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‘And I want to remember it. I never want to forget it. I never want to forget. And then I realised, like I was shot, like I was shot with a diamond, a diamond bullet right through my forehead. And I thought: My God, the genius of that. The genius. The will to do that. Perfect, genuine, complete, crystalline, pure.’

Apocalypse Now, 1979



‘With Swann, you forgive a lot, you know.’
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PREFACE

There Have Been Better Plans

On a Sunday afternoon in the late summer of 1980, Craig Adams arrived for an audition at 12 St John’s Terrace in the Hyde Park area of Leeds. Adams was eighteen and already a veteran of numerous Leeds bands. His most recent had been a short-lived electro-pop duo called Exchange. Adams and Jim Bates, the flamboyant bar manager of the Faversham Hotel, played synths. Bates was the singer. They had played a student sit-in at the university and done little else. By Adams’ own admission, Exchange had been awful.

Adams had been playing some form of keyboard since he was seven; Exchange was the last straw. He arrived at 12 St John’s Terrace carrying a bass guitar and a fuzzbox. The fuzzbox was his, the bass guitar wasn’t; Adams did not own a bass. This one had been borrowed from Ken Brown who was in a Leeds band called YOU.*1 Brown was left-handed so Adams had had to restring it before heading over to St John’s Terrace.

The street consisted of a row of three and four-storey houses. Number 12 had been converted into bedsits. Waiting for Adams in the cramped top-floor flat were Mark Pearman and Andy Taylor. The duo had a band they were calling the Sisters of Mercy. Pearman played guitar, Taylor played the drums. They shared the singing.

The Sisters of Mercy had neither gigged nor recorded. Taylor and Pearman had four songs between them: ‘The Damage Done’, ‘Home of the Hitmen’, ‘Miser Rate’ and ‘Watch’. None of the songs sounded any good when they played them.

Taylor had been playing his instrument – a second-hand drum kit, which he had painted black – for less than a year. His style was primitive, tribal and eschewed most of the kit; a result of both his technical limitations and a Glitter Band obsession. He was twenty-one.

Pearman was the same age. He had tried – and failed – to get a band going in Hull before moving to Leeds in early 1979. Pickings there were slim too. He’d been the singer in Naked Voices but the band had barely gigged and couldn’t settle on a line-up or a style, ending up as an unappetising mishmash of Wire, the Jam and Elvis Costello. So dispiriting was this experience that Pearman had decided to teach himself guitar. This venture was still on-going when Adams arrived for his audition: Pearman knew only a handful of chords and his lead playing was as erratic as it was undeveloped.

Nevertheless, the Sisters of Mercy did have a great logo – a five-pointed star overlaid with a diagram of a flayed head adapted from the Gray’s Anatomy medical textbook; Taylor and Pearman suspected it would look great on T-shirts, or as the label of a 7-inch single spinning on the turntable of a record player.

Adams, Taylor and Pearman all knew each other from the F Club, the city’s itinerant punk club, at that time in Brannigans, a cellar dive on Call Lane. Taylor’s girlfriend, Claire Shearsby, with whom he lived on St John’s Terrace, had been the resident DJ at the F Club since its inception in the summer of 1977. She was therefore a well known and central figure in the Leeds music scene. Taylor could usually be found sitting next to her in the DJ booth, from where the best view of the bands could be had.

Objectively, Adams was slumming it by auditioning for Taylor and Pearman. Before Exchange, he had been in another, better known Leeds band, the Expelaires, also as the keyboard player. They had been signed to Zoo Records, early home of the Teardrop Explodes and Echo & the Bunnymen. The Expelaires had recorded a Peel Session, released a couple of singles and gigged outside of Leeds. Of all the local bands that formed in, or orbited, the F Club, the Expelaires were the leaders of the pack. Adams had walked out on them when they turned down a major label deal. (They had also told him a riff he had written for them was ‘heavy metal shit’.)

Adams was better friends with Shearsby than with Taylor. He knew their flat well: a bed and Taylor’s drum-kit took up most of the available space; a pair of shabby armchairs pointed towards a small black-and-white TV; a coffee table glued together from spent Marlboro packets sat between them. Posters lined the walls: Devo’s Are We Not Men?, Bowie’s Low and a homemade one, completely blank apart from a dot near the middle with ‘There Have Been Better Plans’ written next to it. Also on display were Taylor’s fencing mask and sword – a sabre – and an Airfix model, the Angel Interceptor jet fighter from Captain Scarlet and the Mysterons, which he had assembled.

Scattered about the room was the Sisters of Mercy’s meagre collection of musical equipment, most of it junk. Adams was not spoiled for choice for amplification. Pearman played through a cheap portable record player, which he’d wired through to serve as an amp. It functioned as long as the turntable was revolving. That was positioned on the bed. The only other amp available was Taylor’s, a battered Woolworth’s 3-watt practice amp, which he used with his bargain-basement guitar.

There was a tray of cat litter in the bedsit: the third witness to Adams’ audition would be Spiggy, Taylor and Shearsby’s black cat. Shearsby was not there that afternoon.

In this room, and in such inauspicious circumstances, can the precise moment of birth of the Sisters of Mercy – the Sisters of Mercy proper – be identified: Craig Adams plugged his borrowed, restrung bass guitar – and, crucially, his fuzzbox – into Andy Taylor’s puny Woolworth’s practice amp and played his shit heavy metal riff.

The riff itself was a low-budget punk interpretation of Motörhead. It was aggressive, distorted, devoid of any subtlety or sense of fashion. It sounded exactly as if it was being played by an unruly teenager whose overriding musical fantasy was to play bass like Lemmy.

Taylor and Pearman were shocked by the volume and the ferocity of the sound Adams was able to generate.

Their immediate reaction: ‘You’re in.’

Unlike the Expelaires, Taylor and Pearman loved Motörhead and Hawkwind, in Taylor’s case to the nth degree. Fortunately for them, Adams was prepared to join any band that would let him play super-heavy fuzz bass – even the Sisters of Mercy.

The core trio of the Sisters was now in place.

What Adams had played would soon become the central riff to ‘Floorshow’. At the time, it was the only riff he had. It was the first brilliant piece of Sisters music that would debut in that top floor bedsit; yet more would enter into the world in cramped spaces across the Burley and Hyde Park areas of Leeds. Mark Pearman would adopt the name ‘Gary Marx’ while Andy Taylor would become ‘Andrew Eldritch’; Craig Adams, although he had been nicknamed ‘Lerch’ at school, would do without a rock ’n’ roll nom de guerre.

The three present at that bedsit audition were soon to become four. Waiting for them at Kitchens, Leeds’ large and venerable music shop in the Victoria Arcade – or being assembled in the Roland factory in Hamamatsu, Japan – was the first of their drum machines, a BOSS DR-55 Dr Rhythm. It, like all its successors, would be given the name ‘Doktor Avalanche’.

The Sisters would later add human fourth members. At the time Adams was auditioning in the St John’s Terrace bedsit, Ben Matthews was a fifteen-year-old schoolboy living at home in Otley, a market town ten miles to the north-west of Leeds. From late 1981 until late summer 1983, he would play guitar in the Sisters under the name ‘Ben Gunn’. As Adams was joining the Sisters of Mercy, Wayne Hussey was twenty-two, living in Liverpool and in the process of leaving Hambi & the Dance, another in a sequence of failed bands. He would replace Gunn and play in the Sisters for two years until September 1985.

