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DISCLAIMER





FIRST of all, by even trying to label anarcho punk as ‘anarcho punk’, you seek to leech away much of its power, by stuffing it into a neat pigeonhole, where, once classified, it can be more easily controlled. Please bear in mind, the term is one used here for ease of reference only.




 





And please note, for the sake of argument, the bands have been categorized geographically, by their place of origin. For example, Antisect, The Mob and Zounds all ended up in London, but started their musical journey elsewhere, and it was the environment in which they grew up that more often than not shaped them into the people and bands that they became.




 





Yes, there are several major players in the anarcho punk scene not represented here as fully as I intended. As with ‘Burning Britain’, I made all efforts to contact every important act of any relevance, but for various reasons known only to themselves, not everyone either wanted to be – or was able to be – involved. This is still the closest you’re likely to get to a definitive overview in your lifetime anyway!




 





I should briefly mention the inclusion of John Cato and AYS, which may surprise many readers, considering the inflammatory nature of his world view. But c’mon, if a book on anarcho punk can’t ruffle a few feathers, what’s the point? John’s story is an interesting and important one, and, as repugnant as I find his politics, the notion of censoring him is even more anathema to me.




 





And finally, before we get started, let me state once and for all: I am not an anarchist… I have a wife, two kids, a regular job and, it pains me to say, a hefty mortgage. But I am a lifelong ‘fan’ (another horrible word, merely used to illustrate a point rather than suggest any sycophantic tendencies) of anarcho punk, with strong anarchistic tendencies, and many of the ideals instilled in me as a direct result of the music I listened to as a youth have remained with me to this day. Respect for myself and those around me, respect for the planet and all its inhabitants, regardless of creed, colour or species. Yes, I’ve been beaten up whilst hunt sabbing… yes, I’ve been arrested on demonstrations… but I mention this not for the sake of misplaced vanity, but merely to help reassure you that I do indeed hold strong views and have in the past been prepared to stick my neck out to express them.
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Animal liberation badges, as seen on a stall at a Conflict gig, picture by Tony Mottram.








But punk music liberated me in so many other ways, and whilst age and responsibility have mellowed me, and to all intents and purposes I’m at the beck and call of the system with my regular life, I certainly know my own mind; I don’t swallow all their lies, hook, line and sinker, and I do what I can to have a positive effect on those around me. If personal revolution starts with the honest dissection of one’s own hopes and fears, I’ve been revolting most of my adult life. And believing in yourself is surely the first tentative step towards personal liberation. Maybe I’m more of an ‘anarchist’, in my own quiet way, than I think…




 





See you again in 2008 with a book all about UKHC from 1985 – 1989, which will complete my planned trilogy about Eighties punk rock in the UK.




 





Ian Glasper
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INTRODUCTION





THE DAY THE COUNTRY DIED
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Steve Ignorant of Crass, picture by Tony Mottram.








In the beginning there was Crass… although as reluctant leaders of an anarcho punk movement that essentially eschewed all leadership, I doubt they’ll thank me for saying that. But they were Year Zero, a very literal line in the sand that translated as ‘Enough is enough!’ No more corporate companies misrepresenting our music; this was the birth of genuinely DIY labels, whose records were sold at virtually cost price, and bearing ‘Pay No More Than…’ notices to make sure they were. No more big booking agents controlling punk shows, levelling extortionate guarantees; now fans of the music themselves could communicate directly with the bands, and book them into alternative venues at affordable prices, the meagre door takings being ploughed back into worthwhile causes locally. No more glossy magazines dictating how punks should look, sound and behave; anyone who could string two words together and use a stapler was a potential fanzine editor. No more inane lyrics about cider and glue; the kids were taking back control and making a difference.




 





These things may well have happened without Crass, of course, but every single band in this book cites them as a major inspiration; they were a catalyst, no doubt about it, even if they defiantly refused to be figureheads. Preening rock bands like Guns ‘N’ Roses may pay lip service to the concept of being ‘the most dangerous band in the world’, but how many bands of that ilk had their phones tapped by MI5 and were courted by the KGB? Not bad for a bunch of ex-hippies really! And of course it was Johnny Rotten who sneered, ‘Never trust a hippy’… but how many ex-members of Crass do you see appearing on celebrity game shows nowadays? None… because they meant it, maan.




 





Crass ushered in a whole new concept of punk as a movement as opposed to merely an outlandish fashion statement, and that movement – for all its naïve shortcomings – made its mark around the world. Fuelled by the very real evils of Thatcherism, economic depression and the nuclear threat that hung over the UK like a funeral pall during the early Eighties, anarcho punk kick-started the mindset of a generation that would ultimately make serious headway in the struggle for human and animal rights. 1984 came and went, and the world didn’t go up in smoke, but the hopes and fears of these bands mean as much today – if not more, in many ways – as they did back then.
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Conflict vocalist Colin Jerwood, picture by Tony Mottram.








The ‘anarchy and chaos’ punks, as examined in ‘Burning Britain’, professed not to care, but the ‘anarchy and peace’ punks did care. They wanted their children to inherit a planet where the sun still shone, where the air could still be breathed, where you could walk down the street without flashing an ID card, free of the cold hard stare of CCTV cameras, free of curfews… free of oppression, free of fear. Just because they’ve convinced us over the years to think we’re being paranoid doesn’t mean that we’re not being watched!




 





The anarcho bands weren’t so rigid in their musical approach as the bands featured in ‘Burning Britain’ either. Your average ‘UK82’ punk band had a fairly generic sound (and what a great sound it was!), but the anarcho bands were bound together more by their ethics than any unwritten musical doctrine. Distinctly less ambitious as regards their musical ‘careers’ than their leather-clad cousins, they weren’t afraid of setting their creative sights significantly higher. So you had bands as disparate as The Mob, Conflict, Chumbawamba and Poison Girls sharing stages, all for the common good, influences taken everywhere from meandering folk via raging hardcore to arty noise and back again. ‘No rules!’ was the only real mantra, after all.




 





And, quite rightly, the natural balance between males and females was far more representative in the anarcho punk scene… a subculture so yearning for internal and external peace and freedom was bound to embrace sexual equality after all. Anarcho punk truly empowered all it touched, encouraging every last one of us to take control of our own destinies before it was too late.




 





So, now it’s time to see who’s who…!



















