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Prologue


I’m in a small, dark club in Liverpool, listening to punk rock. People are drinking cans of Jamaican lager and having intense conversations. I’m trying not to feel shy.


The DJ is playing my favourite records: ‘No Bones For The Dog’ by Joe Gibbs, ‘The Passenger’ by Iggy Pop, ‘Another Girl Another Planet’ by the Only Ones. When he puts on the Dead Kennedys, the dance floor is packed.


I’m wearing black drainpipe jeans, a black T-shirt and a satchel with my name on it in blackmail lettering, like on the Sex Pistols album.


I’m 56 years old.


I don’t usually do reunions.









PART 1


MORNING OF OUR LIVES









The punk rock question
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Taping LPs, as usual.


The day I set fire to my litter bin I realised I wasn’t enjoying student life as much as I’d expected.


I didn’t really know what I was doing there. ‘Why are you going to Liverpool to do English?’ asked one of my schoolfriends, the day we got our A-level results. ‘They don’t speak English there.’


I might have answered, ‘In Liverpool they speak rock’n’roll,’ but I wasn’t that pretentious. Anyway, I only knew three things about the city: the Beatles, the football and that it was near to Chester where my twin sister Maggie was going to college.


Why did I move so far away from home? You would if you lived in Sittingbourne.


Sittingbourne is one of those towns that people go through but never stop at, a mid-point on the railway line between London and the Kent coast. It likes to boast that it’s mentioned in The Canterbury Tales, but the pilgrims didn’t stop there either.


Some people, though, never leave. That wasn’t going to be me.


Why did I go to university? Because it was what clever grammar-school girls did. Because I didn’t know what else to do. Because my father wished that he had.


Why did I go to Liverpool? Because I was meant to do Oxford entrance but I got depression instead. Because someone said the English department was good. Because it was 200 miles from home.


Taking the train from Euston felt like an adventure. I watched England go past: warehouses, suburbs, factories, fields, canals, mills. I watched the people on the train. I thought of Paul Simon writing ‘America’, and imagined myself in a musical road movie. I knew I would be someone new when I got up north.


I got off at Lime Street station wearing my new Levi’s, my new duffel coat and an outgoing persona. I kept up the act for as long as I could. About two weeks, as it turned out.


I’d thrown myself so hard into student life that I’d got hurt. I was worn out by partying, late nights and trying too hard to make friends. Battered by gender politics, class differences and the Christian Union, I didn’t know who I was any more.


One Saturday afternoon, I was sitting in my room in the halls of residence and found myself looking for something destructive to do. It might have been something silly to cheer myself up; it might have been in earnest. I didn’t really know. I’d done a bit of light vandalism when I was at school, and it was the same impulse.


I lit a match and dropped it onto the pile of papers in the bin, and waited in slow motion for something to happen. I screamed and laughed as the flames shot up. Things stopped being slow motion. I ran along the corridor to the kitchen, grabbed a saucepan, filled it with water and ran back to my room.


I laughed and cried as the water put out the flames. Only one person knew. There weren’t many people around on Saturday afternoons, but Tony, a boy from upstairs, had been in the kitchen. I cried on his shoulder, then went to his room and listened to loud music until I felt better.


The incident shook me, but I made an anecdote of it later. I thought it might be good for my image.


Years later, reading an autobiography by Dee Dee Ramone, the bass player in my favourite band, this line jumps out: ‘Punk rock comes from angry kids who feel like being creative.’ And I think: yes, that was me.


I don’t think I knew at the time I was angry. ‘Mixed up’ was the phrase I used. There were so many contradictions. I had been desperate to get away from my family (I didn’t know the word dysfunctional but I knew what it felt like), but on my first day in Liverpool I was homesick. I cried when I arrived in my new room in halls and had to be rescued by a nice girl from down the corridor who showed me the kitchen and shared her chocolate biscuits.


I went to church on Sundays because that was how I’d been brought up, but on Saturday nights I drank too much and laughed when the crowd I was in acted like ‘bloody students’. Then I got worried because the Christian Union kids told me I wasn’t a real Christian because I was C of E or not like them or something.


I tried to be one of the boys, but the boys didn’t want that. They liked girls who giggled. This was especially true of the posh boys.


I hadn’t thought much about class before. In Sittingbourne, you knew where you were with people. If your parents worked in the paper mill, you were working-class. If they worked in the Shell research station, you were middle-class. (Our parents were teachers, so we were somewhere in between.) At university, I met people whose backgrounds didn’t fit that pattern: a girl who claimed to be working-class but didn’t have my money worries, another who declared that her parents were ‘nouveau riche’, boys who’d been to private schools. I even learnt there was something called a posh northern accent.


I was exhausted by the newness of all this, and I was starting to realise what a sheltered life I’d had. I didn’t know how the world worked. I didn’t know the rules. About anything.


