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Foreword


James Dean Bradfield


I’ve always had a weird thing with Stuart Adamson. It wasn’t like hero worship – I’d never have copied any of his moves or, like, chanted ‘Shee-ah!’ before a chorus – but he was something you aspired to. He was a massive, massive influence on me. All of us [in the Manics] were big punk fans from when we were about fifteen years old, so we listened to the Sex Pistols and The Clash who were our standard-bearers and then we started wading around the nether regions of punk and we came across the Skids. The first album Nicky [Wire] and I bought was Scared to Dance; it was like the bridge between punk and new wave. There were a lot of albums I bought that I didn’t like, but when I bought Scared to Dance it just hit me like a sledgehammer. There was that punk ethic, but it was also articulate, it was aggressive, it was power, it was melodic and it was ambitious. I’d never heard anyone playing guitar like that before. Songs like ‘Of One Skin’, ‘Charles’; these were brilliant, angular, satirical songs. I thought Richard Jobson was absolutely brilliant. He was a nutter, but he was articulate. Ambition, articulacy and aggression; all the things you want in a band. It was like a real golden era for Scottish music.


Me and Nicky were into the Skids, then we got into Big Country because of Stuart Adamson and I remember hearing ‘Fields Of Fire’ on the radio and I just knew it was his guitar. Then I saw – which was a massive thing for me – a TV programme they were on. I was just sort of practising guitar when my mum and dad were going out on Friday nights and I’d stay in, and there was a TV show with Big Country playing live at Sefton Park in Liverpool. It was a brilliant gig. Absolute mega. And I just jumped up and down – that thing, with one knee up, one knee down – and I was just hooked straight away, I absolutely loved it. Then I was really jealous ’cause Nicky sent away to a competition for a Big Country Live at Barrowland video . . . and he won it! And I tried to get it off him to watch it at my house but he wouldn’t let me have the copy because he thought I’d break it. So just for a short period I bought a checked shirt from the market and I cut the sleeves off. That’s when Nick looked at me and said, ‘James, that’s going a bit far.’


One of the Big Country songs I play all the time is ‘Inwards’ which is my favourite by a mile. Between him and Slash I really did learn to play the guitar. There are a few Manics songs very influenced by Stuart. If you listen to ‘Motown Junk’ you’ll hear it quite clearly! There was a real technical prowess with Stuart. There was a big jump when he moved from the Skids to Big Country because it lost the artifice of what Jobson gave, very much talking about a European landscape, the destruction of Europe, the regeneration of Europe. In Big Country the work he was doing was more intricate, and it’s a great testament to what a great foil Bruce Watson was because everything they played was so interlinked with each other. And if they had fucked up it would have sounded like, bad, like really bad, like a hairdryer dying, but they never fucked up, it was always beautiful, so Bruce did take some pressure off Stuart. With Mark Brzezicki and Tony Butler there was this real rock-funk rhythm section which really twisted things in different places and on songs like ‘Wonderland’ you can really hear those influences. It’s a very funk-influenced song. Nobody seemed to point out what an original amalgamation it was when you put them all together, which is really what made Big Country as a band. Nick brought in The Crossing to our studio the other day – he had the red-sleeve version, I had the green one – and we were playing it, and it was gut-wrenching to hear it. We had to turn it off, thinking about everything that happened to Stuart.


With Steeltown you realise there were no second album problems for that group. ‘Just A Shadow’? What a song! ‘East Of Eden’? It was very Steinbeck. It was as if Stuart was trying to weave the tapestry of folklore and myth into some kind of modern-day reality. In America if you try to weave the old with the modern – like musicians such as Neil Young do – you’re feted, but in Britain there’s always this suspicion of it. It’s a hard thing to make work, and Big Country did make it work, but some of the press were suspicious of it. I remember reading NME and there was one interview which left me confused because I can remember thinking, This is the guitarist from the Skids and now they don’t like him? And I remember being really confused by the worldview of the NME at the time, while still believing everything I read in it. Yet when you look at the rock press today, Stuart would have been feted by titles such as Uncut and Classic Rock.


Are the Skids and Big Country relevant now? Songs like ‘Charles’ and ‘East Of Eden’ will always be timeless. I think in this age where people want to reconnect with the way they used to feel, then Big Country and the Skids would inevitably just be made for that. Songs like ‘Charles’, ‘Melancholy Soldiers’, ‘Fields Of Fire’, ‘Just A Shadow’ . . . absolute classic songs.


Everything he did was original. And he could sing as well. Not that many guitarists can pull that off. That’s not to take anything away from the other members of the Skids or Big Country – I love all of them too – but he was like a force of nature, the sound of thunder coming over the hills. Stuart could have worked in any generation – the 1960s, the 1970s, the 1980s. He didn’t have to come out of punk, he had all the gifts to do what he wanted to do – but it was punk that gave him the aggression. His playing makes me feel emotional. It is just absolute genius.