CHAPTER ONE


NORTH AND NORTHEAST LONDON





There’s a strong argument for the two most influential punk bands of all time being the Sex Pistols and CRASS; the former encouraged bored teenagers everywhere to get off their arses and start their own bands, the latter encouraged them to think for themselves. Of the two bands, however, the shadow cast by Crass is certainly the one with the most substance; they gave the ephemeral rebellion hinted at by the Pistols specific shape and purpose, and a thousand anarcho-punk bands set sail in their wake. And these bands weren’t thrashing against any imaginary opponent conjured by the paranoia of youth… no, they set themselves very real targets and clearly defined – if a little ambitious – objectives. They weren’t interested in sensationalist, unworkable notions of anarchy and chaos, they wanted a gradual revolution from within; they wanted anarchy, peace and freedom. The shock tactics of punk had been usurped, given an articulate intellectual make-over, and were now being put to sound social use.


“Well, I don’t think that we were leaders of any movement,” says drummer Penny Rimbaud (real name Jerry Ratter) modestly, “although we may have helped inspire one. And we ourselves were inspired by some of the earliest punk bands, but what we aspired to do was what they only pretended to do. Commercial punk was a complete sham, part of the whole rock‘n’roll circus, operating in the same way as someone like Marc Bolan – which is not to denigrate it as such… after all, music is an industry; it produces product and people enjoy product. But to imagine that the first wave of punk related in any real way to what followed is quite inaccurate, and it was basically finished by late ’77.


“And that particular element of rock‘n’roll that was called ‘punk’ would have died a natural death, and the next phase, be it goth or whatever, would have been invented by the music business. It would’ve required its main characters, of course, but would have just continued along the same line that rock‘n’roll has always continued along for many, many years.


“We sort of tail-ended that first wave,” he adds, of Crass themselves. “We were playing through ’77, playing a lot with bands like the [UK] Subs, for example, and being talked about in the same breath. We didn’t see any great disconnection really, but we actually wanted to put into action what had never been the intention of those earliest punk bands. We picked up their pretensions and tried to make them real. We came in with their energy, but also a great deal of political sincerity, and it was the political sincerity that attracted and created a movement. You could never have created a ‘movement’ out of something as banal as punk rock.


“I mean, they were playing a Clash record on the radio earlier on today, and it struck me that you couldn’t really tell the difference between that now and the Rolling Stones. It was just rock‘n’roll at the end of the day, just music.


“It was our sincerity, and our authenticity, that made us different. Of course, it’s only now that I’m aware of the authenticity part, but I was certainly aware of the sincerity even then; we genuinely meant that anyone could get up and do it. Because we had gotten up ourselves and done it! Most of the bands before us had been pub bands, on some sort of circuit; they’d already tried some form of rock‘n’roll, just commercial players looking for a break… but we were saying, ‘Have a go!’ And we really meant it. And when we set up our own label, at least initially, anyone who said they wanted to get up and play could get up and play. And we ourselves were happy to play with anyone else; we couldn’t see that what we were doing was any different to what the Subs were doing, but it soon became clear that we did mean it. And we were quite prepared to put what little money we made – actually it was quite a large amount of money – back into promoting those ideas.


“If what you’re saying is that we created the anarcho-punk movement, then we didn’t create it as leaders. We were just as hard-working as anyone else, scrubbing floors, knocking out leaflets, carrying our own gear – and everyone else’s too! We never separated ourselves; we were a part of it, at one with it. There were those that tried to force that sense of leadership onto us, but I think we were very successful in never, ever accepting that role.”


Crass were never your ‘typical band’ from the off. The truly unique chemistry that set up the claustrophobic tension so inherent in their sound was a result of many factors, including disparate musical tastes, but more importantly differences in age and class. Penny was a 35-year-old ex-art teacher, living a communal life at Dial House, on the edge of Epping Forest, whilst vocalist Steve (‘Ignorant’) Williams (who’s actually anything but) was a fifteen-year-old yobbo from Dagenham.


“It all came about through my older brother, who would turn up at people’s places, ask to stay the night and then end up staying three weeks,” laughs Steve, by way of explanation of how he and Penny hooked up. “He’d stayed at Dial House for two nights or something, through some hippy types that he knew down in Ongar, and he came over to see me where I lived in Dagenham – this is pre-Crass, by the way, when I was only about thirteen – and he told me about this amazing place where you could go and draw if you wanted to, go and play piano if you wanted to, whatever… and he took me over there. I was totally intrigued by it; I was an ex-skinhead, and I turned up in all this gear, really loud ‘Rupert The Bear trousers’, checked jacket… and there’s all these people walking around bare-foot, with no fucking television! Talking in these accents I couldn’t understand, using all these words I couldn’t comprehend, and sounding like they had fifteen plums in their mouths!


“But also, for the first time in my life, I was actually being included in the conversation… even though I didn’t understand what they were going on about; they treated me like an equal, y’know? If I said something, they would consider it… it was the first time that I thought, ‘Well, yeah, I have got something to say.’


“So, I kept playing truant, and going back there to stay, but then I left school and moved to Bristol for about a year, and then punk came along. I went to see The Clash at the Colston Hall, which totally did it for me, and Joe Strummer said, ‘If you think you can do better, start your own band…’, which became my battle cry. I came back to Dagenham – the week of the Queen’s Silver Jubilee, I think it was – with the idea of finding my old drinking buddies and starting a punk rock band of my own. But of course, none of them were having any of it, ’cos they all had wives and jobs and all that bollocks, so I came out to Dial House, to find that Pen was living there on his own, writing ‘Christ, Reality Asylum’. Gee [Vaucher, who would become the band’s graphic designer] had gone to America, doing illustration work, and so he said, ‘What you up to?’ And I said, ‘I’m gonna start a band…’ to which he replied, ‘I’ll play drums for ya!’ And that’s how it all started really. His previous band, Exit, had stopped performing properly in ’74, but people would still come over at weekends and jam… and what a fucking racket that was!


“Anyway, I turned up wanting to be Johnny Rotten or Paul Simonon… ’cos he was a good looking bloke, always looked a bit tasty… and with my David Bowie background, sort of thing, a part of me always wanted to be famous. And then you had Pen’s background, which was much more intellectual, and it just came together. I couldn’t even understand what ‘Christ, Reality Asylum’ was all about, but I knew I liked it because it was having a pop at religion, and it had ‘fuck’ in it, which was well punk rock, wasn’t it? I dunno, we just got on really.