In their first five years the Sisters would rise from the no-hopers in that St John’s Terrace bedsit to local heroes, then one of the premier alternative bands in the UK and Europe, before blowing apart on the verge of major rock stardom. Their path would be strewn with brilliant singles, astonishing EPs, exceptional album tracks and legendary live shows. When they peaked, the Sisters of Mercy would be all bang and no whimper.

The Sisters achieved greatness by force of will and their own peculiar talents but they did not do so alone; they also needed the support of friends and the kindness of strangers. Key allies would be found in Bridlington, Brussels, New York, London, York, Los Angeles, Rome, Wakefield – and, primarily, in Leeds itself; the band and its inner circle of crew and uberfans would often closely resemble a tight-knit Yorkshire family. Throughout their ascent the Sisters remained steadfastly a Leeds band. Amid its violence and decay, Leeds had one of the most extraordinarily vibrant post-punk scenes in Britain. This was their spawning ground: Sisters songs are Leeds songs.

As the Sisters grew in stature, multitudes of fans began a relationship of unusual and enduring intensity with the band. The Sisters dug their claws in and, for many, they never let go. The story of the Sisters of Mercy is therefore one of the shared joy of performance between a band and its followers, one that has spanned time and distance. The band themselves also had tremendous fun, embracing the glorious stupidity of being in a Leeds rock group: smoke machines, leather trousers, blood, vomit, speed, reckless driving and reckless sex.

Yet, being in the Sisters of Mercy was no doubt an ordeal for long periods of time. Rage, sickness, misery and bitterness are integral to their story. The version of the band that was initiated on St John’s Terrace would survive for no more than five years. Nor would Taylor, Pearman and Adams’ friendship. Taylor and Shearsby’s relationship was also doomed. As was Spiggy the cat. In different ways, all would leave indelible marks on Sisters records.

Eldritch ends this narrative as the last man standing: wounded, almost consumed by his own myth, but on the verge of taking the Sisters on to new heights. He was the most peculiar and compelling member of the band, a singular and mesmerising amalgam of T. S. Eliot, David Bowie and the countless fragments of data he squirreled away, processed and launched back at the world. As Andrew Eldritch, Andy Taylor staked a powerful claim to be the greatest rock star of his generation. Against the odds and all reasonable expectation, he and the other Sisters of Mercy would make transcendent and life-changing music.



			
				
*1 Adams recalls another member of YOU, Pete Master, working in the mortuary of Leeds General Infirmary, which might explain why one of the tracks on the band’s The Night and Music EP is called ‘Autopsy’. ‘How goth is that!’ Adams adds. (In fact, Master worked in the haematology department, next to the mortuary.)

				

			

		

1

The Swamp

If 12 St John’s Terrace was the birthplace of the Sisters, the F Club was the womb. For five years, from 1977 to 1982, these club nights were held across Leeds and hosted virtually every major punk and post-punk act.

The F Club was the brainchild of John Keenan. While Keenan was not single-handedly responsible for the Leeds music scene, he was undoubtedly its central figure. What he created was extraordinary, and the Sisters of Mercy could not have existed without him.

‘I created the swamp they could crawl out of,’ Keenan says proudly. ‘And what a fine, fetid swamp it was too,’ Eldritch has observed: ‘We couldn’t have got anywhere without the support he gave us.’*2

When Keenan began promoting in Leeds in early 1977, punk rock was well under way. Although a colossal figure in the history of the Leeds music scene, Keenan was not involved at punk’s outset. By the time of his first gig as a promoter in the city, the utterly un-punk Alan Price at the Grand Theatre and Opera House, the Sex Pistols had already played in Leeds twice – once at the Fforde Grene on 12 September 1976, and then at Leeds Polytechnic in December of the same year (as part of the Anarchy Tour). Before Keenan promoted his next Leeds gigs three months later, a Leeds punk scene had begun in the Cellar Bars underneath the Corn Exchange. Gang of Four – supported by the Mekons – debuted there in April 1977. SOS, Leeds’ first indigenous punk band, had also formed. In the wake of the Pistols, Leeds Polytechnic hosted a series of punk gigs in the first half of 1977, including the Jam, the Stranglers, the Ramones and the Clash.

With the mindset of an entrepreneur as much as of a fan, Keenan began putting bands on at the height of punk in the summer of 1977 in the common room of the polytechnic. These nights were billed as Stars of Today. The music was ‘basically punk – the Slits, Slaughter & the Dogs, XTC,’ he says.

Keenan promoted Stars of Today with Graham Cardy. Cardy, like Keenan, was a generation older than the punks in the audience. Cardy was essentially a hippy. He had reformed the Mirror Boys – once a Beefheart and Zappa-inspired band at art college in Harrogate – as a ‘compact new wave group’ in Leeds. Cardy was also playing drums in SOS, whom he thought were ‘terrible’. Throughout his time promoting the F Club, Keenan was working at Yorkshire Television (YTV) on the Kirkstall Road in Leeds.*3

The Keenan–Cardy partnership did not last long. Keenan’s time at the poly was also short-lived. ‘When the students came back after the holiday, the new Common Room Committee wouldn’t let me have the regular weekly club. So basically I said, “Fuck the poly.”’ This was the original ‘F’ in F Club. Keenan later re-branded the F Club, as ‘the FAN Club’.*4

‘It was such a good group,’ remembers Keenan. ‘All the intelligent kids – not necessarily university kids; there were kids from the estates, who realised change was in the air and had attached themselves to the club . . . When I moved from the poly I thought, “How am I going to keep them together?”’

Keenan’s answer was to ‘form a club and give them a club card that cost a quid and would get them reductions at some of the punk shops in Leeds, like X Clothes . . . They had arty ideas – it wasn’t safety pins and plastic bags – there were some very inventive people around. One girl used to come in with jewellery made out of cake decorations. Another guy came in once and he had all these very colourful laminate passes. When I looked closer they were all fannies cut out of porn magazines. It wasn’t just a musical movement, it was a total youth movement – artistic and creative.’

Craig Adams was one of Keenan’s regular patrons from the outset. He was known as ‘Hippy Craig’. ‘There was “Gay Craig” and another Craig. I was “Hippy Craig” because I still had long hair,’ he explains. Adams was most definitely not one of Keenan’s ‘kids from the estates’. He was born in Otley and had a middle-class upbringing in Horsforth and Rawdon, just outside the city to the north-west. His family had even had an interlude in Haworth – home of the Brontës – where his mother had an antiques shop on the main street called the Eye. Adams’ father was Head of Publishing for Grattan’s catalogues.

‘A lot of the early punks were from the north and east side of the city,’ Adams explains. ‘There wasn’t many of us from my end. It was more Seacroft, Crossgates, that side of the city. The people I came into Leeds with, definitely we were the posh kids.’

Although the Sisters of Mercy would become one of the quintessential Leeds bands, Craig Adams was the only one of the St John’s trio who had roots in Leeds and its West Yorkshire hinterland.

The F Club’s first home was the Ace of Clubs – a decaying cabaret joint – where it only ran from September to December 1977. ‘I put a fair selection on – Wilko [Johnson], Siouxsie,’ remembers Keenan. ‘The classic one at the Ace of Clubs was X-Ray Spex and the stage collapsed,’ according to Adams.*5

Keenan’s residency at the Ace of Clubs ended because ‘there was a fire and the insurance wouldn’t pay out.’ After the Ace of Clubs, Keenan moved the F Club to the Roots Club, a primarily West Indian venue in the Chapeltown area of Leeds and a former synagogue that had gone under various names: the International Club, the Cosmopolitan Club, the Glass Bucket. As the venue for the F Club, it hosted, among others, Suicide, Magazine, Wayne County & the Electric Chairs, Wire and Joy Division.