It helped having Maggie in Chester. It wasn’t far from Liverpool – a bus and two trains – so we saw each other at weekends. I also spent a long time on the public phone at the bottom of the stairs, which annoyed the people who shared the party landline.


From everyone else there were letters. The letters from my middle sister, Sue, were the best: they showed me a different world and they were nearly always funny. She’d run away to London as soon as she could and was living the sort of bohemian lifestyle that seemed very glamorous to me. Well, she was living in a shared flat, and skint. ‘Eating cornflakes with water, and picking fag ends off the pavement,’ she wrote on one occasion. I laughed out loud over my three-course mass-catering breakfast.


Sue had always been more streetwise and outgoing than me: at home, she’d helped me navigate the rules of teenage etiquette. Now she was my role model because pretending to be her was the only way I could actually talk to people. (Years later, I found out she’d been acting too. In reality, our family were all shy.)


I wrote letters to everyone – to Sue, to Maggie if I hadn’t seen her for a while, to my boyfriend and to my parents, who felt more approachable now they were 200 miles away. I’d never been away from home before and I still needed parenting; they were the only parents I had, and long-distance was the best way. It was easy to pretend everything was OK: after all, it was what we’d been doing for years.


‘Send more money’ I would write, in a running joke that only I found funny. In the evenings in halls, a bunch of us would gather in someone’s room to listen to records and chat. I’d be the one in the corner, writing 13-page letters home.


The only thing that made sense (apart from lectures, which I liked) was going to gigs. I went to everything. I was making up for lost time.


At home, we had one local band who played Status Quo covers like ‘Caroline’ and ‘Paper Plane’ and encored with ‘Johnny B. Goode’. (In the 1970s, everyone encored with ‘Johnny B. Goode’. Until it got usurped by ‘Gloria’.) The bloke who managed the band sometimes put on gigs at the town hall (I’d missed Budgie because I had an O-level exam the next day). You went because it was music, and because it was something to do.


I took the same approach when I got to Liverpool. In my first month at university, Joan Armatrading was on The Old Grey Whistle Test on our communal television, Thin Lizzy were playing the Liverpool Empire and Fairport were on at the students’ union. I saw them all because it was music. (I failed to get into the freshers’ ball because it was sold out. I’d never heard of Deaf School, the local art-school stars, but they were huge in Liverpool and the locals had bought all the tickets.) But the only band I saw that felt like mine were Eddie and the Hot Rods, whose gig at the students’ union was a highlight of my first term. Times were changing, but it was taking a while.


*


‘What do you think about punk rock?’ It was a more interesting question than ‘What A-levels did you do?’, which is what most people had been asking me in that first term.


It wasn’t the first thing that Pete Wylie said to me but it was probably the second. The first was to ask if we had a lecture that afternoon. We hadn’t met properly – we weren’t on the same course – but if you did English (me) or French (him), you had to do ‘classical literature in translation’ because it was part of our shared cultural heritage. We recognised each other. Or maybe recognised something in each other.


This time – the day before the end of our first term – our paths crossed in the students’ union basement bar. It was becoming a bit of a home for me. You left daylight behind, going downstairs to where dark furniture and dark corners soaked up low light. You could still smell last night’s beer. It was my kind of place.


I spent most of my lunchtimes here, sitting on my own with the jukebox, the music papers and a meal of toast and beer. The toast was cold because it was a few hours’ old. That made it both limp and chewy, but I didn’t really mind. It cost me nothing because breakfast in halls of residence was already paid for. My half-pint of beer was cheap too.


You wouldn’t necessarily ask someone who looked like me about punk rock. I wore the same thing most days: flared jeans, desert boots, a big jumper. A long scarf and long hair. On warmer days, a plaid shirt like the one worn by Rory Gallagher. I wasn’t a huge fan of Irish bluesmen (although Rory Gallagher was very pretty), but I did like the shirts.


Pete was much the same. He was wearing a greatcoat, which was what hippies had who couldn’t afford Afghan coats. His hair wasn’t long like mine but it wasn’t short either. It was dark and his eyes were blue which I liked because it stood out. Irish colouring: I had it too. He wasn’t as good-looking as my boyfriend at home and he wasn’t as tall. His chubby face made him look very young. I knew I wanted to be his friend.


Anyway, the punk question was hard to answer. I’d read about punk but I hadn’t really heard any: there weren’t many records at the time, and the scene was still mostly about London. In my room in halls I had a cassette player but no radio, and I didn’t yet know about John Peel.


‘I like Eddie and the Hot Rods,’ I said, which was an understatement. I’d loved Eddie and the Hot Rods since I heard their Live At The Marquee EP, and I loved them even more after seeing them live. They were like a younger version of Dr Feelgood – a version my own age – and they played hard, fast, timeless songs with an energy you didn’t get from the records on the students’ union jukebox.