Introduction


Ian Rankin


Stuart was a couple of years above me at Beath High School, Cowdenbeath, which might explain why we never spoke. There was an almost impenetrable hierarchy, and while you might just about feel able to talk to fellow pupils one year above or below you, two years was too big a gap. Stuart and his pals ran the school, just as my pals and I would a few years later. There was an added problem in that Beath was a ‘feeder’ school. I lived in Cardenden; other kids called Ballingry, Lochgelly or Kelty home. We were bussed to Beath in the morning and bussed back again at 4 p.m. It was hard to mix outwith school hours. Fife was a bit rough back then, and decidedly territorial. If you found yourself in a town where you didn’t belong, a kicking might not be too far away. These were the years of skinheads and bovver boots, three-quarter-length Crombie coats and plenty of attitude. The coalfields had closed down and alienation was rife. When punk came along, it was a god-sent release for many of us. There’d always been something about those Genesis and Gentle Giant albums that we’d never related to, hard as we’d tried. Punk had a basic honesty to it. It was also the sound of the suburbs. Every city and town seemed to have its local band.


Which brings us to the Skids.


Stuart had left Beath by the time the band’s first single was released. There was still a record shop on the High Street though, and that’s where many of us trekked at lunchtime to buy ‘Charles’. A song about a guy working in a factory! It definitely resonated: our mums and dads worked in factories. The lyrics told a story, with a twist at the end. And then there was the guitar, pouring out energy and light. I can’t now recall which came first, the gigs or the record, but I started going to every Skids concert I could manage. There were memorable nights at the Pogo-A-Gogo club in Kirkcaldy’s Station Hotel. Just a dance-hall – no actual physical stage. Stuart and vocalist Richard Jobson would drop to the floor to twitch the ‘dead fly’ while still playing and singing. There’d be ‘Test Tube Babies’ and ‘TV Stars’ and ‘Into The Valley’ . . . and a few nights later it would happen all over again in Dunfermline or (eventually) Edinburgh.


We all loved The Skids. It seemed that they belonged to each and every one of us.


And then they were gone, sort of. Top of the Pops . . . hit singles and albums . . . proper touring. Other bands replaced them at the Pogo-A-Gogo, but that didn’t matter. I’d shifted from Beath to Edinburgh University and joined a group myself. We were called the Dancing Pigs and we practised at the YWCA in Cowdenbeath on grim midweek nights. We thought of ourselves as Fife’s second-best punk band, despite the fact that some local bikers were fans. We were going to contact Stuart and get him to produce our first single. That never quite happened, and the Dancing Pigs folded before The Skids did. Stuart was busy meantime though, preparing to blow everyone away with the unique sound of Big Country. The twelve-inch single of ‘Fields Of Fire’ was my introduction to the new project, and it was wondrous. Brilliantly local yet embracing the international; the guitar skirling in triumph. Big Country caught the mood of the time in Scotland. There had been a failed attempt at devolution at the end of the 1970s. At the start of the 1980s, people were questioning Scottish identity and Scottish values. Now they only had to visit their local record shop or turn on the radio to hear one man’s take on it all. The Crossing, Steeltown and The Seer would go on to be chart-topping albums, proving that those early singles were no fluke. Stuart’s hard work had paid off. He had become a consummate songwriter, technician and performer.


But all of this was what the public saw. While we fans pin our hopes and dreams on our musical heroes, we often fail to notice that they might be toiling under the combined weight of our expectation and the music industry’s relentless demands. They are often very private people who either start to implode when they believe all the hype surrounding them, or panic that they can never hope to live up to that same hype. The world’s relentless gaze is a burden, having said which Stuart seemed at his best on a big, public stage, watching the effect his music was having on the audience. Whenever I saw him, he always seemed to be grinning from ear to ear, having as much fun as was humanly possible, teasing another improbably catchy yet complex progression from his guitar.


Allan Glen’s hungrily awaited biography explores Stuart’s life, examining the pitfalls of fame, the strains and stresses that come with global success. If there is frustration for we fans at a life cut cruelly short and potential left untapped, then it should be tempered by the thought of Stuart’s legacy: all those exciting, clever, demanding records; the exuberance of his performances and the inspiration he provided for players who came after him. Few guitarists, no matter how accomplished, can claim to have invented a sound. Stuart Adamson started small, but ended up one of the biggest, brightest and best. His is a story you really need to know, ideally with his music playing while you savour the words.





Prologue


On 17 December 2001 Richard Jobson walked out of a Soho cinema following a film screening and turned on his mobile phone. There were 60 missed messages from friends and journalists. Reported missing since mid-November, Stuart Adamson, Jobson’s former bandmate in the Skids, had been found dead in a Hawaii hotel room at the age of 43. In the 1970s and early 1980s Jobson and Adamson had forged ambition, articulacy and adventure into a taut new sound that would see the Skids in the Top 40 with three back-to-back albums in less than two years, but in the spring of 1981, increasingly disillusioned with the music business, Adamson walked out of the band. By the end of the year the Skids were all but finished, with Jobson embarking on various projects before finding his calling in films and Adamson drawing on the healthier aspects of British rock history, from The Jam to Joy Division, and on his own cultural heritage, to create a highly original music framework on which to hang his songs of justice, freedom and pain. It was a transition that would lead to worldwide success for Big Country.