In October 1978, the F Club moved to Brannigans down the bottom end of town near the Dark Arches, a complex of vaults under Leeds railway station. ‘I used to do at least two nights a week down there,’ Keenan recalls. ‘The manager of Brannigans was very forward-thinking: two discos on top, punk club below.’

Brannigans was the F Club’s longest-lasting location. The roll call of bands that played there is astonishing: Ultravox (with John Foxx); Wire; the Damned; the Only Ones; Penetration; Generation X; Cabaret Voltaire and Joy Division (on the same bill); Pere Ubu and the Human League (ditto). These were just some of the F Club’s offerings in its first three months at Brannigans. Early 1979 saw, among others: Adam and the Ants; the Cure and the Teardrop Explodes (on the same bill); the Cramps, the Psychedelic Furs, the Raincoats and Joy Division again (this time with OMD).

Danny Horigan, who would roadie for the Sisters (and would later sing in Salvation under the name Daniel Mass) remembers the F Club in Brannigans: ‘At the bottom of the stairs, there was a pool room and then you went round the corner to where the bands were on – stage at one end, DJ at the side of the room. Really low ceiling, proper dirty, sweaty punk club.’

There was nowhere to hang coats, which added to the clamminess; the low ceiling meant there was a low stage. The bands – whether great or abysmal, legends in the making or the instantly forgotten – went virtually toe-to-toe and nose-to-nose with the crowd. The sweat cannot be understated. One of Horigan’s abiding memories of the venue is – besides a close-up view of Bryan Gregory of the Cramps’ tattoos – the perspiration dripping off John Foxx’s prominent chin.

‘It was an intense and gruelling experience to go to concerts at Brannigans,’ says Stephen Barber, an F Club regular from Crossgates. Another regular, John Lee, who put out the fanzine Damaged Goods, remembers the F Club as ‘a real dive, brick walls . . . terrible, terrible beer. Pretty ropey sound – but it was our place. There used to be a lot of glue sniffers down there; it used to stink in certain corners.’

The F Club should not be overly romanticised, but it was certainly a haven for outsiders, misfits and music fans. It was ‘occasionally a bit dangerous, that predictable nihilism,’ says Lee, ‘but you never saw much trouble there, the odd punch-up and that was about it. There were people who were complete fuckwits but [they were outnumbered by] those who were curious about the music.’

Compared to the violence above ground in Leeds, the F Club was remarkably peaceful. Much of Leeds was inhospitable in the late 1970s. ‘It’s a cosmopolitan place now but it was dark satanic mills back then,’ says Paul Gregory, the singer in the Expelaires. ‘It was a dodgy place to be a punk rocker.’ Adams concurs: ‘It was an awful time. Dangerous. You always felt: Be careful. Be careful where you go.’

Teddy Boys radiated violence from their favourite pub, the Whip, targeting punks with special malice. An even graver threat – because they were more numerous – were the Flickheads, football hooligans, then at the apex of their malevolence; Leeds United, famed for its on-field brutality as much as its success, had the ultras to match.

Yet, the greatest danger was not subcultural antagonism, but the common-or-garden, alcohol-fuelled near-psychotic hostility that was endemic in British towns and cities. Leeds was lousy with Tetley Bittermen looking to complete their evening with a punch-up. ‘It was a shithole, pretty horrible really but it was ours,’ is how Adams remembers his hometown.

As well as a large minority of women among its patrons, the F Club also had a female DJ, something almost unheard of in Britain in the late 1970s. Claire Shearsby DJ’d at all the locations of the F Club, even at Keenan’s Stars of Today night in the poly common room, but her roots in Leeds music went back even further. She had been one of the few at the Sex Pistols’ debut in Leeds at the Fforde Grene: ‘It was 35p to get in and Johnny Rotten was just staring out at people and eating honey out of a little jar; he said his voice was going,’ Shearsby recalls. She left with an autographed poster off the pub’s door (which is how she knows how much the gig cost) and a safety pin, given grudgingly off Rotten’s lapel.

Shearsby’s tastes straddled glam and punk but in her early days of DJing there was a scarcity of actual punk records. The MC5, the Stooges, the Velvet Underground and the New York Dolls all bridged that gap; nevertheless, her guaranteed floor-fillers at Brannigans were ‘Another Girl, Another Planet’ by the Only Ones and OMD’s ‘Electricity’.

Shearsby was an extraordinary presence in the F Club: more than good-looking enough to earn the inevitable Debbie Harry comparisons after she dyed her hair blonde, she was tall (‘Five feet, eight inches in stocking feet’, 5ft 11 inches in her cowboy boots) fit and strong. The whole time she DJ’ed at Brannigans she was training to be a PE teacher and had been an accomplished schoolgirl sprinter and long-jumper. ‘She could have smacked any of us out easily,’ is Craig Adams’ recollection. ‘I was not an aggressive person, but people might have been wary nonetheless,’ Shearsby explains. ‘I used to stop fights, if I could get in between people.’

The F Club at Brannigans would provide Shearsby with a long-term boyfriend: Andy Taylor, a closet Deep Purple fan reading Chinese Studies at the university. ‘Andrew just impressed me when he turned up in his leather jacket and Ramones T-shirt and stood next to the DJ booth. He just asked for Stooges all the time. I thought he was quite handsome and we started going out.’

‘Andrew made quite an entrance into Leeds,’ says Stuart Green, who was the bassist in Problemz at the time. ‘He wasn’t there and suddenly he was going out with Claire. Everybody knew Claire and suddenly this new guy in town’s going out with the DJ.’

Mark Johnson (who would go on to start the fanzine Whippings & Apologies) used to think: ‘“Who’s that fella in silver lurex kecks like Iggy’s?” I never saw him more than two yards away from the DJ booth.’ Yet there were sightings elsewhere in the F Club. Dave Wolfenden, the guitarist in the Expelaires ‘can remember Andrew standing by the pool table. I thought, “Who’s that fucking bloke looks like Lenny Kaye, who never speaks to anybody?”’

By rights, Andy Taylor should never have been in the F Club – or Leeds – in 1978. He should have been at Oxford University beginning the second year of his Modern Languages degree. He wasn’t because he had been sent down from St John’s College for failing his Prelims, his first-year examinations. Boyd Steemson, a PPE student at St John’s, and a friend at the time, describes Taylor’s time at Oxford as: ‘Bowie, cigarettes, Bowie, cigarettes, Iggy, cigarettes, Bowie.’ His sending down was ‘the result of an impressively determined refusal to do any non-Bowie or cigarette-related work at all. He did nothing. He did no work at all.’ Taylor’s request to change course to Chinese was therefore emphatically denied by his college.

Being sent down from Oxford in the late 1970s was a rare accomplishment: a young man would really have to put his mind to it. Taylor disliked the French language and loathed the German literature course, claiming later – with no small amount of embroidery – that it consisted mainly of studying plays in Viennese dialect.

In many ways Oxford was Taylor’s natural environment. Most of his secondary education had been at Merchant Taylors’, a private school in Northwood, Middlesex, from which pupils regularly went to Oxford and Cambridge. Taylor was gifted at languages, highly intelligent, with an idiosyncratic mind and sardonic world-view that impressed those who knew him. This included his tutors. They were reluctant to let him go, but Taylor gave them no choice. They, like his fellow students, saw little of him while he was at St John’s.

Steemson was one of the exceptions. His room was on the North Quad ‘in the hideous Beehive thing’ (one of the post-Second World War additions to the college); Taylor’s was over on the seventeenth-century Canterbury Quad. Steemson ‘was a terrible student as well: I would get up in the middle of the night and write an essay . . . about half an hour later there’d be a knock on the door and it’d be bloody Andrew, prowling about college looking to see where a light was on.’