The jukebox favourites that term were the drippy soft-rock ballad ‘If You Leave Me Now’ by Chicago and the Bruce Springsteen cover ‘Blinded By The Light’ by Manfred Mann’s Earth Band. Pete said proudly that he’d persuaded the bar staff to add ‘New Rose’ by The Damned, when it was the only British punk single in existence. (They beat the Sex Pistols by a month: ‘Anarchy In The UK’ had just come out, and I hadn’t heard it yet.)


That afternoon, I sat next to Pete in the back row of the lecture theatre, studying our shared cultural heritage: Bob Dylan, mostly. Then he said the sentence that would change my life: ‘You must go to Eric’s.’


Eric wasn’t a person. Eric’s was a club: the name was designed to sound at odds with everything else. It had only just opened but the Sex Pistols had already played there, exactly two weeks after I’d arrived in Liverpool. Like me, most people missed it.


Before I could go, there were the Christmas holidays and a return to Kent. I was pleased to see my big blonde boyfriend, and spent the next few weeks taping his new records.


I got a cassette of Bob Dylan’s Greatest Hits for Christmas, and played it during the family get-together. Bob was singing about someone who goes through life ‘just like a woman’. ‘But really she’s a man,’ sniggered my uncle Jeff. Jeff and his partner Alistair were the youngest of my grown-up relatives, and my favourites, so they were allowed to take the piss.


On New Year’s Eve I watched glam-rock ruffian Alex Harvey on The Old Grey Whistle Test – an aggressive, arty antidote to the usual dull dinosaurs – and wished I was back in Liverpool.


*


In January 1977 I wrote in my diary: ‘I’m so mixed up. I need SOMETHING. I need something badly.’


Two weeks later, I went to Eric’s for the first time.


I’d arranged to meet Pete in the students’ union bar. He was there with his girlfriend Denny and some boys from university. ‘Denny and Penny,’ he laughed as he did the introductions. Denny was wearing a gold raincoat, proving that Liverpool people were more hip than students. Pete had ditched the greatcoat: he was wearing a boiler suit now.


We walked down the hill towards town, through the closed shopping centre and past Probe Records, a tall circular building on a corner where two side streets met. I’d been there before, although it was always intimidating walking past the Scouse music fans sitting on the steps as if they owned them.


The streets were deserted, and our destination, Mathew Street, was dark and desolate, lined with looming red-brick buildings. There was a pub on one side of the road – the only building with signs of life – and a car park on the other. The car park was just a patch of waste ground: there were a lot of them in Liverpool, mostly bombsites from the war. This one, though, I found out later, was the site of the original Cavern Club. Opposite, there was a sign high up on the wall saying ‘Cavern’, where the club had moved for a few years. Under that, another sign and the door to Eric’s.


Pete showed his membership card and signed me in, I paid 75p for my ticket and we went down the stairs.


I’d never been to a rock club before. I’d been to gigs at the students’ union, where the audience sat cross-legged on the floor. I’d been to the tall, huge Empire Theatre where fans threw toilet rolls onto the stage from the balcony. I’d been with girls from university to nightclubs called Tuxedo Junction and Gatsby’s, where they played ABBA and no one asked me to dance. Where the music didn’t matter and the boys had predatory, judgemental eyes.


Eric’s was small, and looked smaller because the walls were painted red. It looked dark for the same reason. There were no carpets, no flashing lights and no commentary from the DJ. In one room, a jukebox. In another room, a bar along one wall and a stage opposite. A few chairs and stools. Next to the stage, a tiny kitchen, a tiny dressing room and a tinier DJ booth. In a corner by the stairs, the toilets, but you tried not to go there. That was it.


Mostly, people were in the sort of clothes you’d wear to the pub. I identified student types in jumpers and flared jeans, and ageing hippies with jumpers, flared jeans and long hair. There were some like Pete and Denny, making tentative changes to the way they looked; trying things out. And there were a few actual punks, throwing themselves around to ‘Anarchy In The UK’.


I’d only seen punks in the newspapers before, and there they were in real life: boys in leather jackets and chains, with short hair; girls in footless tights and stilettos. I was impressed, but nervous. I avoided their eyes. I was camouflaged in my black T-shirt and Levi’s. With relief, I blended right in.


The records, though, stood out. They were the noise of change in the air. Strange sounds that I’d never heard before: obscure punk singles, and lots of reggae that sounded far weirder than anything I’d heard by Bob Marley. You didn’t hear this stuff in normal clubs.


Apart from being French, the band were not that strange. Little Bob Story had been labelled as punk but really they were just basic rock’n’roll. It was good, but it wasn’t new. They’d been compared to English bands like Eddie and the Hot Rods, so I knew I was going to like them.


People rushed to the front to watch; I stood on a stool at the back to see. I was dying to dance. A nice-looking boy with short hair was standing on a chair next to me. He caught my eye and smiled. ‘Good, aren’t they?’ I said. ‘This sort of music’s too good to waste standing here,’ he replied. It was the invitation I’d been waiting for. We jumped down and jumped around until my feet hurt and my T-shirt was covered in sweat.