“Dial House was this place where everyone could go; there was this idea that if you were a poet and you turned up, you could earn your night’s board by reciting your poetry, for example, and there was going to be all these Dial Houses all around the country. So you had all these people turning up who weren’t working class – they tended to be middle class and into photography or film-making – and Pen used to like them turning up and being confronted by me, this spiky-haired, spotty little oik, ’cos punk rockers were still ‘frightening’ back then. And I used to enjoy seeing that happen as well, my so-called ‘elders and betters’ being a bit scared of me, so that worked for us as well; it was a little bit of a stage act, a performance. The funny thing was, as soon as Crass started, a lot of the people who used to visit Dial House stopped coming anyway – ’cos the whole place would be full of Italian punks or whatever!


“So yeah, there was a class difference – I remember I always felt really nervous in front of Pen’s mum and dad – but it worked for us; it was a good mixture, and I don’t really know of any other bands that had that…”


That early poem of Penny’s, ‘Christ, Reality Asylum’, remains a tenet of the Crass canon, an outrageously focused cornerstone from whence the band developed and refined its gleefully confrontational style and approach. With its condemnation of Christ’s martyrdom as a ‘churlish suicide’, exclaiming that Jesus hung ‘in crucified delight, nailed to the extent of his vision’, it was deliciously, shockingly blasphemous, and was always destined to land the band in trouble with those kind-hearted censors that safeguard our precious morality. When the band’s first 12” came out, the song was left off by the outraged pressing plant that manufactured it, forcing the band to name the silence left in its place ‘The Sound Of Free Speech’.


“But there were no ‘tactics’ as such,” claims Penny. “I had this friend staying with me, the guy who actually designed the Crass symbol, a bloke called Dave King who now lives in San Francisco [and was later a part of the Sleeping Dogs, who released their 1982 ‘Beware…’ single through Crass]. And we were both from upper-middle-class backgrounds, and we were talking about religion, and I went off on this rant, and I ended up rolling around on the floor, doing all these theatrics. And he said, ‘Fuckin’ hell, you ought to write that down!’


“I was so in the moment, tearing up all this stupid religious tradition, and I realized that I was 35 years old but still bound up with this superstitious rubbish, and it all started falling away when I started getting into the rant. So I got up off the floor and wrote it down, carried on ranting but onto paper, and that became the ‘Reality Asylum’ book, and the ‘Crass logo’ was actually a symbol that Dave designed for the frontispiece of the book. But no, there was no intent there; it was just what I was feeling at the time…”


With Penny on drums and Steve providing vocals, the duo began writing their own material, Steve’s searingly blunt approach providing the perfect foil for Penny’s more considered, cerebral musings. The contrast between their very differing approaches can best be gauged when comparing ‘Reality Asylum’ to Steve’s first composition, ‘So What’.


“Well, actually, the first song I ever wrote was probably something like ‘Song For Tony Blackburn’, which only ever appeared on a tape or whatever,” corrects Steve, “And the first proper song I wrote was ‘Do They Owe Us A Living?’ The second one was ‘So What’, I think, and by then I’d sat down and read ‘Reality Asylum’. To be honest, it really annoyed me in a way; it was all ‘I’, ‘I’, ‘I’, ‘you’, ‘you’, ‘you’, ‘me’, ‘me’, ‘me’…


“Then again, when I look at how we laid the lyrics out on [that first 12”] ‘The Feeding Of The 5000’, with all the obliques and no punctuation, I find that annoying as well, but at the time, I agreed with the others that if we made it difficult for people to read, they’d have to concentrate a lot harder.


“Anyway, little did I know that the first song I ever wrote, ‘Owe Us A Living’, which I sang under my breath, marching back from the shops going, you know, ‘Fuck the politically minded…’, would be the main song that I’m remembered for. And all the other songs I’ve written that I consider far better than that – ’cos I’ve written some great songs since Crass – no one knows, or cares, what they fucking are! And if I formed another band tomorrow, you know full well that there’d still be people shouting for ‘Owe Us A Living’ even now…


“To be honest with you, we never thought it would get any further than the music room at Dial anyway; it would just be our little hobby… we never dreamt we’d ever get a gig. We didn’t take ourselves that seriously, to start with. Then this guy turned up called Steve Herman – he was a bald, beardy bloke with glasses and sandals… didn’t look anything like a punk, but he could play guitar, and we thought, ‘Fuck it, it’s punk, anything goes!’


“And then Andy Palmer turned up; he couldn’t play and he didn’t have a guitar, but he nicked one from somewhere and tuned it so he could play a chord by putting his finger straight across. And then [bassist] Pete Wright became involved… but even then, it was like a weekend thing – it was only once we’d done a couple of gigs, that we thought we were maybe onto something. And we were still going on blind drunk at that point, just having a laugh really.”


“Yes, it was Steve and myself at first,” clarifies Penny, “And Eve [Libertine, real name Bronwen Jones, one of their vocalists] used to live just up the road, a mile or so away. She used to come down, and although she didn’t join in with the band for the first year, she was quite instrumental in the nature of how we grew – especially the feminist aspect of it all. It was Eve that disallowed our use of the word ‘cunt’ in the lyrics.


“And because we’ve always been this cultural centre [at Dial House], we’ve always had people coming and going; there’s always been an itinerant body of people moving in and out – some of them stuck and some of them didn’t. We never ever thought to ourselves, ‘Oh, we need to get a bassist’, or anything. People just turned up.


“I remember Andy turning up; he was at a local art school, and he’d never played an instrument in his life, but he nicked one from the International Times offices, and came round and said he wanted to be in the band, so he was. That’s how it worked; we were just mucking about. Me and Steve originally called ourselves ‘Stormtrooper’… Eve thoroughly objected to that, and thankfully persuaded us otherwise!


“But really it all just happened, it wasn’t by design. Although there did come a point after the first year, when we realised that we were basically fucking ourselves up, drinking quite a lot and using other substances. We couldn’t have kept going like that, so we had to say, ‘Are we going to take this seriously, or are we just going to carry on pointlessly like this?’ So we had this big conference for a whole day, which was very self-conscious, and we made these decisions about what we were going to do, and those things stuck. And by then, all the different people who were going to be in the band were already in the band, and from then on we only incorporated extra people if they could actually add something to it. So we had filmmakers and poets turn up and get involved, and I suppose if a saxophonist had turned up, we might have got them in as well, but they didn’t!”


Prior to them sobering up though, the very first Crass gig was during the summer of 1977, somewhere on the Tottenham Court Road… although the band didn’t actually get to perform their full set.