Although Taylor ‘was a complete Bowie nut,’ it was the Velvet Underground and Pere Ubu where his and Steemson’s musical tastes intersected. As stuffy as the 1977 matriculation photograph made the St John’s students look in their formal dress of dark suit, white bow tie, mortarboard and short commoner’s gown, Steemson and Taylor were far from alone in their interest in, for want of a better word, punk. Furthermore, Friars in Aylesbury, one of England’s great music venues, was a bus ride away. Oxford was not infertile ground in musical terms, but, despite this, Taylor made no attempt to form a band there, and played no instrument. As well as being a basic requirement for the Sisters of Mercy to exist, Taylor’s exit from St John’s College was a blessed relief: he absolutely hated his time there.

Taylor arrived in Leeds to begin his Chinese Studies degree at the university in October 1978. He had parted company with St John’s so late in the previous academic year that there was little in the way of student accommodation left. Taylor was lodged way out of town near Leeds United’s Elland Road ground in what he later described as ‘a housing estate of utter grimness, which has since been declared uninhabitable and knocked down’. This was Hunslet Grange, also known as the Leek Street Flats, one of the UK’s great architectural disasters: the buildings were under-heated and wringing wet with condensation on the inside, streaked black and crime-ridden on the outside. Although only built in 1968, they were near the end of their lives when Taylor moved in in 1978. Steemson, who visited him in Leeds several times, remembers his Hunslet Grange flat as an ‘absolute hole, a horrible place . . . low ceilings, dark, fucking freezing, and a real trek to get into the centre of town . . . It seemed to be in the middle of nowhere . . . It was a big jolt to go from Canterbury Quad to Hunslet Grange.’

If Taylor needed any reminders that Leeds was a new beginning, Hunslet Grange provided it in spades. Taylor was in an alien city. His knowledge of the North of England had been limited to episodes of Coronation Street (‘I discovered it was a documentary,’ he once recalled). Despite his lodgings, he loved Leeds, its people and its music scene, almost instantly. The Ramones were playing the university the week he arrived and ‘I must have gathered from that, from flyers or talking to people that there was this F Club.’ Brannigans reminded Taylor of an ‘oversized toilet’ but it felt like home. There was also the lure of ‘the glamorous DJ’.

Coming to Leeds was surely a shock to the system, stressful but also liberating and pleasurable. Steemson speculates that ‘there was a sense in which Andrew could start again. He was in a different place; nobody knew him. I think the construction of the personality was a way of coping with that.’ Leeds shook loose something hitherto supressed: Taylor was born in Ely; Eldritch was born in Leeds.

Steemson ‘made the godawful coach trip’ to Leeds several times. He found Leeds ‘a dark and grimy and mysterious place, cold and wet. Coal mines all the way up [the M1 motorway].’ His first trip there involved going to a gig at the F Club: Pere Ubu with the Human League supporting. Both Steemson and Taylor thought it was the best gig they’d ever seen. ‘I’m still haunted by the dual genius of it,’ Eldritch has stated. ‘I just can’t think of that happening anywhere else, at least not with the same intensity.’ Steemson was ‘quite struck by how they created a really exciting rock and roll atmosphere with minimal reliance – and in the case of the Human League, no reliance – on the standard pieces of kit: two really interesting bands on blistering form in a small provincial club.’

At the time of the Pere Ubu/Human League concert, the UK was on the verge of its Winter of Discontent: a wave of mass strikes at the fag-end of a Labour government. Margaret Thatcher’s election was a certainty. The winter of 1978/9 was particularly bad in Leeds: the whole centre of the city was already a disintegrating environment; right-wing political violence was peaking; the Yorkshire Ripper was at large. ‘That winter,’ Stephen Barber notes, ‘was also one of the intensive phases of punk rock club culture in Leeds.’ As objectively awful as it no doubt was, ‘it was quite exhilarating to experience an urban environment like that.’ The pyroclastic cloud of Thatcherism would later sweep through the city, laying further economic waste and dealing debilitating blows to the musical culture there, but Taylor had arrived at an optimum moment: Leeds was decaying but intensely alive.

The beating heart of that was the clammy, noxious and very loud cellar club on Call Lane. ‘I practically lived in the F Club,’ Eldritch has said, and there was one band he would have seen more than any other. ‘The Expelaires were like the house band of the F Club . . . They had their tendrils in pretty much everything,’ he concluded. According to Adams, ‘Leeds and the Expelaires went hand in hand.’



			
				
*2 Most quoted material is derived from interviews carried out for this book between May 2016 and March 2021. Where a quotation has a different source, it is given in the Notes on Sources.

				

				
*3 Keenan trained as a film editor but worked as a unit assistant and in the costume department at YTV. He ‘got to meet and converse with a lot of great stars in that job: Ringo Starr, Spike Milligan, Les Dawson’, and ‘even worked with Harold Wilson and David Frost on a series about prime ministers.’

				

				
*4 For its regulars, ‘the F Club’ was usually used as a catch-all term covering Stars of Today, the F Club (which only ran to July 1978) and the FAN Club. ‘The F Club’ remains the common parlance for John Keenan’s series of punk and new wave club nights, 1977–82.

				

				
*5 Keenan: ‘The stage didn’t collapse. It was Poly [Styrene, the singer] who collapsed after a couple of songs. We had to carry her into the dressing room.’
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Cat People

Fittingly for the ur-Townie band, the Expelaires started right in the city centre, in the bar of the Guildford Hotel on the Headrow. ‘We all used to drink in the Guildford,’ says Craig Adams, ‘and when I say “drink in the Guildford”, I mean I sat in the pool room and asked people to buy me drinks, because I looked about ten.’ The best-known Expelaires line-up was Adams on keyboards, Dave Wolfenden on guitar, Carl ‘Tich’ Harper on drums, Mark Copson (known as Johnny, despite the surfeit of Johns in the Leeds post-punk scene) and Paul Gregory (nicknamed ‘Grape’) as the singer.

Adams was no three-chords-and-form-a-band punk autodidact. ‘I started playing piano when I was about seven,’ he says. ‘My teacher was a very old lady who looked a bit like Barbara Cartland. She used to beat us with a knitting needle. Then most Saturdays I’d have to spend at the Heaton School of Music in Bradford. Mornings were Theory and after lunch it was Piano.’ He soon got sick of playing Classical music. ‘My dad would drop me off at the music school and I’d do the old pretend walk in and then go off somewhere in Bradford until he came to pick me up.’ This rebellion, which would eventually lead Adams into the Sisters of Mercy, began with ragtime. ‘Instead of playing Bach and Mozart every night . . . I started looking at Scott Joplin.’ Adams soon bought the 200 Rock Hits book of sheet music from Virgin Records. ‘It was a slippery slope from there.’

Adams was in various bands at school, including the Village Green Preservation Society, in which he sang and played keyboards. ‘We used to play at the school Youth Club a lot; Faces covers like “Stay With Me”,’ Adams recalls. Wolfenden was in Anorak Faction, who also ‘used to play at the Rawdon shit Youth Club. Craig’s band used to support us. They used to do this really fucked-up version of “Paranoid”. We used to just play Clash and New York Dolls songs. Craig liked that we could play Dolls songs.’ Adams was also in Anorak Faction – for one rehearsal. ‘We rehearsed in my bedroom when my parents were on holiday. The local people got up a petition to make sure it never happened again.’