This was music that got into your body. It wasn’t dancing as display: it was dancing for yourself because you had to. No one had to be a dancing queen here; I was happy to be a dancing pleb.


We talked a bit and it didn’t feel like a pickup; it felt like I’d made a friend. I never saw him again, but I knew I could meet people here where I would find something in common.


That evening, Eric’s didn’t really feel like a punk club. Probably because it wasn’t. First, it was too early: outside London, there weren’t enough punks around. Second, because the owners never intended it to be. It was supposed to be, and mostly remained, eclectic. There was a quote from them in the students’ union newspaper: ‘We want tasty new acts we can dig.’ People still talked like that in 1977.


The owners were Ken Testi (small), a band manager (he looked after Deaf School, the most popular band in Liverpool), and Roger Eagle (large), a promoter and DJ famous for pioneering Northern Soul in Manchester. They’d be joined later by Pete Fulwell, an intellectual.


Roger is the one everyone remembers. A big man with a spiv’s moustache and a taste for loud shirts, he looked a bit like a gangster. Not a modern-day one, although they existed in Liverpool (I heard talk later of a protection racket for nightclubs, and that Eric’s didn’t play the game). Roger looked as though he belonged in the 1940s.


His passion was for making everyone love the music he did. If I hadn’t been so scared of him, I’d have recognised a kindred spirit. He was responsible for booking the bands, and for the jukebox, famous for its rockabilly obscurities.


Norman Killon, who worked behind the counter in Probe Records, was responsible for DJing. His day job meant we always heard the new releases straight away.


That evening, I didn’t know any of this. I just knew that this was a place where music mattered. I knew that here I could be myself.


And I knew I was going to come back.


*


The second time I went to Eric’s, I went on my own. That wasn’t the plan: I was supposed to meet Pete and his friends in the pub next door, but my bus was late and when I got to the Grapes they’d gone. I’d been scared waiting for the bus because there’d been attacks on women at the halls of residence and we’d been advised not to walk around on our own. I wasn’t scared of going into the club alone, though: it didn’t cross my mind.


I walked up to the ticket booth, bought my own membership card and walked down the stairs. This time, the Stranglers were playing: it was going to be my first proper punk gig.


The band made a loud exciting noise, and the club felt loud and exciting too. In those few weeks, it had started to look like an actual punk club. There were more punks now, and the place was packed.


While Little Bob Story had been fast, energetic and good-natured, the Stranglers were fast, energetic and antagonistic. It was music that snarled. It spoke my language. Actually, I didn’t dare to snarl so it spoke for me.


What did I think of punk rock? It was what I’d been looking for.









Sod the Jubilee: part 1




[image: ]





The kitchen at Eric’s. Hilary Steele, Roger Eagle, Paul Rutherford and Gary Dwyer.


‘This is McCull. He thinks David Bowie is an alien.’ Pete was introducing me to his Eric’s friends. Ian McCulloch and I looked at each other and said nothing. Mac (as he became known later) probably couldn’t see me because he wasn’t wearing his glasses. I was too shy to think of anything to say. So was he, probably, but I didn’t realise that for years.


I didn’t talk to anyone much at Eric’s apart from Pete, but you didn’t have to be part of the in-crowd to feel part of something. I watched and listened.


Did I say Eric’s wasn’t supposed to be a punk club? By now, it was starting to feel as if it was. We even had our own punk groups.


Big in Japan were probably the first. They were punk in the sense that they made a racket and it looked as if they couldn’t play (some of them could). They looked weird. Very. The singers, Jayne Casey and Holly Johnson, looked the weirdest: mirror images of each other, both with shaved heads. Jayne sounded the weirdest. She didn’t really sing, but it didn’t matter.


Pete Wylie and his short-lived almost-band the Nova Mob – Pete, Julian Cope, Griff and Budgie – were organising a campaign for Big in Japan to split up. There were even T-shirts. And a petition in Probe Records, which was cheerfully signed by all the members of Big In Japan.


The Spitfire Boys looked and sounded more like people expect a punk band to be – they played Ramones covers and encored (like everyone else) with ‘Gloria’ – except that Paul Rutherford, the singer, was too young and too sweet to be threatening. On holiday that summer, I was browsing my mother’s women’s magazines when I saw an article titled ‘Punks and Their Mums’. There was a photo of Paul, with a quote from his mother: ‘He has a nice tweed jacket that he never wears.’


Eric’s was becoming the centre of everything. Well, one of the centres. The other was Probe Records. Probe was scarily hip. The shop had been going since the early 70s, selling discount LPs years before Virgin Records got in on the act, and stocking the sort of music you couldn’t find in Boots. Even the bags were hip: with their B-movie/rock’n’roll iconography, designed by art school lecturer Steve Hardstaff, they were a collectors’ item.


Probe was where you could buy Roger Eagle’s fanzine The Last Trumpet and be insulted by Norman, the Eric’s DJ, if he didn’t like the record you were trying to buy. Norman insulted me like everyone else, but I thought he liked me. He knew what my name was because I’d written it on the child’s satchel with orange DayGlo trim that I carried instead of a handbag. I’d bought it from the Back to School section in WH Smith.