To those outside the band’s loyal fan base, the popular image of Big Country was that of a distinctive-sounding Scottish band with muscular, blazing-bagpipe guitars who wore tartan shirts and scored a few hits in the 1980s until capricious musical tastes and dwindling popularity led them to drop off the radar. Not that the Skids had fared much better: an image of cartoonish flamboyance was still likely to be the most popular – if rapidly fading – memory of the band. Even during their annus mirabilis of 1979 there had been little critical approbation for Adamson. To many learning about his death in 2001, he was the scissor-kicking guitarist in a band of adventurous hooligans who looked and sounded like battle-scarred warriors on speed, fronted by the loud-mouthed vocalist with the funny dance who sang dodgy lyrics about dodgy subjects like, y’know, war and stuff. To the rest of us, Adamson and Jobson were way ahead of the game, the Skids an explosive mixture of pop sounds and punk rock attitude. The best band in the world.


Towards the end of 1980 industry pressures came to a head and the distance between them – geographically, ideologically and emotionally – would eventually lead to a difficult split. Second time around Adamson was intent on proving that it was possible to strip out egos in a band and demystify the characters created by the media and still communicate on a mass level – all he needed were others whose talent and ambition were sympathetic to that vision. Within just a few weeks of settling on a permanent line-up, Big Country were signed to Phonogram. Within two years, they were on the verge of becoming one of the biggest acts in the world.


In an industry in which spin and mass media manipulation are essential tools of the trade it is perhaps inevitable that Stuart Adamson and Richard Jobson would cause divisions along the way. Although both grew up in working-class households in the industrial heartland of Fife – Adamson in Crossgates, Jobson in neighbouring Ballingry – in early press interviews they appeared worlds apart. In one corner was Jobson, the self-confessed ‘tough wee guy’, a modern-day mixture of Jean Genet and Alex DeLarge, armed with an ego as big as a mountain and equipped with a nice line in bons mots; in the other was Adamson, the sensitive John Lennon-type character, packing only a guitar and a head full of phenomenal tunes. For every good review of the Skids in the music press there would also be accusations of pretentiousness and sly asides at the taciturn Scotsmen with their indecipherable lyrics and gobstopper vocals. When the band began to implode at the end of 1980, the differing ideals of Adamson and Jobson would lead to two distinct career paths, yet in later years each could be relied on to slip in a memorable anecdote about their colourful past.


On one occasion, after arriving in the Soviet Union with Big Country in August 1988 following a three-hour ferry journey across the Baltic from Helsinki, Adamson reminisced about the Skids and the time he taught Jobson to play a couple of guitar chords before the band appeared at the Marquee in London:


It was packed, people hanging off the rafters, and Rick comes on for the encore, plugs in and says, ‘Anything Hendrix can do, I can do’, whips his false teeth out and starts playing the guitar with them. We couldn’t play. I was on the floor crying! Another time we were playing some college when Rick was dancing and his teeth came flying out and fell down a crack in the stage. Our roadie had to crawl underneath and retrieve them, and instead of handing them back to Rick, he waited for the right moment and sprinted on stage and popped them back in Rick’s mouth, just like he was plugging in some equipment.


If Jobson had appeared eager to distance himself from the legacy of the Skids in the immediate aftermath of the split, in later years there were signs of reconciliation with the band. In the summer of 1990, with Big Country on the road promoting the single ‘Heart Of The World’, he interviewed Adamson for a television show. During the interview the pair discussed early Skids tours and at one point Jobson asked his former bandmate if his approach to songwriting had changed over the years:


Richard Jobson: Do you still have that same enthusiasm about writing songs? Y’know, sitting down and writing a song? . . . Obviously [tongue lodged firmly in cheek] you don’t have the inspiration I used to give you any more . . . but [both double up with laughter] . . . what do you write about now?


Stuart Adamson: I write about people and situations . . . I think when you first start writing lyrics [metaphors] are attractive because you can hide any meanings you want to behind those big metaphors, and I think as your confidence grows and you become more sure of yourself you start to get a bit more introverted about it.


If there was an innocence and wide-eyed optimism to the Skids that caused critics to view them with suspicion, it was magnified tenfold with Big Country. Like all bands that appeal to large crowds of people there was a mixed reaction to them from the press and public alike; some saw them as visionaries, some saw them as reactionary. At the height of their success in the mid-1980s there were few bands that polarised critical and public opinion so much. The Skids caused arguments. Big Country incited them.


