ever do this, especially if you’re moving house and expecting your first child all at the same time.” After various “strange business ideas”, and a year spent “attempting to teach Business Studies to the recalcitrant students of Edmonton in North London”, he is now running a business that installs garden offices, soho2go.co.uk, “for people who should know better”.




DISCOGRAPHY:


Motorbike/Frederika 7-inch (Dresden DR1 1980)





Banned


Pete Fresh (guitar vocals), Rick Mansworth (aka Richard Harvey; guitar, vocals), Paul Sordid (aka Paul Aitken, drums, vocals), John Thomas (aka Jonathan Davie; bass). Also involved were Ben Dover (aka Ben Grove; guitar) and Tommy Steal (bass, vocals)


Widely considered to be one of the more outrageous efforts at punk bandwagon-jumping, Croydon’s BANNED chanced upon a hit single with their version of obscure San Jose garage band Syndicate Of Sound’s ‘Little Girl’. This was initially self-released in a pressing of 1,000 with a few hand-made sleeves as well as handwritten white labels on Can’t Eat Records. It was re-released by EMI on Harvest and became an unlikely chart hit in December 1976, reaching 36 in the Music Week chart, 26 in the NME and going all the way to number 1 in Time Out’s Other singles chart. In total it would spend six weeks in the main chart. “EMI were going to put their machine on it,” Aitken recalled to MOJO’s Kieron Tyler. “I remember getting a bit confused by it all. I was playing with Mandy Morton in Spriguns, and then I’d turn on the radio and hear ‘Little Girl’.” Indeed, they even managed an appearance on Top Of The Pops and Get it Together on ITV.


The truth was that behind the sharp haircuts and skinny ties the Banned were a hybrid born of 1970s “medieval rockers” Gryphon, who frequently supported Yes. However, for Aitken the Banned sessions were merely a continuation, or an incarnation, of long-since established musical partnerships. And he’s a mite suspicious about the prog-rock tag. “It was straightforward beat group stuff (that we were playing), mainly,” he told me. “With the guys we always wanted to play what stirred us as kids, mainly classic 1960s and 1970s original stuff. We did some soul stuff, and some Searchers, Billy Kramer, Grateful Dead, etc. The interesting thing at that time was that we weren’t averse to playing old 78 jazz pop, like ‘Wake Up Children’, the sort of thing that Paul McCartney did with ‘Till There Was You’. We just wanted to copy and re-vamp good songs – we weren’t snobbish about the tracks.” He believes that this gave them a similar ethos to others in the punk movement. “The grip the large companies had on marketing meant it was controlled and lacking in spirit and enthusiasm. They saw buckets of money, not music. It’s that passion for it that arouses you, and music of all kinds stirs people in the way few other things can. The joy of it was the fire in your belly.”


Having just issued their final album for Harvest, the foremost harbour for mid-70s progressive rock, the assorted members of Gryphon were convinced by their A&R man that an uptempo cover of ‘Little Girl’, recorded at Riverside, might get some attention. The sessions featured Richard Harvey and Jonathan Davie of Gryphon, while Aitken was a bandmate of former Gryphon guitarist Graeme Taylor in Precious Little.


“Richard (Harvey) asked me to come to a session organised by Mark Rye, his A&R guy, and Willie Williamson, the roadie for Gryphon. He and Mark had gone to college together. They wanted to work a scam to do this punk thing. Mark was passionate about music, and it was a great track selection.” Aitken had formerly worked on jingles with Harvey, including the Findus Double-Deckers theme, and even featured on a Gillette advert with (former Manchester United manager) Tommy Docherty.


The Sex Pistols were recording their original demos at Riverside at the time, and had impressed Aitken despite the scratch musicianship. “Punk gave vent to passion. Though the kids didn’t necessarily play all that well, even Weller and people like that early on, even Townshend was playing a kind of punk in the 60s, developing his craft. A lot of punk was patently driven by that kind of energy. I recorded a lot at Riverside with Richard, and the Pistols were full of intensity. The demos were brilliant, much better than the released versions”.


There was a follow-up single, a cover of Paul Revere And The Raiders’ ‘Him Or Me’, but when that failed because EMI withdrew it from the shops, the members wandered off to other pursuits. “We fell out with Rye when he wouldn’t pay us enough, we’d have had another hit, but I said we’re going somewhere else. We did some demos for Chrysalis an  (then Head of A&R).” Some of these are featured on the compilation album Cherry Red recently released. Aitken can still be found playing classic 60s and 70s material in the Retros, who have recently issued a CD called “Undercover” and also contributed two tracks to the Banned compilation. He is still in contact, both musically and professionally, with the former members. Ben Grove and he still play together in the Retros.