If you couldn’t afford to buy records, there were badges. Like 1970s shirt collars, they started off huge and got smaller. Small was good because you could fit more of them on your jacket. (Lapels were getting smaller too.)


You could also just hang out: the five wide steps up to the shop were a good place to pose. Other people hung out behind the counter. You were never sure who was actually working there and who was just, well, there. The action moved seamlessly from Probe in the daytime to Eric’s in the evening. Really, Probe was a club too.


*


I couldn’t always go to Eric’s, so one night I went to a pub with my university friend Kathy to watch a student band that she knew. They were OK, but it felt like the old world.


‘This is a song by The Who,’ announced the singer and they started playing ‘Summertime Blues’. ‘No, it’s not, it’s by Eddie Cochran!’ I shouted. No one heard me, but I knew I was right. I knew that The Who covered the song on their Live At Leeds album, but it wasn’t theirs. I even knew that Eddie Cochran didn’t have an E on the end of his surname. Not many people know that. Girls weren’t supposed to care about this stuff, but I did.


*


The summer of 1977 was a time of celebration. The Queen had a Jubilee and Liverpool FC won the European Cup. All the shops in the city centre had red-and-white window displays and, in the street, men were selling ice creams with one hand and Liverpool scarves with the other. Everywhere you went, you could hear ‘You’ll Never Walk Alone’. I didn’t even like football, but I was impressed.


By now, my university friends were telling me I was getting boring about punk rock. In June, when the Silver Jubilee was happening, I raged against the banning and boycotting of the Sex Pistols and their single ‘God Save The Queen’. I used the phrase ‘the Establishment’ a lot. I got a letter from my boyfriend that proved punk hadn’t reached Sittingbourne yet. ‘An old woman came up to me in the Co-op, looked at my Sex Pistols badge, and said, I think they’re disgusting and anyone who likes them must be disgusting.’


I felt like a rebel, and I liked it. I found a plastic Union Jack with the Queen on it, customised it with the words ‘Sod the Jubilee’ cut out of a newspaper, and put it on my door. But I took it down when my friend’s parents were coming round because she asked me to.


*


‘You’re so DUMB,’ I shouted, wanting to sound like the Ramones but knowing I sounded like an idiot. We were halfway up the mile of Victorian villas that led from the shopping centre to our 1960s estate. Sittingbourne had a few mean streets, but this wasn’t one of them.


Maggie stalked off and was soon yards away. Her legs were longer than mine (did I mention we were non-identical twins?), and she’d had a lot of practice stalking off. She’d said something rude about punk rock and wouldn’t listen when I tried to argue. It meant more to both of us than we could put words to: up to now we’d always liked the same things, and for the first time I had chosen something else.


There’s a music business joke that when bands split up they always give the reason as ‘musical differences’, when actually it’s because they hate each other. Maggie and I had our musical differences, but most of the time we were still friends.


You can see it in a photo taken that summer holiday. Maggie is tall and fair, with long hair, and is wearing flared jeans, a purple flowered waistcoat and a bell-sleeved T-shirt. I’m short, and my hair is dark and cut short, and I’m in drainpipe jeans, a black T-shirt with a man’s shirt over the top, and badges. For twins, we couldn’t look more unalike, but we have our arms around each other, and we’re smiling.


My boyfriend took the photo. There’s one of me and him as well, taken by Maggie the same day. We’re on the top of the multi-storey car park in the shopping centre. It was the most punk location we could find.


There wasn’t much to do in Sittingbourne, so we spent a lot of time in London that summer. We never went to the famous punk clubs, though. Our hangouts were the Virgin Megastore and HMV in Oxford Street, and venues where gigs finished early enough to get the last train home: the Marquee for newer bands (The Fall), Hammersmith Odeon for those who were getting established (The Jam).


The hippest gig I went to was with my sister Sue, who took me to see the Ramones (AND the Saints AND Talking Heads) at the Roundhouse in London. She had a job there selling ice creams so I got in free, which made me feel important. After jumping up and down all the way through the Ramones’ set I was glad of the free ice cream too.


My favourite gig that summer was American singer Jonathan Richman and his band the Modern Lovers at Hammersmith Odeon. No one knew what to expect: we’d only heard his single ‘Roadrunner’, already a proto-punk classic. The show was nothing like that.


In black trousers, a billowing white shirt and a small moustache, Jonathan didn’t look anything like a punk, and he didn’t play anything that sounded punk either. The show was uninhibited fun that didn’t recognise the concept of hip. The music was childlike and emotionally direct. It was exactly what I needed. When he sang ‘Morning Of Our Lives’ – a gentle encouragement to a friend with no confidence – it spoke to my insecurities and gave me hope in myself.


When I got back to Liverpool I went to Probe and bought all his LPs looking for that song. It eventually came out on a single in 1978.