*


Flanked by towering hills, surrounded on three sides by water, and sliced from the capital by the Firth of Forth, Fife is a region that encompasses markedly distinct areas – the semi-industrial south and the rural north. As you cross the red steel Forth Rail Bridge that runs alongside the grey Road Bridge the view towards Fife gives way to vertiginous, dusty sandstone cliffs that rise from the ground like the shoulders of giants, watching over the thousands of passengers – and the few hardy walkers – who pass below them every day.


On entering Fife, the skyline to the west is dominated by Rosyth Naval Dockyard. Several miles along the M90 is Dunfermline, the capital of Scotland until the Union of the Crowns in 1603. Clinging to the hillsides on the horizon are the pebble-dashed houses of the villages of Crossgates and Ballingry, built for the baby-boomer generation in the late 1950s and 1960s.


It is undoubtedly a curious place, Dunfermline: one where an eleventh-century Benedictine Abbey sits only a few paces away from a nineteenth-century Gothic City Chambers; a city where verdant parks and impressive architecture sit alongside some pretty grim unemployment statistics (one contributor to the local paper described Saturday nights in the town as ‘like Baghdad without the bombs’). With so much emphasis on traditional industry – in the 1970s employment prospects for those living on its council estates were pretty much limited to the docks, the mines and the Army – it is not surprising that the Conservative government’s economic policies of deindustrialisation in the early 1980s caused so many problems in the region, the aftershock of which still reverberates today.


Even as the band’s success took him far from Fife, in a sense Adamson never really left Dunfermline. For many years he chose to live close by: firstly in a small, one-bedroom flat above a chip shop at 95F Main Street, Townhill, a small village at the northern end of Dunfermline; then at the Old Kirk House on the edge of Pittencrieff Park in the city; and several years later in Balmule House at Bowershall, north of Townhill. If not geographically distant from his early residence, in terms of stature Balmule House is perhaps as far removed from a flat above a chip shop as it is possible to be: built in the seventeenth century, the ten-bedroom house boasted twenty acres of grounds and sat at the centre of the Wardlaw family estates. It even has royal connections through Sir Henry Wardlaw of Pitreavie, who was chamberlain to Anne of Denmark, wife of James VI. Living here with his wife Sandra (née Davidson) and two children, Callum (born 10 February 1982) and Kirsten (born 11 June 1985), Adamson often spoke in interviews of this side of his life with an affection not evident in your average 1980s pop star.


The influence of Stuart Adamson on modern music can be traced back to the release of the Skids’ debut EP on 17 February 1978 and three groundbreaking albums that followed. In one sense, the measure of his influence on music has not so much been on the list of guitar bands and artists he has influenced – U2, Oasis, Kaiser Chiefs, Franz Ferdinand, Manic Street Preachers, Graham Coxon and Arctic Monkeys to name a few – but on how many he hasn’t. Initially lauded by the rock press for tackling cynicism in music and, perhaps more importantly, for reintroducing guitars to the charts, the legacy of Big Country still shapes contemporary music today. As a live act in the early 1980s when synth duo ‘events’ in nightclubs threatened to turn live music into an anathema, Big Country were at the forefront of guitar music – with U2, Echo and The Bunnymen and Simple Minds trailing in their wake. In the 1980s they released three albums whose influence can be heard in the anthemic pop that would emerge over the next three decades from acts such as Blur, Kings of Leon and Arcade Fire. In other quarters, however, their constant themes of sincerity, hope and community saw the band mistrusted, with many a sceptical journalist queuing up to take verbal pot shots: ‘weedy delivery’ and ‘Combine Adamson’s hand-me-down Wellerisms and his band’s post-Lizzy Celt-rock and you have Big Country’ were typical of reviews of some of those early albums. Divisive? You could say that. Having spoken to many journalists who interviewed Adamson and having read every interview the Skids and Big Country gave to the three main UK rock magazines – Sounds, Melody Maker and NME – it becomes clear that he was at times deeply uncomfortable with the press attention; one minute charming, the next defensive. Polarising the media can make little difference, of course – and today is now a prerequisite for any band with ambition beyond playing a 150-capacity London venue – as long as an act can still communicate directly with an audience. Yet even prior to Live Aid the worldwide success of Big Country and the switch to larger arenas following Steeltown seemed to dilute their message. Having missed out on Live Aid their all-inclusiveness, desire to be ordinary and breaking down of demi-gods were adopted by bands whose frontmen understood that people wanted something more from singers than songs and who were able to repackage the themes so central to Big Country in a media- and audience-friendly format.