DISCOGRAPHY:


Little Girl/CPGJ’s 7-inch (Can’t Eat EAT 1 UP September 1977) (1,000 copies, some in homemade sleeves)


Little Girl/CPGJ’s 7-inch (Harvest HAR 5145 November 1977)


Him Or Me/You Dirty Rat 7-inch (Harvest HAR 5145 1978)


Little Girl: The Best Of CD (Cherry Red CDMRED 254 2004)


Precious Little: Clean Livin’ Boy/Give It To Me Now 7-inch (Rock on Records)


Retros: (the Retros have released three CDs, Strings And Skins, Undercover and Captain Zed)


ARCHIVE RELEASE:


Business Unusual LP (Cherry Red ARED 2 1979; ‘Little Girl’, ‘CPGJ’s’, ‘Him Or Me’, ‘You Dirty Rat’)





Basczax


Alan Savage (guitar, vocals), Mike Todd (bass), Alan Cornforth (drums), Geoff Foggarty (saxophone), John Hodgson (keyboards)


Cleveland’s BASCZAX – pronounced Bahss-Axe – were formed in August 1978 by Mike Todd, a fixture on the local rock scene. “After trying out various people for the group,” Tood told me, “I recorded a rough demo of ‘Karleearn Photography’ and Jeff Foggarty and Alan Savage got to hear it and they joined. Alan Savage quickly became the main songwriter. We played a few local gigs with Nigel Trenchard on keyboards and a lad called Cog on drums. John Hodgson, the lead singer of Blitzkrieg Bop, loved us and he wanted to join us, so he replaced Nige on the keyboards. After the Bop split John was able to get Alan Cornforth to join the band and that was our stable line up for two years.”


‘Karleearn Photography’ came about because “I must have had some weird cheese before I went to sleep as the song was about a dream I had: ‘Polar bears in a deep blue sea, waiting to tear out your eyes’. Crazy stuff. I’d also just read an article about this new type of photography that was being developed that would mean a huge advance in medicine.” It became their debut release on the Earcom 2 compilation of October 1979. “Our first ever gig was supporting the Rezillos at Middlesbrough Rock Garden, and they had good connections with Bob Last from the Fast Product label. We got in touch with him and he asked for a demo, which we duly recorded. We took it up to Edinburgh to see him in person but it took us an age to find his place. Thankfully, Alan Savage and myself finally found it and he gave it a listen and put us up for the night. We hitch hiked back to Teesside the day after but it was worth it as we landed a deal.” It also brought the band some good press. “If I were an A&R person,” ran Ian Birch’s review in the Melody Maker, “I’d get up to Cleveland and start checking out Basczax.” By this time, they’d already recorded their debut single, ‘Madison Fallout’, which appeared on Pipeline later that year.




[image: ]





Beloved of John Peel, while allied to the punk movement, they were a long way from some of its more rote adherents. “We loved The Clash and The Pistols, we were lucky enough to be around during this great period and we saw all the major punk groups play live, mostly at The Rock Garden. We played a few gigs with the likes of the Damned and Gang Of Four etc.” They would also pick up a major support tour with OMD. “OMD were massive so every venue was packed, we went down really well. I remember one day in Wolverhampton we took them on at footie and they thrashed us. Sav (Alan Savage) was crap, couldn’t kick a ball for peanuts, everyone just fell about laughing at his efforts. During the soundcheck we thrashed them at darts though.”


After Hodgson left the band in 1980 they would persevere in various forms until they evolved into the Flaming Mussolinis in 1984. The Mussolinis recorded two albums for Epic and got plenty of airplay from Mike Read and Janice Long, for whom they completed two sessions, for their anti-Thatcher tract, ‘Swallow Glass’, while their drummer Craig McClune went on to become David Gray’s percussionist and co-writer. Todd would later form Toddler Records. Grand Theft Audio is putting together an archive release of the band’s unreleased recordings.




DISCOGRAPHY:


Madison Fallout/Auto Mekanik Destruktor 7-inch (Pipeline Product 1980)


COMPILATION:


Earcom 2 7-inch EP (Fast 1979: ‘Celluloid Love’, ‘Karleearn Photography’) 





Bears


George Gill (guitar), Mick North (vocals), Ron West (bass), Cally Cameron (drums), Chris Kershaw (saxophone)


The BEARS (originally Smarter And The Average Bears) were put together in Watford by Gill, a founder member of Wire, in 1977. He formed them after he’d been dismissed for “one blues solo too many”, a heinous crime in year zero, or even year zero plus one. He took sometime Wire saxophone player Chris Kershaw with him. The songs they subsequently wrote were, in many ways, the polar opposite of Wire’s more earnest and arty pieces, glorying in profanity and a sense of humour that was both surreal and childlike.


By the time the Bears made their recorded debut on the Farewell To The Roxy compilation, North had been killed in a motorbike accident in September 1977, while travelling pillion with friend Pete Perspex (aka Pete Dallimore) of the Paper Dollies, who also died. The Bears continued as a four-piece while trying to audition a new singer, the role eventually fell to John Entrails (aka John Earthrowl, another former member of the Paper Dollies) in mid-1978, by which time Kershaw had departed. Earthrowl picked up the story for me. “Pete Dallimore was our guitarist in the Paper Dollies. He was riding the bike, and took Mick North back to Hemel, I think, to sign on. On the way back a lorry hit them. It went over both of them. Mick died instantly and Pete died basically of shock, cos it crushed his legs. It was pretty traumatic.”