Adams was too young to experience the stirrings of punk in Leeds first-hand: he was fourteen and had never even been to a gig when the Sex Pistols played the Fforde Grene in September 1976. His mother banned him from the polytechnic gig on the Anarchy Tour; the infamous Bill Grundy interview on the Today show, during which Steve Jones called Grundy a ‘dirty fucker’, had immediately become national news. Adams also had his paper round the day after the poly gig and had to be up early. Nevertheless, he went to virtually every punk gig at Leeds poly in 1977 and 1978.

When he left school at sixteen in 1978, it was the end of ‘Hippy Craig’. With a mother-mandated haircut, he got a job in a clothing warehouse. ‘I’d bump into Craig to or from work,’ remembers Stuart Green (who was working at Kay’s Catalogues), ‘both of us really pissed off with doing these really shit jobs that we knew we were not going to do for the rest of our lives.’ Adams was in a short-lived band called the Paris Riots with Green and Reg Forbes, otherwise known as ‘Reggie Riot’ or ‘Riot Reggie’. ‘We never did a gig but we rehearsed a few times at Stuart’s house,’ Adams says. ‘Fantastic name; a great idea, in search of a band,’ is Green’s view. ‘I remember Craig trying to teach me how to play bass and me not really getting it. He tried to tune us up using the old stand-up piano my mum had in the back room.’

Adams’ next band was the Expelaires. By early 1979, they had become one of the leading local Leeds bands. Keenan put them on at a showpiece event at Brannigans on 20 February 1979, which he called the Sheepdog Trials. It featured Leeds’ other most-likelies: the Butterflies, Abrasive Wheels and the Faction.

That month, the soon-to-be Gary Marx arrived in Leeds from Hull. Mark Pearman had spent his teenage years in Withernsea, a depressed and isolated resort town on the East Yorkshire coast, before moving to Hull in the summer of 1977. ‘While others might have become jaded in the Leeds music scene,’ Pearman arrived full of vim. ‘In truth I was just kicking against my background. I’d felt so starved of excitement living in the back of beyond, it just gave me a certain energy and openness when I got to Leeds. If others in the splintering punk scene there were guilty of complacency, it was all still thrilling to me and I was prepared to throw myself into situations while others were busy checking themselves in the mirror.’

Pearman came to Leeds with his best friend, Graeme Haddlesey. They had failed for two years to get a band together in Hull but thought Leeds and the F Club scene would be the solution. ‘I’d keep asking Keenan to make an announcement over the PA to find other members,’ Marx explains. ‘Through that we got Martin Taylor to drum and he just brought in a succession of bass players he knew. We rehearsed over at Martin’s mum and dad’s in Beeston [South Leeds].’ This band was Naked Voices. ‘The band barely played a gig and never really developed much of an identity. I had no say in the music because I couldn’t play an instrument and my singing was pretty tuneless.’

Pearman got to know the Expelaires through his Beeston/Naked Voices connections and because the Guildford ‘was one of the best places to hang out, drink, play snooker, pool or pinball . . . Craig seemed the junior member of that band. He was significantly younger than Dave [Wolfenden] and his appearance was still that of a schoolboy really. The fact he was playing keyboards also meant he was a bit in the background whenever you went to see the band. He always had a sense of humour though; that was his way of holding his own. I liked him, although exchanges were limited.’

Fewer and fewer of these interactions took place in the Guildford. Leeds was a regional centre for the far right in the late 1970s and many of the patrons of the Guildford, like other Leeds pubs, reflected that political ugliness. It ‘got hairy with the NF – a lot of NF,’ recalls Wolfenden. ‘Right-wing types were always warning us,’ adds Gregory. The Expelaires therefore graduated to the Faversham (‘the Fav’ to its regulars), a hotel with a bar and a late licence, right on the western fringe of the university, well away from the city centre. It was known for its great jukebox, pool tables, the strength of its lager (Holsten Export, especially) and the acid tongue of the bar manager, Jim Bates. The nightclubs of choice for the Faversham crowd soon became the Warehouse and Le Phonographique, depending on the day of the week. The Warehouse began as a New York-style disco, but its main clientele rapidly became New Romantics, post-punks and devotees of electronic music.*6 Le Phonographique (often called simply ‘the Phono’) was a basement club inside the Merrion Centre, Leeds’ 1960s beast of a shopping centre. Like the Warehouse, it catered to those of an alternative persuasion, but in a far less slick, spacious and salubrious environment.

At the time of the migration from the Guildford to the Fav, Pearman was sharing a house on Hares Avenue with Haddlesey and had a job in a carpet shop on the nearby Harehills Road. ‘I had the keys, so I did sleep there sometimes, if I was out late or whatever. I’d just lay down on the big rolls of carpet.’ This is the origin of Craig Adams’ misunderstanding – to this day – that when he joined the Sisters, ‘Mark lived in a carpet shop.’ Pearman’s job would go on to fund the Sisters of Mercy on at least one occasion: ‘There was no accurate stock-taking and money could easily go walkabout,’ he explains. In 1979, Pearman was ‘just someone else holding down a crap job while trying to get something off the ground.’ Adams was in the same boat, but he and the Expelaires were far more advanced in their endeavours than Pearman and Naked Voices.

Andy Taylor was still, nominally, a student at the University of Leeds and had yet to make any move to form a band. He and Pearman met through mutual friends of friends at the university, encountering each other in the union bars or in the Faversham. Their friendship was cemented in the F Club. ‘It was clear Andrew was pretty sharp,’ Marx recalls. ‘Conversations could be involved, often political. He could be very pedantic. I remember him pulling John Keenan up on his use of the word “metaphysical”. He liked to argue, liked to test his intellect . . . Although these are the traits people would sort of expect given the public persona that developed, there was another side to him: he was very friendly and approachable.’

Stephen Barber met them both in the F Club at the last concert of his band, the Wanking Cunts*7. ‘Mark especially had this expansive friendliness in this era, and I got to be good friends with him,’ says Barber, known to Pearman as ‘Laughing Boy’ because of the effect cheap Polish spirits had upon him. Barber ‘always found Andy really chatty. He liked his soap operas: he liked Coronation Street and Emmerdale Farm. He liked to talk about writing, to talk about the Stooges especially. So if you got into common ground with him, he was very friendly. Andy was always interested in Leonard Cohen and he liked T. S. Eliot and Kerouac. I was very interested in French writing, but we didn’t find much common ground with that.’ John Lee’s reaction to Taylor in the F Club was typical: ‘Andrew had a really wry sense of humour, dry, a dark view of the world. He’d come out with critical lines about whatever we were talking about that would make me laugh. He wasn’t big for social interaction, but a nice enough lad.’ Keenan puts it like this: ‘Andy had something about him. He was never one of the lads; he was always in his own little space. He was not a follower.’

To his F Club friends, Pearman was ‘Peach’. Despite his best efforts, his primary school nickname had followed him to Leeds and stuck. A third fruit-related name in the F Club seemed excessive to him: there was already a Grape and a Johnny Plumb in his immediate circle. Sometimes his crowd would go to the Warehouse. ‘Peach used to dance around to “20th Century Boy” in his own inimitable way,’ recalls Lee. ‘Very enthusiastic dancer he was.’ The same could not be said for Taylor.