The aftermath of Live Aid signalled an irreversible split from a mainstream audience and marked the beginning of a decline in their popularity. The rise of Manchester’s The Stone Roses and Happy Mondays in 1989 saw a seismic shift in music and another inevitable Changing of the Guard. Ten years with a major record label also left indelible scars on them, with their final album for Phonogram, No Place Like Home, leaving many fans and critics baffled. Was it just a change in direction or a complete U-turn? Internally there was also upheaval at the time; drummer Mark Brzezicki had resigned his commission and Pat Ahern, his replacement, played on demos for the album. When it came to the recording, Brzezicki was back onboard, however, when it came to the subsequent tour to promote the album former Big Dish drummer Chris Bell was perched on the drum stool instead. It was hard to keep up with the comings and goings at times.


There was a brief resurgence of interest in the UK and the USA when the band signed to Compulsion – this reconnected them with long-term ally Chris Briggs, the A&R executive who originally signed them to Phonogram in 1982. Then followed The Buffalo Skinners album which produced two return-to-form singles – ‘Alone’ and ‘Ships (Where Were You?)’ – that made the Top 30 in the UK. Again line-up changes were taking place, with session drummer Simon Phillips playing on the album but Brzezicki returning for the subsequent tour (though not before the Pretenders’ drummer Martin Chambers filled in for the ‘Alone’ video shoot). Despite The Buffalo Skinners being critically acclaimed there would only be time on Compulsion for Without The Aid Of A Safety Net, a live album which, given the band’s reputation in venues ranging from clubs to stadiums, must have been a disappointment to them, reaching number 35 in the UK charts in June 1994 and remaining in the Top 75 for just one week. Whether audiences outgrew Big Country or the band outgrew their fans is debatable.


If so-called Madchester had wounded the band it was the triumphant nature of Britpop that provided the near-fatal blow. Although there would be no more hits after June 1994 Big Country would remain a formidable live presence on many headlining tours in Europe and as support of choice to the Rolling Stones’ stadium jaunts, firstly on the Voodoo Lounge tour of 1995 and later on the Bridges to Babylon tour in 1998. From Compulsion there was a brief – ultimately difficult – move to Transatlantic/Castle Communications before they released their final material on Track Records, which the band’s long-term manager, Ian Grant, had reactivated in the late 1990s. Even at this time of fading mainstream popularity many contemporary songwriters were still keen to work with Adamson, among them Ray Davies of The Kinks who co-wrote two tracks on their final album. (There had even been an earlier approach from Courtney Love, who had expressed an interest in working with Adamson. Now that would have been interesting.) Track Records was to prove the final stage of the journey.


In August 1999 Track Records released one of their finest singles, ‘Fragile Thing’ from the Driving To Damascus album, only for the band to be denied a return to the Top 40 following an eleventh-hour intervention by chart regulators CIN (Chart Information Network, now the Official Charts Company) over a packaging issue. It seemed a particularly cruel blow, but skirmishes with the music business were nothing new for Stuart Adamson and Big Country. Years earlier, shortly before the release of the Skids’ debut album Scared To Dance in March 1979, the guitarist had walked out of the band and fled to Dunfermline. He later sent a ‘resignation note’ to Record Mirror berating the rock’n’roll lifestyle and the hypocrisy of the industry. It was printed opposite an interview with Richard Jobson who admitted that after he had got over the temptation to ‘bang Adamson’ he had to acknowledge the guitarist was the Skids. A week later, Adamson returned to the band, satisfied he had made his point; almost immediately he was embroiled in a battle with Virgin when the label announced they wanted to press the album on blue vinyl. ‘There’s no handbook to being a rock’n’roll star,’ Stuart Adamson once admitted. ‘Nothing can prepare you for that situation.’


Even away from music, Adamson’s hobbies – fishing and racing motorbikes – were at opposite ends of the scale. As Big Country became more successful so the contradictions intensified. (Mark Brzezicki once described his friend as a ‘depressed optimist’.)


A rock star who was uncomfortable being famous and uncomfortable being anonymous. A punk rock guitarist turned rock idol who was invited on to the world stage with Big Country only to shun the attention that came with it. One week the sensitive, articulate artist in the rock press, the next week standing on the terraces at East End Park screaming at full volume at his beloved Dunfermline Athletic FC. Although Adamson berated lightweight pop, in 1984 he led the band on stage at Wembley to support Elton John on a bill that included Kool and The Gang and Nik Kershaw. It led to deep mistrust among some in the media in the 1980s who were never quite sure if they were an out-and-out pop band in steely guitar-riff armour or the embodiment of spirited rock with just too much of an artificial, record-label pop sheen.