The singer got his new nickname from Gill. “It was his little joke, because he called me a gutsy singer.” The revamped quartet recorded their debut single for Waldo’s shortly thereafter. ‘On Me’, featuring surreal lyrics about cheese and mustard sandwiches, was immediately given Single of the Week status, the reviewer admitting it “really gets the ol’ gonads going.” The band initially kept to the basic set they’d developed with North, who wrote the lyrics for both sides of the single. “Originally, there were a couple of tracks that we were doing that they hadn’t done. And we stuck in a couple of things from rehearsal, covers and fillers at the end, then we started doing our own material after that.” Chris Kershaw (mistakenly referred to as ‘Sissy’ in some press reports) returned to add saxophone to the B-side. “Chris Kershaw’s nickname was actually Icky, cos he worked for an undertaker’s. And while he was playing with us he was doing an embalming course!”


The band’s ‘split’ was prematurely announced in Sounds in August 1978, with Cameron and West said to be joining The Screaming Ad Dabs, though eventually they would form the Tea Set (‘Cops And Saucers’ EP etc). After initially stating in the same report that Gill was “unlikely to continue playing music”, the Bears replaced their rhythm section. Earthrowl: “When I started it was me, George Gill, Ron and Cally. Then there was a bit of a row with them. In fact there was a bit of a scrap in the rehearsal room, and the band peeled off into me and George, and Ron and Cally. Then we got Richie the hippy on drums. He was a good lad. He came from Hayes originally, a good bloke but a bit of a nutter – all drummers are nutters aren’t they? But he was an exceptionally good nutter. And Tim Brocket on bass was a great bloke. Unfortunately Tim is dead now, drugs victim type of thing. Very talented bloke.”


They then hooked up with Terri Hooley’s Good Vibrations International, a foiled attempt for the Belfast entrepreneur to expand his franchise across the water. Nevertheless, both tracks are excellent, especially ‘Decisions’, with its echoes of the Pistols’ ‘No Fun’ – an influence Earthrowl acknowledges but states wasn’t conscious. “We went over to Belfast via a bloke called Pugwash, who was a hell’s angel. He was at college with Terri Hooley, the Good Vibrations bloke. What a brilliant scene! Great kids, we had a fantastic time. We were drinking in the Europa hotel, and at the time it was meant to be the most bombed hotel in Europe, and it had really tight security. But one of the security guys was a punk in one of the bands to do with Terri, so we got through all the security checks and were drinking there in the bar. We had an amazing time. We played at the Harp bar. Hookers hanging around in the bar downstairs, and goodness knows what. It was brilliant. There were loads of kids saying, God, if my parents knew I’d been here, they’d kill me. Fantastic, really crazy fans.”


But it never happened for the Bears, doubtless due to the continued instability in the band. “Tim left, and it was in flux. We had a bloke called Phil Hootham drumming for us. John Peel wanted us to do a session. We went up and met him at Broadcasting House and went for a drink with him. We had a good chat about football. He said I’ve just got to agree it with Walters, his mate. What happened in the meantime was that Phil was a Geordie, and his old man was moving back up north. And he decided to go with him. So we missed our chance at the Peel session.”


The band did not so much break up as drift apart. “Couldn’t be bothered, really – one of those things. I suppose I should have kept it going. But it was great while it lasted, 100mph, a real good crack and I had a fantastic time. I wouldn’t change it for anything But we were just having fun. Instead of going to see a stadium rock band, suddenly, four blokes off a council estate could play their local pub.”


Tigerbeat issued a live retrospective in 1986 of a show recorded at Waldo’s Jazz Club in 1977. Ah, Waldo’s Jazz Club. Don’t try to find it. “Waldo’s didn’t exist. To get on the London pub circuit and get gigs, it was Catch 22, you had to be gigging to get the gigs. So we invented Waldo’s Jazz Club, and we put down that we had a residency there. So we played around Hemel, St Albans, Watford, Stevenage, all the local stuff. Then we threw this in. And when pubs asked us where we’d been playing recently, oh, we had a residency at Waldo’s. And then you’d get a break at one of the pubs, like the Rochester Castle in Stoke Newington, places like the Pegasus. So we invented those gigs so we could say we’re playing here or there, and eventually we replaced the fake ones with real ones we were playing.”


The ‘album’ was actually the Bears’ first proper demo. “A bloke called Phil Smee got us that. It was just a demo. Long after we’d parted it suddenly appeared as an album. It’s quite ironic, because my oldest daughter is 16 and they’re into the music scene and they’re checking the catalogue, picking up on the old bands. They came across the first Roxy album being sold on the internet. They bought it for me for my birthday, cos I had it and it got broken at a party. That was strange! Ironically, I think our best material was just as we finally split up, a demo tape of us edging off in a slightly different direction. Never saw the light of day!”