[image: ]

Andy of Crass debating with police outside the Zig Zag, picture by Tony Mottram.








“There was a big squat there back then, with a big yard out back,” recalls Penny, “and we did three-and-a-half songs, before we got switched off by this retired colonel, who thoroughly objected to what we were saying! It was a very nice squat, very regularized – not at all how one might imagine squats nowadays – and they were basically having a nice afternoon fete, and this bunch of drunken punks came along and spoilt it all! There were a few people there who seemed to half enjoy us, but basically we just fucked up everybody’s nice afternoon out, and quite rightly this bloke came along and objected…”


“We got turned off after twelve minutes!” guffaws Steve wickedly. “Some resident from across the road came across and switched us off… and we let him do it! How punk is that, eh? There’s some photographs somewhere of us playing, in the background, and two people dressed up as giant teddy bears… it was a fucking weird gig, more like a fete for the people in the squat.


“Then we did our first gig at the Roxy [the legendary Neal Street venue, in London’s West End], and that went well, and I met this Deptford punk called Charlie who played in a band called Deceit, doing this sort of percussion-based avant-garde stuff. After that, we somehow got a gig at Covent Garden – some sort of festival when they were about to knock it down – but Pen couldn’t make it, so Charlie stood in for us on drums. Someone actually filmed that too, so somewhere out there is this video footage of early Crass, when we all still used to wear different stuff [i.e. before the band adopted a policy of only wearing black onstage], without Pen on drums. Then we did Action Space, in Cheney Street, and the Chelsea Art College… we emptied that place! There was 500 people there when we started; I turned around to talk to Pen after the first song, turned back to say something to the audience and they were all gone. Fuckin’ hell! We cleared it out.”


About this time, Steve Herman departed for safer climes, and Phil ‘Free’ (real name Clancey) joined on lead guitar, the band returning to the Roxy for an infamous performance that saw them forbidden to ever return to the club. A moment immortalized in Penny’s song, ‘Banned From The Roxy’, that appeared on the first Crass release, the aforementioned ‘Feeding Of The 5000’ 12”, for Small Wonder Records, where Steve spits vehemently, ‘Banned from the Roxy? Okay! I never liked playing there anyway… they said they only wanted well-behaved boys – do they think guitars and microphones are just fucking toys?’


“We were all so out of it,” Steve recalls of the gig in question, “I remember throwing up in the street outside. It was partly from excitement as well; I knew all my mates from Deptford would be there and just got pissed too quickly. And then I couldn’t hear anything onstage, and kept forgetting the words…


“I remember when we were setting up, every item of the drum kit that came onstage, Pen was looking at it and going, ‘What’s that?’ He was already out of it on three bottles of red wine. The only one who wasn’t totally pissed was Pete the bassist; it was a bonkers night… the floor was completely soaked in beer, you couldn’t walk on it. And I remember Mick Duffield [the guy in charge of the band’s live visuals] being drunk and flinging me across the room for some reason or other… but that’s all I can remember really!”


“Initially, for the first year perhaps it was just about having fun, although our lyrics were rather serious,” ponders Penny, of the self-implication within ‘Banned From The Roxy’ that Crass were already much more than just a band as early as 1978. “We used to be quite drunk and play rather badly – not following any particular punk ethic really, more just because that’s what young-ish lads do, I suppose. But no, I don’t think we ever regarded ourselves as a band, and certainly by the time we became known as ‘a band’, we didn’t see ourselves as anything of the sort.


“If anything, and I don’t think we were quite so self-conscious about it at the time, we were more a sort of information network. Although all of us had our own interests in music, we also had other interests in art and literature and everything else, so it was a combination of all of those aspects.


“And we didn’t really make any effort either; we never tried to sell anything or promote anything. We were picked up by Small Wonder because we did a rehearsal that we recorded, just for a friend of ours to listen to in his van, and he used to do displays at record fairs and stuff, and he took it into [the] Small Wonder [shop]. We didn’t make any effort, and we certainly didn’t give him the tape with the intention of him doing that.


“We eventually made our own label, of course, but that wasn’t because we wanted to make pots of money; it was quite simply because Pete [Stennet] at Small Wonder kept getting hassled by the police because of what we were doing. And it seemed really unfair that there was Pete and his missus in their little shop in Walthamstow having the vice squad going around and harassing them… why should he have to put up with that just ’cos he was nice enough to finance our record?


“I think I can honestly say that we worked very hard, and we were very committed to what we did, but we never ever went out of our way to sell ourselves. And none of the things that we did were about trying to sell ourselves either. We didn’t wear all black because it was a natty look! It was initially because it was a very anonymous thing, so although Steve was clearly the front-man/singer, he never became isolated in the same way that generally happens with bands, y’know? That never happened with Crass, and that was partly because we all decided that we would, as much as possible, all look the same. It was a policy decision so that we couldn’t be individualised, but eventually it became a practical necessity anyway, because everything around the place was black, and everything came out of the washing machine black. But we really didn’t want to be easily definable in the rock‘n’roll context.”


Recorded completely live on October 29th, 1978, by John Loder at London’s Southern Studios, ‘The Feeding Of The 5000’ (so-called because that was the minimum number of records Small Wonder was allowed to press) was a complete revelation, totally unlike any other record released before or since. Built upon the fierce staccato rhythms of Penny’s militaristic drumming and Pete Wright’s ruthlessly tight, incisive bass work, the truly unique Crass sound revolved around Andy and Phil’s incredibly trebly, distorted guitar tones, weaving jaggedly in and around the thumping rhythm section, and Steve’s raw, earthy, ‘no frills’ vocal delivery. Locked together in their collective rage, Crass were an inexorable musical force – despite claims from their detractors (who couldn’t see past those lethal fuzz-boxes all set to ‘10’) that they just revelled in noise for the sake of it. Yes, their latter works did deliberately descend into sonic chaos, but at their leanest, meanest and simplest, they were genuinely untouchable. No wonder then that they quickly inspired a legion of loyal fans in their wake (selling over half a million records in the process), not to mention hundreds of similarly stripped-down bands, encouraged by their defiantly DIY (i.e. ‘do it yourself’) approach.


“It was terrifying to us that we suddenly seemed to create an army,” reckons Penny. “We set off wanting to break through the banality of that first wave of punk, we were just piss-heads having a laugh, but we soon realised that if we were going to have any sort of real effect, we had to straighten ourselves out. People were starting to take an interest in what we were doing, but we would never have survived the way we were going; we were out of our heads all the time! Not in any real sort of hedonistic way, but because we couldn’t cope with it. Even now, I only ever drink when I perform, and then only because it’s a way of being able to get out of self.