The Big Country sound was also at odds with the musical fashions of the early 1980s, as far removed from the synth-pop landscape as Adamson was from most of his musical peers. Yet the mixture of idealism from his past and the compulsion to rail against the social injustices of his present – he detested the collapse of the steel industry in Britain and what he saw as a complete lack of future planning on research and development within industry in general – was the essence of an original voice in the less than glorious political climate that pervaded the entire decade. If his views were at times too jagged for a mainstream palate he was to find several kindred spirits of sorts in 1985 with Red Wedge, a collective of British musicians who attempted to engage the youth of the UK with politics in general, and the policies of the Labour Party in particular, during the period leading up to the 1987 General Election. Fronted by Billy Bragg (whose 1985 Jobs for Youth tour had been a catalyst for Red Wedge), Paul Weller and The Communards’ lead singer Jimmy Somerville, Red Wedge put on concert tours and appeared in the media, adding their support to the Labour Party’s campaign to rid the country of Margaret Thatcher’s Conservative government. The first, in January and February 1986, featured Bragg, The Style Council, The Communards, Junior Giscombe, Lorna Gee and Jerry Dammers. Along the way the tours picked up guest appearances from Madness, Prefab Sprout, Tom Robinson, Lloyd Cole and The Smiths before finally disbanding in 1987 after the election produced a third consecutive Conservative victory. Adamson was scheduled to play the Edinburgh Red Wedge Gig in early 1986, solo, performing ‘Chance’ and ‘Just A Shadow’ but, unfortunately, studio commitments prevented him. As he once said:


I support most socialist causes – these are the things I was brought up to believe. I do have the occasional flash of working-class guilt about having a bit of cash but, then again, these are the things I wanted when I was growing up in Crossgates. I never wanted to spend my life living in a council house or dodging about in a day job – if I’d wanted that I wouldn’t have become a musician, but I can see the sense of pride and honour in doing that.


As a live act the contradictions of Big Country were also heightened. If on record early songs were anthemic and windswept, on stage they sounded bigger and bolder not least because of the signature Adamson–Watson twin-guitar sound, one that was routinely likened to bagpipes to their increasing exasperation. As several commentators pointed out, considering the band liked to use stage backdrops of Highland scenery they really had no one to blame but themselves for that one.


Equally the public profile of Adamson often saw him at odds with his socialist and humanist beliefs. Even when introducing the next song at a Big Country show – ‘ “In A Big Country” . . . this is yours’ – you could almost feel the weight of his father’s shipyard background bearing down on him. It was a difficult line for many popular 1980s rock stars to walk yet it would be naïve to dismiss the notion that such contradictory ideals left Stuart Adamson wide open to the venom of the sceptics. In an attempt to distance his growing public-figure status from his role as a husband and father during the 1980s he refused to talk to The Sun and several other tabloid newspapers who were more keen to blur such boundaries than Sounds, NME or Melody Maker.


Even as a young child Callum Adamson was aware that his upbringing was far from conventional.


There was a strange duality in my early life in as much as my dad was on Top of the Pops and flying off in private jets to play with Elton John and sitting behind Michael Jackson at the Grammys, and yet I was never allowed to go to a private school. I was always put in local football teams and had friends whose dads worked in the local mines, or who worked in pubs or were plumbers. So you would be going to school and get [into fights] because your dad was on Top of the Pops yet I don’t think he would have had it any other way, especially when he was a bit younger and very socially aware and very socially minded. He loved to wave the red flag a lot, and that stuck with him but he never really thought there was a class divide; more that there was the ignorant and everybody else.


The story of Stuart Adamson is one of complexity and many layers. On one level it takes in human frailties and emotions; on another level the sheer statistics involved are head-spinning: in terms of record sales alone, between 1978 and 1999 Stuart Adamson was in the charts for more than six years – a total of 332 weeks – with twenty Top 40 singles: five of them Top 10, as well as six Top 10 albums with The Crossing selling more than two million copies worldwide. On a personal level, any research on the Skids and Big Country and their long-standing connection to Dunfermline would also mean revisiting my past. So, if I can be indulged for the next few pages, I’ll try to explain the effect Stuart Adamson had on Dunfermline and why I decided to write this book.


*


Up until the arrival of punk rock in Dunfermline in 1977 its sole musical claims to fame had been as the stomping ground for hoary rockers Nazareth and the birthplace of Barbara Dickson and Jethro Tull’s Ian Anderson. Not the most inspiring roll call. In a very short space of time, the Skids had proved there was something worth fighting for. On 24 October 1977 – only several months after forming – they supported The Clash at the Kinema Ballroom in Dunfermline; also on the bill were French four-piece all-girl rock’n’roll band The Lous, who were making their British debut. Joining the tour was former Television guitarist and legendary New York hellraiser, Richard Hell (and his Voidoids) whose black spiky hair and ripped T-shirts had been blatantly copied by the Sex Pistols. It was an image that was spreading across the UK. In the lead-up to the show, my brother, Bryan, Raymond Davidson (brother of Sandra), and Bruce Watson had also started a punk rock band, The Delinquents, and often rehearsed in my parents’ house. Every now and then they would stop playing their calling-card song ‘Destroy The UK’ – either voluntarily or following a parental bellow up the stairs to ‘Turn that bloody racket down!’ – and put on a record. One of those most regularly played was the B-side of Richard Hell and The Voidoids’ ‘Blank Generation’, a thundering track called ‘Love Comes In Spurts’. Richard Hell and The Voidoids coming to Dunfermline was beyond belief: he had an incendiary image with a reputation for prodigious use of dope, heroin and cocaine. Not a great role model for a highly impressionable, fourteen-year-old, Dunfermline High School pupil, perhaps, but a hell of a lot more interesting than Nazareth.