DISCOGRAPHY:


On Me/Wot’s Up Mate 7-inch (Waldo’s Jazz Series 001 June 1978)


Insane/Decisions 7-inch “no a-side” (Good Vibrations International GOT1 November 1978)


Spain/Artist 7-inch (Release RL 970 1979)


Insane LP (Tigerbeat Records GROWL 001 1986)


COMPILATIONS:


Farewell To The Roxy LP (Lightning LIP 2 1978; ‘Fun Fun Fun’) (reissued on CD, Captain Oi! AHOY CD 86, 1996)


Good Vibrations: The Punk Singles Collection CD (Anagram CD PUNK 36 1994; ‘Decisions’)


Punk Rock Rarities CD (Anagram CD PUNK 63 1995; ‘On Me’)





Beaver


Dave Yelland (lead guitar, backing vocals), Will Coon (lead vocals, rhythm guitar), Paul Jennings (piano), Reg Hancock (bass, backing vocals), Nick Watts (guitar), Clive Jury (drums)


One of the bands to appear on the regional Double Booked compilation released in 1977, BEAVER could trace their origins back to Safron, winners of an annual Battle of the Bands contest in Truro in 1970. Their prize was a ‘live’ appearance at the Radio One Club with DJ Emperor Rosko, before line-up changes left founders Colin Hannah (guitar) and Clive Jury (drums) looking for new recruits. In came Mike Grose, original bass player with Queen (yes, that Queen), who introduced his friend Will Coon, a veteran of R&B bands such as The Soul Society. Eventually Grose too left, leaving Safron to add Reg Hancock on bass and Will’s brother Dave as joint vocalists.


After triumphing in the south west heats, they reached the final of the 1975 Melody Maker Rock contest in London. RCA briefly considered offering the band a contract, only to switch allegiance to Limey, whose one album sunk without trace. “It was a bitter disappointment,” notes Will Coon. Undeterred, Safron broadened the sound further by introducing piano player Paul Jennings. “He dazzled the band by auditioning with a faultless rendition of Rick Wakeman’s entire suite, ‘The Six Wives of Henry VIII’, and of course he was snapped up immediately.”


They successfully auditioned for Alan ‘Fluff’ Freeman’s Quiz Kid for BBC Manchester, for which they cut five tracks at the BBC’s Bristol Studios. Safron were voted second by the combined listener’s and panel vote. But afterwards, frustration set in. “We felt that the emergence of punk, which by then was approaching its zenith, was undoubtedly one reason for our failure to break through.” When founder Colin Hannah left the band in the spring of 1977, Safron was laid to rest. The remaining members auditioned new musicians, eventually bringing in Dave Yelland on guitar, while Nick Watts would cover when Yelland was unavailable due to college commitments. The enlarged ensemble, which would also occasionally feature guitar player and flautist Mike Guy, chose Beaver as their new name.


Beaver built their reputation playing at the Cornwall Coliseum, before being invited to contribute to the Double Booked LP. They were already a popular draw at the William IV pub in Truro that was financing the album as a showcase for local talent. Beaver contributed three songs, including the title-track, written at the request of pub landlord Alan, ‘Ellis Island’ and ‘Third Time Lucky’. The latter pair had featured on the Quiz Kid programme, and were re-recorded in Roche, Cornwall, with Martin Griffin engineering and Simon Fraser producing. However, any chance of building on their vinyl debut was lost when Paul Jennings and Nick Watts left the band in the spring of 1978. Beaver broke up a few months later.


Earlier, in Coon’s words, they had “come face to face with our demons”, when they opened at the Coliseum for the Lurkers. “We suffered the humiliation of being pelted with fruit and veg by the large contingent of punk fans that had come to Cornwall for the gig. The Lurkers tried to humour us by saying that if punks didn’t like you, they would have thrown bottles and bricks instead. That was small comfort, and was another factor that led to the band’s demise.”


Beaver was revived in 1982 when Yelland returned to Cornwall, and they continued to play until the end of 1993, with various line-up changes, most notably the addition of keyboard player Tony Cousins. Where are they now? Paul Jennings took a degree in music and has since become Programme Manager for the Foundation Degree in Music at Truro College and now plays bass guitar in his band Rocket Dog. Dave Yelland became a science teacher and still plays in a band with bass player Reg Hancock, called Re-Run. Guitarist Nick Watts returned to his native Scilly Isles and Mike Guy works in the Middle East. The band’s sound mixer, Phil Wilton, took a job with Sony and worked with artists including Paul McCartney, while Will Coon reformed The Soul Society and formed a duo with brother Dave until injury forced him to give up music in 1998. Clive Jury died after a long illness on New Year’s Eve 1999, aged just 46. The group reformed to play a tribute show to their old friend and colleague in November 2003 at the Band Club in St Austell. (the former members of Beaver requested that I dedicate this piece to their former drummer Clive Jury)




DISCOGRAPHY:


Doubled Booked LP (W4 W4001 December 1977; ‘Double Booked’, ‘Ellis Island’, ‘Third Time Lucky’)





Bee Bee Cee


Blackie (keyboards), Bob Gilhooley (bass), Dave Gilhooley (vocals), Callum McNair (guitar), Zokko (drums)


Released on REL Records, BEE BEE CEE’s 1977 single ‘You Gotta Know Girl’ was one of Edinburgh’s first punk efforts, and, in common with so many such indie oneoffs, it’s become a very collectable artefact, reaching prices of up to £75. You’re probably better getting the Raw and Rare British Punk (Volume 1) compilation or Overground’s more legitimate offering, though that has since been deleted.