“So, we curbed the drinking, and we started to wear black because it made us anonymous. It was also a statement against that bloody stupid, very expensive clothing that was being flogged down the Kings Road as ‘punk gear’… what a load of shit. But we certainly didn’t start wearing black so that everyone else in bloody Britain would start doing the same, though all of a sudden, it appeared that was exactly what every young punk was doing. So, we thought, ‘Oh shit, now what do we do?’ Rather than exploit it, we just ignored it, and hoped it would die its own death, but it never did. And it’s since become synonymous with the whole crusty anarcho-punk thing.


“Yet, in the sense that it was considered, it was orchestrated, it was very, very rehearsed; it [the band’s live show] was like a Nuremberg rally, and the closer we could get to that sort of undeniable visual and emotional perfection, the better. That’s what we were looking for; we wanted to produce a backdrop that was absolutely unbreakable… because we wanted to smash through the banality. We were like a torpedo going straight at all this stupid music business, media crap, and we were strong enough to blow straight through it. And we didn’t sit around making conditions on the other side either; we created a breach in their wall, and fuckin’ thousands of kids ran through it! And if they wanted to then argue about who was wearing leather shoes or not, that was their fuckin’ business. It was nothing to do with us, we just blew the hole in the wall for them, and I don’t really think that we can take any responsibility for all those stupid arguments that ensued because we really weren’t involved in it all, to be honest.”


Prior to the recording of ‘Feeding…’ however, the band actually played several shows in America, one of the first UK punk bands to play there, albeit on a very low-key level.


“Yeah, we went out to New York, when Gee was living there and knew a lot of the punkers like Richard Hell and Patti Smith. We didn’t go out there as any sort of grand tour… we just played half a dozen gigs around New York.


“We didn’t do CBGB though; they gave us the ultimatum of either playing there and not the alternative venues, or not playing at all… so we told ‘em to stuff it, and played all these great alternative venues, in lofts and places. This was early ’78, I think, before ‘Feeding…’ even came out, but, in the short time we were there, we were getting fucking big audiences. We caused an awful lot of confusion out there; people really didn’t know how to take us. And it was there that the fascist thing really got pinned on us…


“Yet we were one of the first bands to organise a mixed race gig there; we set up this gig with a phenomenal reggae band from off the Island… it was in a Polish working men’s club, and they wouldn’t even allow these ‘coloured’ guys through the front door! And that was a very, very unusual event, this English punk band playing with a black reggae band; it was a great evening.”


Steve reflects candidly on one incident from the New York visit that illustrates the tremendous pressure the band exerted upon itself not to leave any public chinks in its armour: “When Crass went to America, it was heaven for me. The first time I’d ever been abroad… loadsa drugs and what-not, and we were in New York as well, so it was really good quality stuff… even the amyl nitrate was fantastic. Wa-hey!


“Anyway, all these American bands like The Heartbreakers knew we were in town, this English punk band, and there was someone living across the hallway from Gee who knew all these other bands, so at all times we had to wear black and be punk and… blah blah blah! So Phil Free goes down the stairs in his shorts, and then came running back in, saying, ‘Fuck it! I’ve just been seen by Gladys across the hallway in my shorts!’ And I was like, ‘Oh no, you wanker! What have you done?’ Ha ha!
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Crass live at Cleator Moor Civic Hall 1984 (left to right: Pete, Steve, Andy), picture by Trunt.








“And another time, I was at Dial House, and I said to [vocalist] Joy [De Vivre], ‘Oh, give us a short hair cut’, and she cut it a bit too short, and it looked like a ‘suede head’ cut… we cancelled a gig because of that – in case we got a skinhead following! They had me in tears over it, I was guilt-ridden…


“But we brought it all on ourselves, ’cos we wrote all those songs, and then we had to stand by them. So, all the time we were scrutinised, and we were scrutinising ourselves as well, examining everything we did under this spotlight, so everything we did was fraught with danger. I went along with that, and even now, if I’m out with my mates, people will be going, ‘Are you drunk?’ And I’ll be absolutely fucking pissed, but I manage to keep straight ’cos of that training in Crass… ‘Don’t ever make yourself look like an arsehole, ’cos you’ll make the whole band look like arseholes!’ So we were very self-regulating, it was really difficult. I used to find myself sneaking around, ’cos we had a policy of no drugs at Dial House… quite rightly, because the police had their eye on us and it would’ve been stupid to have been busted for that… so I used to sneak out and do my thing. I always preferred chemicals in those days – ‘blues’ and stuff – and I used to hate going back there still stoned or speeding…”


“I always had this imaginary Glaswegian punk in my head,” adds Penny, “Because at that time Glasgow was the poorest city in Britain, and I had this mental model of this young punk. I’d think, ‘Now would he understand me taking a two-week holiday in Benidorm?’ No, so I wouldn’t get on a plane and go on holiday. ‘Would he understand me going to the local Chinese restaurant for a meal out?’ Questionable, better not do it. So, for seven years, I lived as the alter ego of this fourteen-year-old punk in Glasgow. I’m sure I put a foot wrong in places – how could I not do? – but I made a conscious effort to do the right thing whenever I could…”


Keen to take complete control of their recorded output, Crass set up their own eponymous label for all future releases, and although they kept their profit margins to an absolute minimum, enough revenue was quickly generated to allow them to begin releasing records by other like-minded  artists. As a general rule of thumb, most bands they worked with were only invited to do one single for the label, and by keeping a tight rein on the production and presentation side of the process, Crass Records quickly developed a distinctive identity all its own, ensuring that each release, beautifully packaged in stark black-and-white poster sleeves, sold respectably well on the strength of the label’s reputation for reliably sourcing stimulating new talent. The next four years saw Crass unleash some of the most challenging (and often difficult) music imaginable, from artists as eclectic as The Cravats, Poison Girls, Annie Anxiety and Jayne Gregory. The flip-side of the equation was a whole slew of bands that were basically taking the ideological baton handed them by Crass and running with it in a very similar direction – and with Penny producing their records, they sounded like Crass as well. Ironically though, these more generic releases sold far better than the avant-garde material that Penny more naturally favoured.