It was the first concert I ever went to, and the first time I saw Adamson scissor-kick in mid-flight, wrenching the sound of an electric shock out of his guitar as a seventeen-year-old Jobson prowled across the stage next to him like a prize fighter at the top of his game. It wasn’t just that they sounded incredible, it was the guitars, the body language, the hair – everything – amalgamating into one glorious spectacle. The first time I saw them on stage was the moment my teenage memories turn from black-and-white to colour. To this day, it is still the best concert I’ve ever seen.


Several months later Watson, Bryan, Davidson and I watched the Skids play a Saturday-night residency at the Bostock Club in Elgin Street, Dunfermline. At these shows Jobson would walk on stage wearing a red bondage mask before whipping it off to reveal a fantastic badger-style haircut, all black except for a white stripe down the middle. Class. Then came his obligatory dive into the audience and the ensuing mayhem at the front of the stage. And all before the band had played a note. When they did, it sounded as if they had been beamed in from outer space. It was my first introduction to how bands could look, sound and behave.


Another early memory I have of Adamson is sitting in my bedroom at my parents’ house in McClelland Crescent several days after the Bostock Club gig and being caught off-guard by two extremes: the quiet, self-assured teenager dressed head-to-toe in black who walked up the dirt track that passed by the top of our garden, and the dynamic guitarist I’d watched at the weekend. It seems naïve now, of course, but up until that point I had always assumed pop stars, those I watched weekly on Top of the Pops – Bowie, Bolan, Harvey – lived on another planet. In a city where the only successful local musicians had been a mixture of monolithic rockers and bland MOR singers more inspired by the free-wheelin’ highways of the US of A than the streets that linked the council estates of Fife the Skids looked and sounded like nothing on earth. From that moment on, from that single point when the boundaries blurred between watching Adamson on stage and the reality of him strolling past my parents’ house, he became a teenage obsession.


Like all the best pop stars, Adamson not only sounded as if he had been beamed in from another planet, he looked as if he had been. As music magazines such as Smash Hits started to increase in popularity in the early 1980s, to be considered a genuine pop star, musicians and songwriters had to appeal directly – and equally – to the increasingly dayglo world inhabited by teenagers of both sexes. In no small part thanks to Bowie, Bolan and Ferry, the blurring of sexual boundaries and the glitter effect on popular culture was now an accepted – some would argue a prerequisite – part of music’s mainstream. Punk created the divisions that glam had initiated; what came after was a confused – and glorious – amalgamation of image and music. And the Skids seemed to have it all: Jobson’s persona and in-your-face on stage antics – the kicks, the punches, that dance!, the dives, the brilliant one-liners – and in Stuart Adamson someone who looked phenomenal. That Adamson could appear one week in a pop magazine such as Smash Hits and the following week in the pages of NME, Sounds or Melody Maker effortlessly discussing the social issues of the day – all the while turning out a stunning run of songs such as ‘Masquerade’, ‘A Woman In Winter’ and ‘Arena’ – proved to many he was the ultimate pop star. Not many of his peers were able to carry off this dual role with such consummate ease. It was a powerful image and one that would follow him for many years . . . even after his transformation into bona fide rock star.


Watching those early Skids’ shows it was obvious that Jobson was the extrovert in the band, Adamson much more serious and sensitive, often working in isolation. Not long after the Skids became better known, my brother and I watched The Stray Cats at Clouds in Edinburgh; also at the show was Richard Jobson, who joined us to watch the band (my brother had been at college with him). All evening, people approached Jobson for autographs and to take his photograph; although barely out of his teens he was a natural frontman, loving the limelight and enjoying the attention it brought. Watching them onstage was like watching thunder and lightning. Two opposites colliding in mid-flight. Adamson was full of passion. Jobson was full of himself. Together, they were a formidable force.


The rapid success of the Skids proved to be a catalyst for many ventures in Dunfermline – from fanzines to dozens of local groups – all inspired by that DIY attitude of punk. In 1980 Watson and one-time Skids’ drummer Derek Coll started a band, Eurosect, and later asked me to join. Following a few band practice sessions in Watson’s bedroom we booked a room at Dunfermline music store Sound Control – the site of the former Bostock Club, which by 1980 was co-owned by Pat Kelly and Kip McBay, an early roadcrew for the Skids – where several other local bands rehearsed. The three of us were obsessive Skids’ fans and in the winter of that year we watched the band at Stirling University on the Absolute Game tour. (Support on the tour was up-and-coming Ealing-based trio On The Air.) Several months later, on 2 April 1981, we recorded a demo at Sound Control. Four songs – ‘Blurred And Faded’, ‘Second Thoughts’, ‘Forbidden Whispers’ and ‘Beating Hearts’ (the latter two later reworked into Big Country B-sides ‘Angle Park’ and ‘The Crossing’ respectively – I still have the tape) – which we used to try to convince promoters and managers of Scottish venues to book us. In the spring of that year we played several shows on our own around Scotland and with other Dunfermline acts such as Fifth Column. Other bands who had started up in the wake of the Skids’ success included Trax, The Hibernating Bears and The (Dick Emery) Family on Holiday. (You don’t get band names like that any more.)