Nor did he and Pearman have much in common in their upbringing; ‘It was clear his name wasn’t on the list for free school meals with mine,’ says Pearman. But their taste in music overlapped: the Fall, Pere Ubu, the Stooges – their first album in particular – the Human League, Patti Smith and Suicide. They also looked very different. Not only was Pearman a head taller than Taylor but he was powerfully built, whereas Taylor had the slight and skinny physique of a long distance runner. Furthermore, Pearman ‘was always wearing this stuff he got from jumble sales,’ says Barber, ‘or he got from people in his family.’ Dr. Martens shoes and thick socks pulled up so far they looked like puttees were his signature look. Taylor – leather jacket, winkle-pickers, tight jeans (and, occasionally, ‘silver lurex kecks’), long soon-to-be-dyed black hair – stood in marked contrast.

As a couple Shearsby and Taylor were also a striking pair, looking more New York than Leeds: if Shearsby was successfully channelling Debbie Harry, Taylor was ‘essentially Joey Ramone, crossed with Lenny Kaye,’ as Marx puts it. ‘I knew Andrew just from the look for a while before I knew anything more. He was out of step with your standard punk appearance.’

Although not long out of school, Shearsby was already one of the most iconic and recognisable figures of the whole Leeds music scene. ‘She was there at the birth of it,’ Eldritch has noted. ‘Absolutely. People don’t give her enough credit. A lot of DJs would have baulked at playing the stuff she did. She was like the John Peel of Leeds.’

Taylor and Shearsby were later sketched by the Mekons:

In the flat above the chemist’s

Andy and Claire are dressing to kill

But they don’t come out till after dark

Down in Charlie Cake Park*8

When Taylor and Shearsby moved in together, Shearsby brought Spiggy with her. ‘When I first met Andrew, I was living at home and this cat from down the road had kittens in our hall. One of them we decided to adopt. He was a little boy, Spiggy, a lovely little black long-haired cat.’ Taylor named him after Spiggy Topes, the Private Eye character that satirised John Lennon and the Beatles. Taylor was a fan of neither, but he adored the cat.

At university, as in the F Club, Taylor was neither gregarious, nor anonymous, and well liked by those with whom he did mix. ‘Andy’s a smart fellow obviously. I found him funny,’ says Tim Strafford-Taylor, then an Engineering student and bassist in the New Fauves. It was he who had originally introduced Pearman to Taylor.

Strafford-Taylor and Taylor bonded over The Times crossword (‘He was much better than me and I’m not bad’), the Ramones (they had both loved the concert in Freshers’ Week) and the Stooges. ‘The first place I ever heard Funhouse was at Andy’s flat, when he played me it on a battered old cassette recorder, for which I’ve been eternally grateful,’ says Strafford-Taylor. ‘Andy came to a few New Fauves gigs. I borrowed his leather jacket a couple of times. We used to swap clothes back then.’

Strafford-Taylor was part of the sprawling group of Leeds university students that were in bands and who drank in the Fenton. The Guildford and the Fenton were focal points of two separate worlds, not least because the Fenton was packed with leftists. ‘Everybody thought fondly of the Fenton,’ Eldritch has observed. ‘In the days when there was street-fighting, the Fenton was very unwelcoming of Nazis and welcoming of the likes of us. The whole atmosphere was very politically charged and we were very clear which side we were on.’

Gang of Four, Delta 5 and the Mekons were the best known of its bands. Many of their members were – or had been – Fine Art students. The Sisters of Mercy would intersect with all of these ‘art school bands’, but the Mekons, especially their drummer, Jon Langford and their guitar player, Kevin Lycett, were the most significant.

Taylor could be seen in the Fenton but ‘he did prefer to be at home than in the pub, so you’d go round,’ says Lycett. ‘Many evenings would just be me, Andy and Claire, sitting and listening to music through his stereo. The speakers were called Dan and Doris, from The Archers. To be an Archers fan at that age!’ Langford met Taylor through Lycett. ‘Andy and I didn’t go out on the razz together, but we did see a couple of movies and I did go round his flat to watch Doctor Who. He wasn’t one of the guys down the pub like the rest of us.’

Lycett also detected something of the dandy in Taylor, something ‘Wildean: he’d wait for a long time before he said anything, and then you’d realise he’d been polishing it for quite a while before he said it.’ Taylor’s studied manner was the means by which an essentially shy person interacted with the world. Before he had the Sisters as a vehicle within which to develop his own aesthetic, Taylor was already constructing ways of presenting himself. ‘He was fairly arch,’ recalls Tim Strafford-Taylor. ‘There was an element of acting up.’

All interactions are performative, but Taylor seems to have been especially aware of that. Boyd Steemson is inclined to believe that in Leeds, wrenched out of his usual milieu, Andy Taylor began ‘initiating a programme of constructing a personality . . . and Bowie is implicated heavily . . . I think one of the reasons he quite liked seeing me up in Leeds was because there wasn’t any need for that. Our relationship was built on the fact that I was a vestigial bit of his previous life. I think he liked that he could maintain contact with that.’

The Sisters of Mercy are an extension – the apotheosis – of these acts of self-creation: highly artificial and at the same time completely authentic. Hence, of those from the F Club who formed bands, Eldritch has been able to describe himself as ‘the representative of camp’ i.e. ‘expressing what’s basically serious to you in terms of fun and artifice,’ as Christopher Isherwood once wrote: ‘You can’t camp about something you don’t take seriously. You’re not making fun of it; you’re making fun out of it.’

F Club regulars also had the sense that Taylor was an expert observer. ‘He would kind of lean against walls at the back of places and watch what was going on, taking it all in,’ says John Lee. ‘Andy was definitely introverted,’ Dave Wolfenden asserts, ‘but he would have been logging everything.’ Paul Gregory has a sense that drafts of the Sisters of Mercy might have been assembled in Shearsby’s DJ booth, in Taylor’s mind as he watched the bands: ‘He must have been sat there [adopting the dastardly voice of a moustache-twirling villain], “Mmm, I’ll have that. I do not like that. That will do.”’

Taylor not only loitered in the DJ booth in Brannigans: he sometimes functioned as substitute DJ. ‘He’d be down at every gig with Claire,’ recalls Keenan. ‘When Claire was DJing and wanted to go to the bar or the toilet or whatever, Andy would take over for a bit and all he ever played was Iggy Pop, David Bowie and Gary Glitter.’ ‘You could always tell when I’d taken over,’ Eldritch has confirmed, ‘because on came the Glitter.’

Even though Taylor was significantly happier in Leeds than he had been in Oxford, completing a university education remained a low priority. If he had been expecting to coast through and get a ‘groovy’ year in Taiwan, then he was sorely disappointed. There was no year abroad and the early stages of learning modern Chinese made huge demands on the time and brain power of its students. The F Club was of far more interest to Taylor than his degree – so he dropped out.

Packing in his studies left Taylor in something of a hinterland. The division between the city and the university was stark: young people born and raised in Leeds and those who came there to study were two separate tribes; on leaving the one group, Taylor did not become a local by default. His accent, and to some extent his class, marked him out as different from other habitués of the F Club. ‘By virtue of being displaced, both Andrew and I didn’t really fit fully in either camp,’ says Pearman, who had crossed from the East Riding into West Yorkshire when he relocated from Hull.

Yet Taylor was a rarity: he had his connections to the world of the art school bands, but as someone ‘who virtually lived in the F Club’ and formed a couple with Shearsby, he was definitely at ease on the other side of the divide. ‘To a much lesser extent I also straddled these two camps and that was partly what pulled us together,’ Pearman says. Their band would be instrumental in closing the schism between town and gown. When they took their place at the head of the next great wave of Leeds bands, the Sisters of Mercy would redefine what being a ‘townie’ band meant.



			
				
*6 If the Expelaires were the house band of the F Club, the nearest equivalent at the Warehouse was Soft Cell.