How to look like a punk: part 1
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Obligatory photo booth pic.


‘You’re so brave.’ They were words I was getting used to hearing. It was one of the girls from the English class, talking about my clothes. I was wearing grey schoolboy trousers from Littlewoods and a tartan jacket from the Oxfam shop. It was autumn, I’d just started my second year, and I looked different. Different from everyone else at university, and different from the way I’d looked a few months earlier. My friend Tony had started calling me Sheena. (‘Sheena Is A Punk Rocker’ was the Ramones’ new single that summer.)


I was in the bar at the halls of residence. I couldn’t afford to spend all my time at Eric’s, so some nights, I’d just hang out at the bar and play the jukebox. ‘Do Anything You Wanna Do’ by Eddie and the Hot Rods was everyone’s favourite, and I’d always do the handclaps. If Elvis Costello came on, I’d copy his pose from the cover of My Aim Is True – legs apart, feet pointing in. No one realised that I was copying Elvis Costello. I didn’t realise he was copying Buddy Holly.


By the middle of 1977, I’d decided I couldn’t keep going to punk gigs looking the way I did. I went home for the summer and reinvented myself. First it was to fit in, but soon it was for fun. This is how you do it.


1. Get your hair cut.


You don’t have to have spikey hair: hair gel hasn’t been invented yet. It just has to be short.


It was hard to find a hairdresser who knew how to do short hair but I took a photo of Tina Weymouth, the bass player from Talking Heads, and said, ‘I want to look like her.’


2. Ditch the flares.


It was hard to find jeans that weren’t flares, but I managed to get some black cord drainpipe jeans. A man’s shirt from the Oxfam shop, and some badges, finished the look (for now).


My boyfriend did a similar thing. We were making it up as we went along, influenced by what we’d seen at gigs, in the papers and on the back cover of the New Wave compilation LP. There weren’t any role models in Sittingbourne.


We’d been on the verge of splitting up, but for now we were companions in arms. We stood around chewing matchsticks and trying to look hard. My uncle Jeff laughed at us. My mother tried not to say, ‘You’re not going out looking like that.’ She managed: ‘Why do attractive young women want to make themselves look unattractive?’ Looking at the photos now, I think I looked pretty cute, but it wasn’t what passed for normal at the time.


By the time Eric’s closed three years later, a lot of the members looked how you expect punks to be: the way they are in London postcards from the 80s, all leather jackets and Mohican haircuts. In 1977, none of us did; the uniform hadn’t gelled by then. No one looked like the stock footage of London punks that turn up in documentaries all the time. We didn’t have the money. What we had was imagination.


3. Do a bit of DIY.


I customised my clothes as much as I could. Second-hand school blazers were the closest we got to uniform. I wore mine unbuttoned, with found items safety-pinned to the lapel. The porter in the students’ union had to point out it wasn’t a good idea to safety-pin my hall keys to my clothing.


My favourite item was a Silver Jubilee milk-bottle top. It has little black crowns on a silver background, and the words ‘Pasteurised Milk’ alternating with ‘Silver Jubilee 1952–1977’. I thought it was a great concept to put a safety pin through it. When I wasn’t wearing it, I kept it in a matchbox I got from the Marquee Club in London. I’ve still got the matchbox, and the badge. Safety pin still attached.


4. Don’t look like a hippie.


Looking like a punk was choosing to be in opposition. Hippies had long hair and flares so we had short hair and drainpipe jeans. Normal girls tried to look feminine so we wore oversized men’s shirts, school ties, anything we could find in a charity shop that qualified as ‘bad taste’. Normal teenagers wanted to be grown-ups so we wore children’s shoes or plastic sandals.


The choice was decided not by ‘is it punk?’ but ‘is it not-punk?’ It was a process of elimination. At first, not-punk was what was popular among students: hacking jackets, Purdey haircuts (copied from Joanna Lumley in The New Avengers). Later, it was anything that started off as punk but had turned up in Miss Selfridge.


We were influenced, of course. The Sex Pistols wore safety pins so we wore safety pins. The Ramones wore baseball boots so we did too. Patti Smith had been a role model since I was at school, simply because of the famous 1975 cover photo for her Horses LP: white shirt, black jacket, androgynous cool.


By today’s standards, most of us looked normal. But short hair was a statement; ‘drainies’ were a statement. Those were the basics: enough to make you stand out, enough to make life dangerous.


In London, Teddy Boys were attacking the Sex Pistols. In Liverpool, Pete Wylie got beaten up by scallies (the working-class subculture that many of the Eric’s kids were trying to escape). In Kent, in the holidays, I was threatened by people who thought they were normal. At university, I was regularly insulted by rugby types, and proud of it.


The grown-ups were more tolerant. ‘I see Miss Kiley is wearing black nail varnish,’ said Professor Cross during a seminar. ‘It is good for an Anglo-Saxonist to be in touch with the modern world.’