Callum McNair filled me in on the story behind the single. “Bee Bee Cee were formed at the end of 1976 when punk was just starting to bite. The band would meet up with lots of other kindred spirits outside Hot Licks, a record shop in Edinburgh’s Cockburn Street (also home to a pub called The Wig and Pen, which was a local gig). We were managed by Clouds Entertainment who were essentially a nightclub and venue. We were very fortunate to be able to support many famous names (Generation X, the Damned, the Ramones, the Jam, the Jolt, Siouxsie and the Banshees). Almost too many nights to remember!”


The single came about after the group was signed to REL, or Radio Edinburgh Limited. “It was the obvious choice as there were not too many options at the time and we must have struck some kind of financial agreement with them. I think Dave the singer had got some girlie pregnant, that was the truthful influence behind the single. We had a great time recording those songs – I think the B-side was one take – in and out the studio in a very long day. We pressed up a couple of thousand copies and sold them at gigs and through local shops as we developed a following.”


McNair’s memories of the local scene are that it was both friendly and supportive. In particular he remembers “the Unclean, The Dirty Reds (who became the Fire Engines), the Flowers, the Scars and lots of others whose names seem to escape me right now. All the bands knew each other and got on well, even swapping personnel when things got messy.” The band split up in 1978 and McNair has lost touch with the former members. He would later join the Syndicate, the Apples and then the Bathers in 1997. “I couldn’t lose the punk ethos although I have been involved in some very diverse music since the old days.”




DISCOGRAPHY:


You Gotta Know Girl/We Ain’t Listening 7-inch (REL RE 48-S November 1977)


COMPILATION:


Raw and Rare British Punk Vol. 1 (Raw Sounds 1977; ‘You Gotta Know Girl’)


Short Sharp Shock – Independent Recordings UK 1977 CD (Overground OVER47 CD 1996; ‘You Gotta Know Girl’, ‘We Ain’t Listening’)





Big In Japan


Phil Allen (drums), Bill Drummond (vocals, guitar), Kevin Ward (vocals, bass)


Formed in Liverpool in May 1977, the original trio of Allen, Drummond and Ward were all converted to the punk cause by the Clash’s legendary gig at Eric’s. The other catalyst, however, was Ken Campbell’s 24-hour event Illuminatus, staged at the Liverpool School Of Music, Dream, Art And Pun. Drummond was set designer, while Ian Broudie played guitar and ‘Peter ‘Budgie’ Clark appeared on drums. Broudie had first encountered Drummond when he’d approached him in the café and asked if he could try his Telecaster, and promptly broke two strings.


Jayne Casey was one of the cast. The original trio played a handful of shows – the first two days after that Clash show – before Broudie came on board on guitar and Casey joined on vocals. Deaf School’s Clive Langer would also play at several dates partially as a pretext to allow them to use Deaf School’s equipment. As Broudie recalled to Pete Frame, “When I joined they played two songs in rotation – ‘BIG IN JAPAN’ and ‘Snow Monkeys’, but we introduced a third one – ‘God Readin’ The Charts’, which was Jayne reading the top 20 over a discordant musical backing.”


Langer also appeared on their debut single for local venue/label Eric’s, which featured the Chuddy Nuddies, or the Yachts under a pseudonym, on the flipside. But it suffered from terrible production, rendering the lyrics almost indecipherable. Ward and Allen left the band shortly after its release. As Ward conceded to Q in 1992, “Ian Broudie started turning our simple stuff into real songs and I was defunct.” Allen, for his part, reckoned “The whole idea was to be a caricature of punk rather than the real thing.” He subsequently worked with bands including the Egyptians, Moderates and Hunters, before becoming a session musician.


Their replacements were Holly Johnson on bass (after Ambrose Reynolds joined for a while before moving on to the Walkie Talkies) and old acquaintance Budgie on drums. The latter had spent a few weeks rehearsing with Julian Cope’s Nova Mob before joining the Spitfire Boys. Budgie remembered Drummond as “one of the craziest, fiercest, most passionate and, at the same time, gentlest, men I have ever met. He’d rage, then cry, only minutes later – emotions that none of the rest of us could come even close to. We’d all sit around watching him while secretly nursing our own deep scars.”