It was an innocent time with bands often starting up – and splitting up – on the same day. Having recently left the Skids, Stuart Adamson had obviously spotted at least one person in Dunfermline who had some genuine musical talent. In the summer of 1981, Bruce Watson announced he was leaving Eurosect to start a new band with him. ‘Don’t worry, though, Allan,’ said Bruce, as he packed away his guitar and amplifier at Sound Control the next day. ‘If we make it, your name will be on the guest-list for ever!’ From there I joined several other no-luck local bands, at one point starting a group with former Skids’ keyboard player Alistair Moore. That one didn’t last long, though; my constant questions about Adamson probably drove the poor man mad.


Throughout the 1980s Bruce Watson and I kept in touch. I’ll never forget when I saw him on television for the first time – The Tube in 1983 – wearing a tartan shirt with no sleeves and the most bizarre-looking trousers I’d ever seen – half-mast khaki pantaloons. With the programme broadcast live, in the middle of ‘Fields Of Fire’ Adamson made a mistake in the guitar solo, but with the cameras fixed on Watson it looked as if he had fluffed his big debut appearance and he was ribbed endlessly about it in the pubs of Dunfermline when he returned from the tour. Needless to say, he just laughed it off. During the miners’ strike Watson invited me to Big Country concerts whenever they played Scotland, and I saw a band at the top of their game. They seemed unstoppable. Whenever Watson returned to Dunfermline and he had time to meet up I always enjoyed hearing his accounts of life with the band. In the early 1990s I left the mines and moved to England to study journalism, and we drifted apart.


*


No one who has ever watched Stuart Adamson on stage can have failed to notice that the connection between band and audience seemed to electrify him. In Big Country he was always the vortex of the band, often standing centre stage in a white vest and rolled-up jeans, a white Fender Stratocaster or sunburst Gibson Les Paul slanted obliquely across his torso. Even when he shouted ‘Sheeah!’ – which was a lot – he looked the business. Whenever I saw Big Country, that passion never seemed to fade.


After a show at the Cathouse in Glasgow in the winter of 1995, I met the band. Bruce Watson explained that I was now writing for NME. (I remember Stuart Adamson flashing me a look – somewhere between interest and scepticism.) While the set seemed somewhat out of step with the prevailing brashness of Britpop, when I walked home that night I realised how wonderful it had been to watch the band and hear those songs again. Little did I know it would be for the last time.


*


By the autumn of 2007 not only had there been three shows to celebrate the Skids’ thirtieth anniversary – with Bruce Watson and his son Jamie standing in as a replacement for Adamson – but Big Country had embarked on a tour to celebrate their twenty-fifth anniversary. Although I had spoken to him several times since that night in the Cathouse I had never heard Watson talk in public about his time with Big Country, so when I heard he had been invited to give a talk as part of a music seminar on why signing to a major label was far from the Holy Grail for bands I was intrigued to hear what he had to say. I was the only journalist to attend the event. An audience of around 50 people gathered for two hours in the Green Dragon Studios in Stockton-on-Tees to hear why Stuart Adamson and Watson sacked the original line-up – ‘probably the worst thing that happened to us – it was pretty horrible’, why early sessions with Sex Pistols’ producer Chris Thomas were shelved – ‘we were just a baby band so it was difficult to argue with anything he was telling us to do’ – and why Dave Bates, head of A&R at Phonogram, allegedly banned Watson from the studio during the recording of The Seer – ‘Bates was never a fan of the band’. It would also be a time for finally coming clean about their past: ‘The tartan shirts were nothing to do with trying to make a fashion statement, it was because they were cheap. The four of us walked into Millets one afternoon and walked out looking like a band.’


As an insight into life in Big Country in the mid-1980s the night was revealing. It became clear for the first time just how much expectation there was surrounding the band and the pressure they were under. Although this book wouldn’t be commissioned until early 2009, the seed of an idea was planted that night; some of Watson’s stories had hinted at a vulnerable side to Stuart Adamson, one of a romantic, bruised idol that contradicted the popular media image of him as the fist-clenching iron man of Scottish rock. Although over the years I had come to know all the individual songs and the strong background narratives that informed them, that night I realised how little I really knew of the individual personalities that came together to create what I and millions of people across the world heard. It was clear. There was more to Big Country than I’d ever imagined. That night the teenage obsession stirred once again.
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