Complete control
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Pete Burns with the Cramps in the Eric’s dressing room, 8 March 1980. The Cramps were the headliners, with Nightmares in Wax as support.


It was October 1977 and I was finally feeling at home. I was back in Liverpool after a summer in which I’d cut my hair and stopped looking like a hippie (in my head, I’d been a punk for ages). I told myself it was mainly so I wouldn’t feel out of place at gigs, but I felt revitalised.


The first gig of the term was Mink de Ville and Dr Feelgood at the Empire. I went along with my student friend John Metcalfe and his girlfriend. There will be several Johns in this story so I’ll try to keep things simple. This John, a tall, quiet boy from the North East, was one of the people in my English class who cared about music as much as I did. Every Thursday morning, we’d sit in the foyer of the Modern Languages building with the music papers and go through the tour announcements to see who was coming to Liverpool.


Dr Feelgood had seen better days, but Mink de Ville, the support band, were the hip new thing. Their hit ‘Spanish Stroll’ had that Lou Reed/New York feel that everyone liked. Afterwards we went down to Eric’s to see Tom Robinson. The Spitfire Boys were the support.


We felt nervous at first, until I saw some people I knew. I spotted Pete’s student friend Martin. I didn’t know him well but he was the first person I’d met who had a Ramones LP. He’d had his hair cut too, and was better-looking for it. ‘How long have you been a punk?’ he asked me.


I tried to spot Pete, but he’d had his hair cut again and got thinner and he looked like another person. He was rushing around looking important, talking to everyone, but he kept still long enough to speak to me, admire my Jonathan Richman T-shirt and say, ‘Being a punk suits you much better than being a hippie.’ I had a bit of a crush on Pete by that point (and I’d always sought his approval) so this made me happy.


When I’d gone to London for gigs in the summer, I’d found myself out-posed but it wasn’t like that back in Liverpool. At Eric’s the people were real. Even the weirdos were still real people, not pseuds. Pete was trading insults with one of them.


‘Poser!’ said Pete.


‘Punk!’ retorted his strange-looking friend.


‘A genuine mutant, all the way from Port Sunlight,’ Pete explained. I later found out that the mutant was called Peter – who would become better known as Pete Burns. (There are a lot of Petes in this story too.)


Not everyone looked as odd as Peter, with his black clothes, coiffed black hair and disdainful expression, but there was such a mixture of people at Eric’s that anyone, I told myself, would be accepted there. After all, Tom Robinson said things (‘I’m gay and I’m fucking proud of it’) that would get him beaten up by the average ‘normal’ person. Like most of the people in my halls of residence.


In the taxi back, the radio was playing Tom Robinson’s hit ‘2. 4. 6. 8. Motorway’. We mentioned to the taxi driver that we’d just been to see the band, feeling a bit hip. He was not to be outdone. ‘Little white lines,’ he said knowingly. ‘Do you know what that really means?’


No, we said.1


*


By the autumn of 1977, things were moving fast. To be a real punk you had to stay one step ahead, to keep separate from the trendies and the part-time punks.


When everyone was going to see the Stranglers at the students’ union, I sold my ticket to a student and did something else instead. When my friend Kathy got a punk outfit from Miss Selfridge, I went to the army surplus shops. I knew she’d only ever take it so far because she cared too much about looking nice. She was the only person I knew who put on lipstick just to go to breakfast in halls.


The students, I told myself, didn’t know that punk wasn’t about fashion or even bands. It was about being different. I did my best to stay different.


At Eric’s, the band nights were busy, as word got around. But the real fun started after the headliners finished, when most people had left and we had the club to ourselves to dance, gossip and play. I was starting to recognise the regulars: not just the musical limelight seekers but the backstage stars too – tough, scary boys with nicknames like Boxhead and Robbo. They were the ones who didn’t pose but did the actual hard work, the unsung jobs like ‘humping’ (bringing equipment in and out) or bill posting.


Some of the regulars recognised me. Paul from the Spitfire Boys always said hello. Such a nice boy. It always made me laugh when he took the microphone from the DJ and started singing and dancing to whatever was on. He’d dance to anything. Eric’s became a club again – a youth club, even – and I felt like a member of something.


Everyone seemed to be forming bands. Or at least talking about it. Even Pete had one, although I missed their first gig because I’d promised to visit Maggie that weekend.


Women were part of the scene too, and it wasn’t just girlfriends. None of them were, in the words of the Slits song, ‘Typical Girls’.


Doreen Allen ruled Eric’s. A bit older than the rest of us, she’d worked for Roger Eagle for years, back when he put on rock gigs at the now-defunct Liverpool Stadium, as well as promoting her own shows. Secretary was too ordinary a word. Doreen was hipper than that, and she ran everything. A lot of us still have our Eric’s membership cards and most of them have Doreen’s signature on them.