Over the next six months they gigged heavily, developing a theatrical slant that mixed cabaret with an art-school grasp of punk. They were confined to appearances in the north west (supporting the Buzzcocks, Warsaw, Wire, X-Ray Spex etc) as Drummond was the only one who could drive. Luckily, the music remained the focus rather than a trapping of their stage show. By this stage they were all but the house band at Eric’s, whose Roger Eagle would insist on grooming interested parties in musical taste, loaning out his reggae, Nuggets and New York Dolls records on a rotational basis.


However, Johnson would leave after being ‘voted out’. “Someone said,” he told Q, “we don’t want to work with you any more, though they didn’t give me a reason. I know I wasn’t the greatest bass player, because I wasn’t that interested. I was 16 whereas the others were in their twenties, and some of them were taking themselves seriously, like it was their last chance to be in a pop group. But it was something to do, and meant I got into the Eric’s club for free and my picture in the NME. I also remember some jealousy because Jayne and I got offered a record deal by Stiff as our sideline, the Sausages From Mars, while the band were desperate to get one. I always thought the rest had no talent whatsoever, although I liked working with Budgie. I thought I was destined for better things.”


His departure allowed David Balfe of Dalek I Love You to join, although Steve Lindsay, again formerly of Deaf School, filled in for a while. After a couple of solo singles, Johnson was joined for a while by another Deaf School alumnus, Ambrose Reynolds, in the first incarnation of Frankie Goes To Hollywood. Lindsay would also appear in the Secrets and the Planets. Other temporary members of Big In Japan included Paul Rutherford and Pete Burns, later of Dead Or Alive. “Every member had really strong ideas,” Casey later recalled to Q. “Holly and I were into the whole Warhol superstar, plasticky mentality, Ian was the proficient musician, while Bill was just off his head – and remains so.” There was, at various points, major label interest in the band. They were ‘on a promise’ with Jet Records when the latter suddenly changed their minds and took the wind out of their sails. Big In Japan played their farewell show at Eric’s on 26 August 1978, a date Drummond would commemorate, cryptically, in the notes to the compilation LP To The Shores Of Lake Placid. This amid rumours that the final straw had something to do with Drummond pressing up an extra 500 copies of the single, flogging them and keeping the profits.


The activities of the former members reads like a who’s who of popular music in the 80s. Bill Drummond formed his own label, Zoo Records, and marked its investiture with a second Big In Japan release, the ‘From Y To Z And Never Again’ EP, comprising four previously unaired songs. From there, alongside Balfe, he formed Lori And The Chameleons before they concentrated on backstage chores. Drummond subsequently managed the Teardrop Explodes and Echo And The Bunnymen, did some solo work and then founded the KLF. Balfe joined the Teardrop Explodes before setting up Food Records (home of Blur, etc). Broudie’s bands included the Original Mirrors and Care before the more enduring Lightning Seeds, though he still found time to be one of the industry’s busiest producers, beginning with Echo’s ‘Rescue’. Budgie would go on to the Slits, Siouxsie And The Banshees and the Creatures, and before that, alongside Broudie and Lindsay, the Secrets. Jayne Casey put together the critically revered Pink Industry/Pink Military before moving away from music to directing the Liverpool Festival of Comedy, the Bluecoat Gallery and broadcast media. And Holly Johnson became frontman for the aforementioned Frankie Goes To Hollywood. Ward retired from music to make models for the petro-chemical industry.


Holly Johnson was recently asked on his thoughts about the band for an interview with an 80s website. “Big In Japan were an interesting group of people, rather more than an interesting group. I was never that into being a bass player in a group. I did it for the experience, and was more interested in writing the lyrics for that band – although there were different writers vying for that role. I met up with Budgie recently. I did a club P.A. on Valentine’s night and he came along. He is a very sweet person. I don’t count many heterosexual men as friends but I love Budgie. I haven’t seen Bill Drummond for a while. We met up a few years back after the KLF had decided to call it a day for a while. I loved those records. I talk to and see the band’s singer, Jayne Casey, a lot. We have been through a lot together over the years.”


Jayne Casey also passed on her own thoughts in an interview with Caught In Flux magazine that was not published at the time. “It’s quite funny now, because everyone has gone on to do other things and it’s given Big in Japan a prestige it didn’t have at the time. Like there was no way we could get a record deal at the time. Nobody wanted us. We were all a bit too eccentric at a time when punk was quite macho and clear cut; to have a guitarist in a kilt, Bill Drummond, and a gay boy with a shaved head, Holly Johnson, and a mental girl with a shaved head, guess who – it was a bit too much for people to handle. We always wanted to be like The Monkees or something. We wanted to be a cartoon, and that’s how we tried to sell ourselves to the record companies: there’s some good characters here, and it would make a really good cartoon.”




DISCOGRAPHY:


Big In Japan 7-inch (Eric’s 0001 November 1977) (B-side by Chuddy Nuddies)


From A To Z And Never Again 7-inch EP (Zoo CAGE 001 November 1978)


Nothing Special/Cindy And The Barbi Dolls/Suicide A-Go-Go/Taxi





Blak Flag


Stuart Ross (bass), Dean Nicolson (vocals), Charlie Reid (guitar), Craig Reid (drums)


It’s hard to imagine a greater contrast between the sinewed uber-machismo of Henry Rollins and the bespectacled, supposedly meek twins that were the Proclaimers – but they both started out in a band called Black Flag. Or near enough. The removal of the ‘c’ in their name was way punker.