“Yes, to some extent, I was guilty of that,” admits the drummer. “Because I was largely responsible for choosing what we put out on our label and then producing it, but if we’d only done singles by the likes of Andy T. or Annie Anxiety, we would’ve busted ourselves quite quickly. Not to say that I chose bands like Dirt or Flux [Of Pink Indians] because they were saleable punk… but nonetheless they were saleable punk. So at least we got our money back and paid for the records! But stuff like Andy and Annie, we lost lots of money on, so there was this funny mixture of bands we worked with: some that were a labour of love, and some giving people a chance that I knew were quite derivative of ourselves. Almost embarrassingly so sometimes, but I only really resented that when I started to find myself at odds with those bands politically. It was like sowing a seed and then the wrong plant comes up! You can’t control it – maybe shouldn’t try to control it – but you can sometimes regret planting it in the first place…


“But I also think it’s very untrue that all the releases we did sounded like Crass. The Mob were certainly an exception to that rule… so were Zounds… most of them were, actually. You had extremes of stuff like Annie, right through to KUKL, for example… who were really just total rock‘n’roll, in my opinion. I think we were far more courageous with the material we tried to put out than people give us credit for.


“I remember doing The Snipers single, and people really fucking laid into me for putting that out. But I always thought that punk was about giving people a chance, and I liked what they had to say… yet you wouldn’t believe the amount of stick I got for that one. And not just from people like [Sounds journalist] Garry Bushell either, but people in our own camp… people in my own band, in fact. They thought it was a pile of shit, just dour rubbish, but if someone had been there to manage that band they’d have probably ended up on [seminal Manchester label] Factory, who specialised in all that grey raincoat stuff. They were really nice kids too… they did one gig with us, and people just didn’t get it. But I said, ‘This is what it’s meant to be about! Ordinary people who wanna say something, getting up and saying it!’


“But the whole idea was that we were not a label as such… we never signed anybody, never had any agreements other than a spoken promise that bands would get 50% of anything that we made – which was very often next to nothing. The only agreement was, ‘You come in, and we’ll help put it together…’ We wanted the circle design on the front of every record too, our ‘corporate image’ so we could sell the stuff a bit easier… but they were the only conditions. Most people asked us for help with the artwork as well…


“All we were doing was facilitating, basically showing people how to make records, from the production to the artwork, everything… and that was it: one single, and on your way, once we’d shown you how to do it. We weren’t a record label per se; we just wanted to help people create something else. But we then realised that a lot of the bands didn’t have the wherewithal or interest to do it themselves, so we then created Corpus Christi as a secondary label. And that had no conditions attached to it whatsoever, and in fact I virtually gave that to John at Southern to run… and he did one or two bands that I would never have touched, but he liked them and that was fair enough because that was his remit.


“I remember we gave the Poison Girls 100% from the first pressing of [their first album] ‘Chappaquiddick Bridge’, at our own expense, because they weren’t selling many records at that point and were so under-funded. We were always looking for ways to help these bands to go and do their own thing, because we certainly didn’t want people standing on our back.
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Bjork and Einar of KUKL, picture by Per-Ake Warn.








“At the other end of the scale, a band like [aforementioned Icelandic pre-Sugarcubes outfit] KUKL [whose name translates as ‘witchcraft’ in medieval Icelandic] came along, and they didn’t really belong in the Crass camp at all, as far as what they were trying to do, as regards making a forceful political statement, but all I tried to do was help them make some bloody good records. It was inevitable really that they should go in the direction that they did, and it was very obvious even when I was working on [their second album] ‘Holidays In Europe’ that the press and media were only interested in Björk [who subsequently enjoyed massive success as a solo artist], grabbing at where the money was and shoving the rest of them back into the bloody Icelandic ocean. So I worked very hard on ‘Holidays…’ to even that out, to make sure that Björk was no more there than Einar [Örn] was, because the beauty of that band was always the balance of personalities.”


As well as the long-awaited, completely uncensored ‘Reality Asylum’ single (the release of which led to the band living under the threat of prosecution for obscenity from Scotland Yard’s vice squad for almost a year), the first Crass record issued on the band’s newly-established label was the superb ‘Stations Of The Crass’ album (its title inspired by the graffiti campaign the band had been waging on London Underground stations), which shot straight to No. 1 in the Independent charts. Regarded by many as the band’s defining moment, it spent a staggering two years in the chart, positive proof as if any was needed of the powerful hold Crass had exerted on the imagination of English youth. More subtly produced than ‘Feeding…’ (despite being recorded virtually live in just one day again, on August 11th, 1979) there were some huge leaps taken in terms of composition and delivery, resulting in two of the band’s most chilling moments, ‘Mother Earth’ (dealing with the general public’s guilty obsession with Moors Murderess, Myra Hindley) and ‘The Gasman Cometh’ (that made unnerving parallels between modern-day state violence and the Holocaust of Forties Germany). Penny maintains however that it was never his intention to discomfit the listener.


“I just wanted to share my feelings about something… and ‘Mother Earth’ is a good example. It’s a pretty horrible subject, but the reason I wrote that song was, I read an article by this bloke who was working for the Daily Express or something like that, who’d been covering the Myra Hindley case. And he was hanging around outside the jail where she was being held, and he began to realise that people weren’t there out of criticism for what she had done, but out of some sort of strange affinity – which was a very frightening, unpleasant realisation. So I wanted to create this very creepy sense of something horrible about to happen, to suggest a complicity, which is why it’s got this slightly ‘heartbeaty’ sound. I didn’t want to make people uncomfortable, but I wanted them to share my feelings, which is what any novelist or painter would do. Not because I thought my feelings were particularly important, but because the only time I’ve ever learnt anything in life is through sharing other people’s experiences.


“It’s a basic artistic approach, and it’s the same thing that I do now, except that these days I work with jazz musicians, which is a great freeing up. They’re incredibly fast, incredibly sensitive, because that’s what their world is – react/respond. So, the net result is an even more unlistenable music than we ever did with Crass, because basically speaking, if you take ten jazz musicians and feed them the kind of questioning lyrics that I’m liable to, then you get some devastatingly heavy responses.”