				

				
*7 Keenan refused to put the name of Barber’s band on his flyers, posters or any other promotional material, instead billing them as the Konky Wonks or the Wonky Konks.

				

				
*8 Taylor and Shearsby’s bedsit on St John’s Terrace was, of course, not above a real chemist’s – Leeds was the amphetamine capital of England. 
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Under the Jungle Sky

Since Taylor considered being unemployed a ‘perfectly reasonable way to live,’ the only job he had after university was brief: he sold merchandise on a couple of Undertones tours. Shearsby and Taylor, in her red VW Beetle with its fur-lined interior, used to drive over to York and hang out at Priestley’s, a T-shirt shop just outside the medieval city walls. Paul Ireson, a Priestley’s employee, recalls that ‘if you hung out in the shop for long enough, you ended up doing some work somewhere along the line.’

Ireson was another who found Taylor visually distinctive. ‘He’d be sitting in the shop with his leather jacket, winkle-picker shoes, scarf tied around his wrist, sunglasses on. It wasn’t punk. The kids who were the punks were a bit younger and they were still wearing bondage trousers, tartan stuff. Andrew was something a little bit different. It was a little more refined.’ Taylor was also no longer a teenager and, as Kevin Lycett witnessed, old for his age, to the point of being something of a fogey. Ireson noted that ‘he probably related more to us – I was twenty-five at the time – than the younger kids.’

He knew Taylor as ‘Spiggy’, a Mekons-appointed nickname that had followed him to York from Leeds university. Taylor obviously understood the Private Eye reference but seems not to have seen any humour when it was directed at him. ‘He got a bit annoyed when people called him that,’ Ireson says, so the Priestley’s crowd stopped using it to his face. The nickname is an example of the cleavage between the worlds of the university and the city of Leeds. ‘It would never have occurred to me to call him Spiggy,’ says Marx, ‘either to his face or when referring to him. In no sense was he Spiggy to me . . . I don’t remember anyone in the F Club scene using it.’

Literally around the corner from Priestley’s was Red Rhino, a record shop, which provided the sleeves Priestley’s was using as the inspiration for many of its T-shirt designs. Rhino was also distributing records out of the tiny backroom of its Gillygate premises. From his frequent trips with Shearsby, Taylor was well aware that it was York, not Leeds, that had the two most important hubs for merchandise and record distribution in the region.

Post-university, then, Taylor was not unpleasantly adrift in Leeds. ‘We were taking a lot of medication,’ he has commented. ‘We were doing what we’d always done: going down the F Club, moshing and mincing around . . . Gigs weren’t going to watch themselves.’ On many an afternoon he and Shearsby would play snooker at the university, this in turn sharpening their pool-playing skills in the Fav. Shearsby was especially adept. Adams would often join them for a game. He too was adrift and, although the junior member of the Expelaires, was the most focused and ambitious, the least tempted to idle. ‘I was essentially the manager of the Expelaires,’ he says. Adams used the upstairs office of Virgin Records (where he worked after the clothing warehouse) to phone around on his lunch break getting gigs.

The Expelaires got a Peel Session at their first attempt: they had handed their demo directly to John Peel at a roadshow at the university. ‘His producer, John Walters, called my mum,’ says Adams. If Adams was the manager of the Expelaires, his mother ‘was like the secretary.’ They got their first record deal off the back of the same demo tape. The deal with Zoo was for one single: ‘To See You’/‘Frequency’ came out in September 1979.

Although he played the instrument – a Vox Jaguar combo organ – that made the Expelaires a good fit as a Zoo band, Adams’ core taste lay elsewhere. ‘I was into the harder end of things,’ he says. The epitome of this was a Destroy All Monsters gig at Brannigans on 2 October 1979. As Adams puts it: ‘Ron Asheton and Michael Davis onstage – yes! I couldn’t wait, I was just like: “This is it!” Ron had his Iron Cross on and his glasses. He was amazing. Michael Davis broke a string: Holy Crap! Niagara – she was gorgeous! I’ve got all their records – everything.’

Although Dave Wolfenden also loved the MC5 (and Sabbath and Zeppelin), Adams’ heavier, hard rock musical tastes were near impossible to indulge in the Expelaires. Before he’d even been to a punk gig, Adams was already in thrall to Hawkwind, especially the way Lemmy played the bass guitar. He also had a considerable soft spot for Thin Lizzy and had seen them in Bradford at St George’s Hall in November 1976, one of his first gigs.

At the Destroy All Monsters gig musical differences in the Expelaires were clear. ‘I was dancing at the front, pretty much on my own,’ says Adams, ‘and Grape came up with a pint in his hand and just started laughing at me.’

Soon after this gig, in November 1979, a protozoic version of the Sisters of Mercy came into being in the Hyde Park area of Leeds. After being sacked as the guitarist of Dance Chapter (as the Faction renamed themselves) ‘for incompetence and not being a good enough musician,’ Stuart Green found himself playing with three habitués of the F Club he thought ‘looked fucking amazing’: Keith Fuller, Johnny Plumb and Andy Taylor.

In this nameless band, Plumb played bass. ‘He wore a nice line in charity shop suits,’ remembers Green. ‘He had an interesting background: raised in a Catholic family, he had rebelled and run away to join the Navy.’ Fuller was the singer. He was an F Club regular who had immediately become one of the faces at the Warehouse. ‘Keith was a handsome bastard,’ observes Green. ‘Great physique and he would slick back his hair and wear a tuxedo . . . We used to call him the Prince of Darkness.’ Taylor was the drummer. He had bought his drums – dubbed the ‘fish-kit’ – from Jon Langford earlier in the year. ‘It was a second-hand Olympic kit,’ Langford explains. ‘Me and Andy Corrigan [of the Mekons] went to Woolworth’s and bought fish-tank bathroom lino. We carefully took all the pieces off the drums and stuck the lino down and put all the fittings back, so it looked like a beautiful fish tank. Andy painted it black. He painted it black, maaaan!’

Fuller knew Taylor well from the F Club: ‘Andy stood out from the crowd mainly because of his long hair.’ Fuller liked him a lot: ‘He made me laugh like a drain. He was very droll, which was lost on a lot of people. I think people found him aloof because of his posh accent and him going to university to study Japanese.’ As well as dry humour, Fuller and Taylor shared a taste for leather. Fuller would often sport a complete leather jacket/leather trouser outfit; it was a look Taylor would later adopt. ‘I was channelling Elvis Comeback Special, whereas Andy was more Alvin Stardust with a little bit of the Lizard King thrown in’ is how Fuller distinguishes them.

For a couple of months in the winter of 1979, this fucking-amazing-looking four-piece very occasionally rehearsed together, on one occasion in the cellar of Priestley’s in York. All Fuller can remember of any of these rehearsals is ‘going through one of John’s songs, which included the line: “My enemies stalk each other under the jungle sky.”’

The band, however, was a shambles. Green was the first to quit. The F Club would almost immediately offer up a replacement: Mark Pearman was over by the arcade machines when one of the regulars (either ‘Johnny Copson or his mate Andy Padgin’) asked him if he ‘knew any guitar players because well-known Leeds face, Stuart Green, had just left this band,’ Pearman recalls. ‘I remember saying: “I’ve got a guitar.” I remember clearly that I didn’t actually go as far as saying I could play it.’

 By this point, Pearman had had enough of Naked Voices. He had become convinced the group needed a lead guitar player. ‘I even went so far as to buy an instrument and quickly try to learn it myself to show how much better we could be. Of course the rest of the band just laughed when they heard my attempts to play with absolutely no technical ability . . . That’s the point when I started looking for somewhere else to branch out to as a guitar player.’