The Scottish BLAK FLAG were founded in 1979. Charlie Reid: “We were all 16 or 17. Dean was still at school. We were influenced mainly by the Pistols, Clash, Buzzcocks, Damned etc, and then later Joy Division. We rehearsed in a bedroom at our house in Macduff Place, Auchtermuchty. Practice amps, crappy drum kit etc. Great fun! Most rehearsals involved the consumption of snakebite, and then trying to play ‘Police and Thieves’ with feeling.”


Eventually they moved to Edinburgh in an effort to secure more gigs, arriving at the infamous Blair Street rehearsal rooms. Inmate, for that would be the appropriate term, Robin Saunders watched their arrival. “Blak Flag arrived at a unique moment in Blair Street history. The proprietor finally stirred from his apathy and decided that the place needed tarting up. Minions were dispatched to whitewash over the filthy walls festooned with layer upon layer of multi-coloured graffiti. A strict embargo was imposed against any future impromptu artwork, upon pain of immediate eviction. Enter Blak Flag, all unknowing and unbelieving of their luck in being presented with a blank canvas on such a scale. They set to work with spray can and stencil to advertise their presence for all to see.”


However, they never actually joined the Blair Street circus. “They were just down on a scouting mission. Sceptix singer Tam bumped into them that very day and invited them along to their room. This was by no means the friendly, hospitable gesture it might appear! The now omnipresent Blak Flag band logo featured the anarchist ‘Circled A’ and Sceptix had already laid claim to being the big cheeses in that particular sub-cult locally. The boys from Auchtermuchty were being put on trial! I don’t think they expected every member of the ‘Capital Chaos’ bands to be squeezed into that room, together with a good number of camp followers. The poor guys were visibly a-quiver. However, they picked up the borrowed gear and they were quite blindingly good. I can even recall a standout song with the name ‘Bombsite’. They did their whole set, finishing up with ‘Tomorrow Belongs To Me’, which might have been the song from Cabaret by way of Alex Harvey’s version, if memory serves. The twins seemed very quiet and serious and, ironically, given what happened later on, it was the other two, Stuart and Dean, who looked to have the star potential. We didn’t see much of them after that and I don’t think they played any gigs locally – we would have turned up for that. Stuart and Dean became ‘faces’ around the Edinburgh punk clubs and I believe that the latter succumbed to some of the more dangerous temptations on offer. I last saw him in the toilets at a venue called the Nite Club, very out of it indeed. Not long afterwards I always seemed to be either immediately in front of or behind one of them in the Castle Terrace dole queue and would nod an acknowledgement but, never knowing which twin it was, I never risked striking up a conversation.”


Blak Flag fell apart soon after their Edinburgh adventure. “All good memories, though,” reflects Charlie. In one of the most bizarre news stories of 2005, the Reid boys’ punk rock history came back not so much to haunt them, but certainly to ambush them. The scene? The American Embassy in London, and Jimmy Pursey and John Lydon queuing up to sort their visas. Lydon rejects Pursey’s proffered hand and instead throws coffee over him. Pursey is then pinned to the wall by an armed guard holding a sub-machine gun, who tells him not to move, and actually, he’s got all Sham’s singles. At this exact point the Reid brothers walk past, not today looking for a letter to America, simply a visa.


Blanks


Neil Singleton (vocals), Andrew Jackson (guitar), Andrew Butler (drums), Allen Adams (bass)


The BLANKS, whose history criss-crosses with that of the Destructors, were originally formed in 1978 in Market Deeping near Peterborough. Jackson had just left the Dole, and met Allen Adams later that year. Jackson: “He really was the only punk in Peterborough at the time. He was the one going to see all the gigs, managing the Now etc. He was Peterborough’s punk constituent. He was also writing a lot of songs and had his own band. They were a shambles though. They relied on Joe (Macoll) from the Now drumming for them. But the rehearsals were terrible, you’d never get everyone turning up at the same time. That was the Destructors, or 666 (pronounced Sick Sick Sick), as they were sometimes called.”


Jackson was working in Andy’s Records at the time. “Allen used to come in and we got on really well. He said, ‘Why not join the band?’ I had half a dozen rehearsals and in the meantime they played a few gigs I saw. The gigs were chaos, but they were so well received. I saw them at the Key Theatre in Peterborough, and there were about 200 people. They were appalling, they would start a song about four times in a row, but all the bikers and hippies that were there went wild. They finished the set with a song called ‘Thalidomide’. You’d never get away with that now. It would go on for about 15 minutes, and people were screaming and raving, it got a great reaction. So I joined the band. One of my friends at school was Andrew Butler, so he joined as well and gave them a permanent drummer.”