‘Stations…’ also picked up where ‘Feeding…’ left off with its harsh criticism of the impotency inherent in the so-called punk movement. ‘Feeding…’ had ‘Punk Is Dead’ (‘Yes, that’s right, punk is dead, it’s just another cheap product for the consumer’s head; bubblegum rock on plastic transistors, schoolboy sedition backed by big-time promoters…’), which almost certainly prompted The Exploited to proudly call their debut album, ‘Punk’s Not Dead’. As well as ‘White Punks On Hope’, ‘Stations…’ contained ‘Hurry Up, Garry’ and ‘I Ain’t Thick, It’s Just A Trick’ (the former aimed at the aforementioned Sounds scribe, Garry Bushell; the latter at the Oi movement he did much to propagate). Such pointed questioning of punk’s real worth, and the subsequent angry retorts from its indignant defenders, created a very definite rift within the scene, between so-called ‘peace punks’ and their more chaos-oriented counterparts. Colchester’s Special Duties took especial exception, even releasing a single entitled ‘Bullshit Crass’ [Rondelet Records, 1982], that featured the chant ‘Fight Crass, not punk!’ parodying, of course, the ‘Fight war, not wars!’ slogan popularized by Crass.


“I really couldn’t understand this vicious hatred they had for us,” sighs Steve. “I couldn’t work that one out at all. When their record came out, it was all over the fucking place, and everyone was like, ‘Oh my god, this band doesn’t like Crass!’ And I was actually surprised that someone didn’t do it earlier really, y’know? And what a great way to get your name out there! But we’d done the same thing to The Clash anyway…


“But I thought that it was all a front, and if we ever did meet them, they’d be alright about it and we could have a drink together and that. Then we met ‘em in this service station coming back from a gig, and what annoyed me about them was when I questioned [their vocalist] Steve Arrogant and asked him if he really thought we were that bad. He said, ‘It’s alright for you, being at fucking college and all this…’ And I said, ‘Well, I never went to fuckin’ college! So, you’re totally against everything we say then?’ And he went, ‘Yeah!’ I said, ‘So you think nuclear wars are a good idea?’ And he went, ‘Yeah!’ ‘And what about the police, do you agree with them?’ And he went, ‘Yeah!’ Everything I said, he said the opposite, and it really wound me up… I mean, how fuckin’ stupid can you be, just to make a point?


“Anyway, I lost my rag and got him on his own outside and threatened to blow his fuckin’ kneecaps off if any of our conversation ended up in the gossip column in Sounds. He said, ‘I thought you were a pacifist!’ And I said, ‘Yeah, I am, but I’m so stupid, I thought it was a 9-to-5 job, and I just finished work and I can do what I like now…!’


“I later met the drummer from Special Duties, who had actually joined Dirt, and I got on alright with him; when asked what it was all about, he just said, ‘Oh, it was a publicity stunt, mate.’


“A few years ago, I read an interview with Steve Arrogant in this little fanzine from Colchester, and he was asked about Crass, and he said something like, ‘I’ve got a wife and a kid and a mortgage now, and if me and Steve Ignorant met today, we’d probably get on like a house on fire!’ And I thought, ‘Yeah, whatever,’ and then he said, ‘But I’d still like to see the size of his bank account!’ Well, I haven’t got a bank account; all I’ve got is a building society account, with about sixteen quid left in it… I ain’t got no fuckin’ money! The whole thing was so strange…”


Sadly Crass and Special Duties never shared a stage together, which might have cleared the air somewhat, as did a low-key, last-minute show they played with one of their other most vocal detractors, The Exploited.


“Yeah, that was a great night, I loved it,” smiles Steve, still sounding surprised that it even happened over twenty years later. “That whole Crass/Exploited thing came about when Wattie said that Crass were ‘a bunch of wankers’… but that was just because we were in every fucking fanzine going, and even I was getting bored of reading about us, so if someone had said to me at the time, ‘What do you think of Crass?’ I’d have gone, ‘Oh, Crass are a bunch of wankers!’ Just to be controversial, y’know? But this whole thing brewed up, aided by the music press, of course.


“Anyway, Annie [Anxiety] was going out with [Exploited vocalist] Wattie… Christ, that would’ve been a wedding from hell… just imagine those kids! The Exploited were playing the 100 Club, and Wattie asked her to ask us to go and play it unannounced. At first I was dead against it, but then I came round to the idea, and went dressed as a soul boy, wore a short-sleeved shirt, with my hair parted to one side, didn’t look punk at all, so no one knew who I was. And there were a few skinheads there looking out for us, and I remember these three in particular: a big one, a little one, and a medium sized one…!


“We went on and played, and then I was stood there watching The Exploited, and they were okay; I didn’t rate them that much, to be honest, a lot of stamping about. And suddenly I’m aware of this little bleedin’ skinhead stood right behind me, breathing down my neck, and his two mates, the big one and the middle-sized one, were egging him on. So I went to the bar and got a drink, and came back, and his two mates were down the front pogoing, so I stood right behind him and breathed right down his neck. And I fucking kept him there! And in the end, he was rubbing his neck, didn’t know what to do, and Pen came and stood next to me and was completely oblivious to this little psychological drama that was going on. And, as we were leaving, I saw this little skinhead outside, and went, ‘See you later, mate!’ And he was like, ‘You fuckin’ cunt!’


“But there were no big fist fights, no animosity between the bands; Wattie seemed a nice geezer, y’know? He asked us to play, and good for him; it was a shame that Special Duties couldn’t have done something like that as well.”


On a related note, as to whether or not Steve Ignorant was an alter-ego character he could ‘become’ just prior to playing live, Steve adds carefully:


“Yeah, it probably was… ’cos I was always shit-scared about going onstage. But the funny thing about Crass was, ’cos we all lived together, I can’t really talk about a personal life and the band; it was all one and the same. It wasn’t like we’d do a gig and then say, ‘Right, see you Monday then!’ With us, it was the band all the time… we’d be talking about it over dinner, getting phone calls all day, people turning up to see us all the time… so eventually, Steve Ignorant wasn’t an alter-ego, because that was who I was every minute of the day.


“I don’t think there was another band like that, who all lived together… and that was something people used to get pissed off with Crass for, for being ‘holier than thou’ or whatever. But we lived like that because the band was like that, and the band was like that because we lived like that. Nothing was done for effect… well, alright, the wearing of black and the films were premeditated, but we didn’t grow organic vegetables to be trendy or to be punk – that was how we lived! And that’s why some of the people who tried to copy Crass couldn’t, ’cos if you’re living in a squat in Bromley, where the fuck are you going to put your vegetable garden, y’know?