Shearsby also joined the unnamed band playing a borrowed electronic keyboard. The Fuller/Pearman/Plumb/Shearsby/Taylor line-up was extremely short-lived. ‘It was an hysterically dysfunctional set-up,’ Marx recalls. ‘I can even remember a lengthy argument between Andrew and Johnny Plumb about Claire having a copy of Cosmopolitan magazine – as if that somehow made her unsuitable as our keyboard player in Johnny’s eyes.’ At that same rehearsal, Shearsby remembers, ‘down the road from St John’s Terrace . . . downstairs in a dilapidated building . . . That’s where my amp caught fire.’

Plumb and Shearsby both quit. She was much happier as a DJ than a keyboard player. ‘I was always really scared there was going to be a gig at some point,’ she says. ‘I don’t think I could have got onstage. I’d rather be in the dark . . . playing records.’ Fuller also concluded ‘pretty quickly that I couldn’t sing for toffee, so I decided to leave forthwith and save any dignity I had left. We were still friends and there wasn’t a hint of malice.’

Taylor, however, hadn’t given up on the band and was prepared to scrape the very bottom of the barrel to find a bassist. Boyd Steemson was back in Leeds for New Year’s Eve at Taylor and Shearsby’s bedsit, ‘drinking in the 1980s, probably with Special Brew . . . Andrew had this idea that I might become a bass player in this band. I soon proved otherwise. I had never played before and was utterly inept.’

Pearman also remained committed. During his brief stint in the band ‘it hadn’t really emerged that I couldn’t play, because when we weren’t arguing, we only went over one song ad infinitum in the rehearsal: all I had to do was play an A minor chord, luckily one of the handful of chords I knew.’

In fact, only Plumb and Taylor had displayed any talent so far. It is a myth that Taylor was such an awful drummer that he would eventually replace himself with a machine. His band members liked the way he played his fish-kit. ‘He was a very limited drummer,’ says Green, ‘but made an amazingly brilliant use of limited resources . . . Andy not only played the drums like Kenny Morris [of the Banshees], he looked like him too. It was a time for tribal drumming.’ Pearman also ‘really liked Andrew and his drumming’, noting a similarity to ‘bits of PiL and Joy Division’: ‘He would ignore the more standard kick, snare and hi-hats approach to playing and he definitely did not include any fills.’

With Taylor and Pearman resembling ‘the last two kids to be picked for the team in the playground’ (as Eldritch once put it), the Expelaires seemed to be transitioning from local heroes to a national act. ‘To See You’ hadn’t made it into the Independent Charts, but it had been played by John Peel. The Expelaires also played in London for the first time. This was at the Electric Ballroom, on 19 January 1980. They were fourth on the bill beneath the Teardrop Explodes, Echo & the Bunnymen and Scritti Politti. A Flock of Seagulls went on before them. Less than two weeks later they supported the Clash at Leeds university.

Had they continued their ascent, Craig Adams would never have found his way into the Sisters of Mercy. However, the Expelaires were soon foundering. Mark Copson severed an artery and tendons in one arm in an accident, which meant he could no longer play bass and had to leave the band. He was replaced by Tich Harper’s brother, David (‘Tubby’ to Adams). Zoo were not interested in a second single, but Rockburgh – a short-lived label founded by an expat American, Sandy Robertson – were. The A-side, ‘Sympathy (Don’t Be Taken In)’, emerged as weak reggae, the B-side, ‘Kicks’, as weak funk. ‘The single was supposed to sound like PiL or Chic,’ says Dave Wolfenden, ‘but then Robertson got his hands on it and, as far I was concerned, fucked it up. We weren’t strong enough to say no.’ Adams had recorded an extended piano intro to ‘Kicks’ – several minutes long – that Gregory and Wolfenden still rave about. Mirroring the ill fortunes of the band, this was cut to a few seconds on the single and the tapes lost.

The fissures in the ranks of the Expelaires started to widen. Wolfenden remembers that ‘Craig had this bass-line for a song. He played it for us. “Sounds like fucking Motörhead. We’re not doing that.” We told him it was shit.’ Gregory wryly admits: ‘It became one of the very best Sisters songs and we gave it away. Hindsight is a wonderful thing.’

Adams’ time in the Expelaires was hurtling to a close. ‘We got offered a deal from CBS,’ he says. ‘It came via my house and I put it to them. CBS wanted three singles and an album for £25,000. Tich and his brother Tubby, they wanted to stay independent; I think Wolfie might have been in that clan. I was like: “Screw that!” and that’s when I left. “You just turned that down? OK, that’s the end. See you later.” Grape, to this day, cannot remember the offer even being there. That’s why I left, Grape! I was beyond livid. How stupid do you want to be?’

Taylor and Pearman had become a duo by accident. Marx jokes that ‘Andrew had such a Bowie fetish that he couldn’t resist having his very own guitarist/sidekick straight off the bus from Hull.’ In reality, ‘I don’t imagine for one minute that he looked at me and muttered anything similar to Bowie’s immortal: “I’ve found my Jeff Beck.”’

Taylor and Pearman were not an entirely unnatural pairing: both were academically able, rather quiet and self-contained young men. Yet, there was an imbalance, which both of them enjoyed. Although only a month apart in age, by dint of ‘his personality and his education Andrew sometimes assumed the role of elder to a greater degree than that gap would warrant,’ says Marx, who had dropped out of school two weeks into his A Levels and ‘was picking up my education piecemeal mostly prompted by my love of music.’ Although his formal education had been abbreviated, he wasn’t devoid of cultural knowledge: ‘When I met Andrew I had a loose grasp on certain things: I didn’t just stand there slack-jawed, if he inadvertently mentioned Dadaism in the same sentence as the new Pere Ubu album.’ Nevertheless, the first time Taylor invited him to the cinema, Pearman ‘imagined popcorn and a blockbuster; what I got instead was an all-night showing of the films of Luis Buñuel in the university.’ Taylor went ‘into a long post-match analysis on that occasion,’ Marx recalls, ‘possibly because he’d chosen to view them with chemical supplements.’*9

Pearman and Taylor tried again – and failed again – to find a bass player. Taylor asked Tim Strafford-Taylor: ‘Andy was too po-faced about it,’ Strafford-Taylor recalls. ‘He was quite intense; he had a plan even then. I just wanted to get up on a stage, drink some beer and make a row and have a laugh. So I turned down the Sisters.’ Kevin Lycett went to just one rehearsal: ‘I didn’t have any skill as a bass player and they clearly wanted musicians not nihilistic art school post-punk arses, who couldn’t even play two chords properly. Like me. Also, they didn’t really do the left-wing shtick back then and I would’ve felt a bit awkward in a band that was more interested in black leather and pointy boots than politics, fine though black leather and pointy boots indeed are.’

They also tried to replace Shearsby on keyboards. Like Lycett, Jon Langford managed one rehearsal. ‘One day we sat around and I made explosion noises on the Mekons’ Korg synthesiser,’ he says. ‘It was never a proper rehearsal with tunes.’ Langford could have joined the Sisters, but never turned up to rehearsals: ‘I was just too busy with other things.’

Stephen Barber was exasperated by Pearman and Taylor’s slow progress. ‘I had this sense even then, that if you hadn’t got going with a band by sixteen or seventeen you were finished. You were over it. So for them to get into their twenties and have not really got going with these plans for a band, I guess I thought nothing was going to happen and they were wasting everyone’s time – completely feckless. They used to talk about it and time went on and on and on . . .’
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