There were problems with organisation and logistics, though, as Jackson remembers. “There would be gigs arranged, but the dates were wrong, or not everyone would turn up, that sort of thing happened all the time. So by mid-78 I’d left and then I formed the Blanks. The name was taken from the Pistols’ bootleg – the reason being that we thought we might get some people to turn up for gigs thinking we were the Pistols in disguise. Cynical, isn’t it? I went to school with Neil Singleton. He was the person who got into things before everyone else. He was into early Adam And The Ants, into Crass really early on, etc. He was into all that before it became popular. We had another guy from Andy’s Records, Colin Maxey, on bass. And then the Destructors imploded, basically. Andrew Butler left and joined the Blanks with us. We did some gigs with the Only Ones. Then we started to get more like a hardcore punk band, and Colin wasn’t into that, he was more into Television, Springsteen, etc. We were stumped. And we asked Allen to join.”


“The only reason they asked me was because I had a bass guitar and amp at the time,” reckons Adams. “Actually,” says Jackson, “there were two main reasons – he was up for doing anything, God bless him, and, to be honest, he seemed to have more money than we did.” The Blanks were therefore complete. They already had a set list, and later Adams would bring his own songs to the band, such as ‘Northern Ripper’, Son Of Sam’, ‘Understand’ and ‘Police State’, which he’d played with the Destructors. But it was a two-way street. When Adams later reformed the Destructors, their first album would feature songs Jackson had written for the Blanks, including ‘Born Too Late’, ‘Overdose’ and ‘Breakdown’.


In the meantime the Blanks had a support booked with the Damned at the Wirrina in Peterborough, and Adams had only a few days to learn the bass. Jackson: “He learned the set very quickly, he was really up for it. We would learn three or four songs a week to start off with, and when he turned up for the next practice, he would have them note-perfect. He worked his nuts off to get it done.” Adams: “My memory of the Damned gig was that for some bizarre reason Captain Sensible kicked me in the bollocks for no reason – perhaps this was his usual greeting.”


The Blanks began to draw reasonable audiences, and had a little interest from Sounds and NME. They had about 20 to 30 original songs once Adams’ originals had been accommodated. Jackson: “We were a full-flight punk band, but the problem was we were now chasing everyone else’s coat-tails. It had taken us too long to get to this stage. I arranged the gigs. I phoned up the Music Machine in Camden in about mid-78. Can we get a gig? Yeah. I played them the stuff and the woman said, ‘Love, we were doing that 18 months ago. You’re too late.’ It had already moved on.”


Their lone single, a real collector’s item, used a tape of the famed hoax caller who claimed to be the Yorkshire Ripper (before Peter Sutcliffe was arrested). Adams: “It was recorded in a barn around the back of the Three Tuns pub in Market Deeping (where Jackson lived) on an ex-BBC two-track tape recorder operated by a biker called Henny. I remember accompanying Andrew to Rough Trade to sell the singles and I think we dropped one off at the BBC for John Peel.” Jackson: “We had two mics, one that Neil sang directly into, the other one, the band were in a crescent, and the mic was pointing up to the roof in the middle of that. And Elaine (Neil Singleton’s girlfriend) did a live scream for it, stood across the other side. We did it once, and you couldn’t hear Elaine the first time, so we did it again. It went straight into a tape deck and it was all recorded in maybe three-quarters of an hour. We didn’t even use a new tape. It was an old crinkly tape on it. But I liked all that.”


However, given the subject matter, it was always going to be of greater appeal to the tabloids. “The News of the World took Neil Singleton and me out for a drink at the Bull in Market Deeping to muckrake about us,” remembers Adams. “The intro with the alleged Ripper voice was recorded off the help line the police had set up. The front cover has the drummer, Andy Butler, as the Ripper and Andrew’s girlfriend as the prostitute. The angle the reporter was looking for was that Neil’s dad was a headmaster (‘Headmaster’s son in Ripper Glorification’). To cut a long story short, I was later sick on the reporter (punk rock or what?).” The single was subsequently sold for 50p at Destructors’ gigs as a souvenir. Adams: “I think the single originally sold less than 100 copies and now goes for up to £120 a pop.”


However, that wasn’t the end of it. Adams: “I was interviewed about being the Northern Ripper,” he claims. “I matched 13 of the 16 things (such as do you possess a copy of Mein Kampf? Do you possess a pair of jackboots?) they were looking for. I had to write out some letters the police had. Unfortunately, I could not drive a lorry. The reason they interviewed me was that I had been interested in the case and had thought I’d spotted a pattern. I predicted a date I thought he would strike and unluckily was correct. I had mentioned this to a few people and one of them phoned the police hotline. There were two policemen, one obviously a graduate, the other up from the ranks. The ranker interviewed me while the graduate had to make the tea. The ranker had a look at my book collection (the occult, concentration camps, serial killers – I was into Throbbing Gristle) and told me if it was up to him, he’d have me locked up. And he was going to keep an eye on me.”
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