Doreen’s friend Hilary Steele was the club’s resident photographer and had her own unique style without ever conforming to an expected ‘punk’ image. She didn’t even need to cut her hair short – she just tied it up with whatever odd things she took a liking to. I thought her very cool. There were other women who had their own roles, like Christine, the red-haired art student who worked behind the bar, or Joan and Joyce who staffed the tiny kitchen and doled out cottage pie from catering-size steel trays brought in from the Armadillo tea rooms over the road.


I didn’t dare talk to Jayne Casey from Big in Japan. With her bare head and black lipstick, she was just too intimidating.


Then there was the mutant, Peter, and his girlfriend Lynne. They looked scary but were friendlier than you’d expect. With their friend Vinny, they’d recently started selling clothes in a back room in Probe, catering for people like themselves who were goths before it was invented. I discovered they were two of Liverpool’s original punks, and had been shocking passers-by in the hairdressers in St John’s precinct long before anyone had heard of Johnny Rotten.


Pete Wylie’s new girlfriend Janey was a hairdresser too. I was learning that, for people in Liverpool, hairdressing was what you did if you were creative and felt different. Pete and Janey’s looks weren’t as extreme as some, but Pete stood out anyway by force of personality. ‘Panache,’ said his French tutor, June Kane. ‘Charisma,’ I realised later.


Pete based his image on the Fonz from the sitcom Happy Days, but he had props to go with his jeans and leather jacket. Once it was a toilet seat. Another time it was a plastic lobster, a Christmas present from Paul. Remember, there’s an art school in Liverpool.


*


As a second-year student I was taking my studies seriously. I’d moved to the quieter halls of residence over the road, where there were no parties. But English language and literature wasn’t all I was taking seriously. My room in halls was wallpapered with posters: the Ramones (my favourite band), The Clash (my second favourite), Jonathan Richman. On my wardrobe door there was a montage of people I admired, cut out from the music papers: Poly Styrene from X-Ray Spex, Debbie Harry, Elvis Costello, Eddie and the Hot Rods, Talking Heads, Bill Nelson from Bebop Deluxe, John Cooper Clarke. (The B-side of John Cooper Clarke’s ‘Post-War Glamour Girls’ single was a live version of ‘Kung Fu International’ recorded at Eric’s. I liked to say I was on it. Well, I was, if you count clapping.)


Jayne Casey took centre stage, looking damaged and defiant and unworldly. It was that famous photo by Kevin Cummins: shaved head, black lipstick and faux dreadlocks that dripped down her face like mascara’d tears.


I’d got a radio and a record player by now, and was getting a musical education from John Peel and Annie Nightingale on Radio 1 while I wrote my essays. (It was on Annie’s show that I first heard ‘Wuthering Heights’. It stopped me in my tracks.) Some days I would put on a record and pose in front of the mirror and fantasise about being a rock star. And wish I’d been born male because then I’d be able to do things.


*


It was a normal weekday lunchtime and I was in Probe Records with Pete. Someone whispered a secret, and he wouldn’t tell me what it was. All I could find out was that it was about Saturday night at Eric’s: ‘to be arranged’, according to the official gig list. All he would say was: ‘Go.’


A few days later, I was in Probe on my own and Norman, the Eric’s DJ, recognised me. I tried to make conversation: ‘I still want to know who’s playing at Eric’s on Saturday.’


He lowered his voice. ‘The Clash.’ I didn’t know whether to believe it or not. ‘Why’s it not advertised?’


‘We sold out last time anyway. You’d better get down there and get your ticket.’


The Clash had already played Eric’s once, in May. It would go down in history as one of those gigs where everyone in the audience started a band. I’d missed it because of exams. I couldn’t miss them again.


I walked around a bit and told myself I couldn’t spend my life missing out on things for fear of looking stupid. When I got to Eric’s the person in front of the queue was saying, ‘It says in this week’s Sounds they’re not playing.’


‘Don’t believe everything you read in the papers.’


I handed over £1.70. I had a ticket to see my second-favourite band, for the first time.


Even when I was there on Saturday night, waiting at the side of the empty stage, I almost didn’t believe it. Then there they were: my heroes, in person. Mick Jones was just inches away from me, looking exactly like the poster on my wall. The crowd went mad; bouncers pulled girls over the barriers to escape the crush. I stuck to my place.


The band played all my favourites: ‘London’s Burning’, ‘Police And Thieves’, ‘Complete Control’. Everything was sound, sweat and energy. Then it was over. We shouted for more. Nothing happened. The shouting died down, then rose again as someone started banging on the ceiling.


The band were back and straight into ‘White Riot’. I found myself expecting ‘1977’ to follow because it was the sequence I was used to on my tape. It did. Everything was perfect.


There was another encore, but I didn’t even care. I realised why the boys at school used to call music ‘orgasmic’. It’s intense, it peaks, it’s enough.


Afterwards I went up to the DJ booth to request ‘Police And Thieves’, the reggae tune The Clash had covered on their LP. ‘This is the young lady who didn’t believe The Clash were going to be on,’ laughed Norman.
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