“I was glad that I called myself Steve Ignorant too, purely because I was ignorant of politics. We used to play in Manchester a lot, and every time we played there, this little group of college-goers always used to single me out and surround me in a semi-circle, and be, like, ‘Well, what about the trade unions?’ All this stuff that I knew fuck all about! It got to the point where people were more worried about whether you had milk in your tea… I used to think, ‘Maybe I’m stupid, maybe I ought to read all these intellectual books on anarchy…’ but they’re all so fuckin’ boring, aren’t they?


“I always found it very difficult in Crass that it wasn’t the done thing to be personal, to write about yourself; everything you wrote had to be about everybody. The stuff I wrote later was much more personal, and I prefer that, because I’m opening myself up for criticism then, and I can defend myself, and defend what I believe, rather than have to defend what Crass believed in as a collective.


“It was weird suddenly getting known, with people coming up to me – not in the street, but in pubs and clubs – and I would feel guilty and stuff. At first I didn’t know how to deal with it really, but then I started to enjoy it, and it didn’t really matter anymore. It never made sense to me really, ’cos even if I met David Bowie now, I wouldn’t ask for his autograph. I’d argue with someone for half an hour about why I didn’t wanna sign an autograph, but in the end I found it easier and quicker to just sign the bloody thing! And have they still got it hidden away somewhere…? I doubt it!”


‘Stations…’ was followed in late 1980 by another bona fide classic (and another Independent No. 1), the ‘Bloody Revolutions’/‘Persons Unknown’ split single with the Poison Girls, a benefit record that raised £20,000 towards the setting up of the London Anarchist Centre. For such a worthwhile cause, both bands offered up some of their finest material, ‘Bloody Revolutions’ by Crass being their most ambitious, sprawling arrangement to date, and ‘Persons Unknown’ by Poison Girls a dangerous, stirring exercise in dark, lurching atmospherics. As well as being united on vinyl, the two bands were also inextricably linked by this time on the live front, touring the length and breadth of the country together, taking in en route all manner of alternative venues that most other bands would avoid at all costs.


“The obvious reason that the two bands originally hooked up was that they only lived three or four miles up the road,” explains Penny. “Basically speaking, they had a very different sort of agenda to us, a very different story to tell… they were essentially a feminist band – that was always their main preoccupation, even though we actually had more females in our band than they had in theirs – and we felt that given the predominantly male attitudes in rock‘n’roll, and especially punk, they brought in this other element, and that was very important. They weren’t that liked though, and they had a fucking hard job playing with us… but ultimately they got the respect they deserved. Though when we later toured with the likes of, say, Dirt, as we did straight after we did with the Poisons, the main body of the punk audience were well pleased to be able to just pogo, rather than be confronted with a bit of thought. We were becoming darker and darker ourselves by then – the whole thing was becoming more complex – so it was quite nice not to have that added conflict of a difficult opening band as well. From that point on, we at least started giving people a good time for the first half of the gig… and then we’d come on and wind them up!”


As the turbulent 1981 unfolded like a bad dream, it seemed as if Crass could do no wrong with the record-buying public, who rushed out and bought the ‘Nagasaki Nightmare’ single (primarily for its frankly brilliant B-side, and the band’s best-loved song, ‘Big A, Little A’), in sufficient quantities to send it rocketing to the top of the Indies again, and it didn’t vanish off the chart’s radar for a whole year. Seemingly determined to test the will of their listeners, Crass hurled a well-aimed spanner in the works with the ‘Penis Envy’ album. Those relishing the thought of another foul-mouthed outburst from Steve Ignorant were disappointed, because he didn’t even contribute to the record; those hoping for a long-overdue feminist statement from a band that were rapidly being perceived as fascist ‘bovver boys’ were gratified by the considered production values and a commanding stint from Eve Libertine as lead vocalist.


“There was a point when we could have become the biggest Oi band going,” reckons Penny, “Just after ‘Feeding Of The 5000’ came out, when even bands like the Cockney Rejects were desperate to come here and see what we were all about. Despite never having met us, they were massive fans, just on the strength of ‘Feeding…’, but when ‘Penis Envy’ came out, they were shocked into thinking, ‘What a bunch of fucking cunts those blokes turned out to be!’


“We did play it that way – whenever it seemed that our public image was becoming too easily definable, we would do our best to throw people off the scent. Maybe not consciously, but certainly I as an artist have always enjoyed being contradictory, and I’ve always enjoyed playing with those contradictions.”


The release of the ‘Rival Tribal Rebel Revel’ single, inspired by left wing attacks from the Red Brigade on British Movement skinheads at one of the band’s Conway Hall gigs led to yet more confusion as to where the band stood politically, but Crass refused to take sides they didn’t feel completely comfortable with.


“Yes, we had quite an argument with the Anti-Nazi League once,” recalls Penny, “With whom we had no ideological quarrel, but I objected to the way they divided people in just as prejudiced a way as the people they were condemning. My own experiences with young skinheads who superficially said they supported the British Movement, or whatever it was called in those days, was that they were actually very lonely kids with nothing better to do. And if you gave them something better to think about, they often accepted it gratefully… generally speaking. And left wing prejudice just added fuel to the fire really. We very consciously left the door open to everybody. I’ve no patience with either the British Movement or the Trotskyite Red Brigade; they all play the same stupid games. I could see what Garry Bushell wanted to achieve with Oi, the unification of all these youths under one banner, but it backfired on him horribly.”


Following the rather bizarre ‘Merry Crassmas’ single (the band’s only overtly vegetarian statement), the noisy, over-produced, and rather forgettable ‘Christ The Album’ emerged during summer 1982, by which time the UK was at war with Argentina in the Falklands. This sad turn of events focused Crass on a specific target once again, our warmongering Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher, who was the subject of their rush-released flexi, ‘Sheep Farming In The Falklands’, and the next proper single, the poundingly belligerent ‘How Does It Feel (To Be The Mother Of A Thousand Dead)?’ The uproar these ‘traitorous’ releases caused amidst the patriotic media led to the band being discussed in Parliament and participating in a live radio debate with Tory MP Tim Eggar. The band ate the hapless fool for breakfast, of course, leading to letters of support from the opposition parties, and Crass found themselves teetering on the edge of a potentially lethal abyss.


“I didn’t like playing ‘Sheep Farming…’ live,” admits Steve. “I felt really uncomfortable doing it… and I know why now. I know it’s their choice to join up [with the army], but I do feel compassion for the squaddie, and I think it was a bit shit to take the piss out of them really. Plus the fact that, it was all well and good to take the piss out of skinheads – the chances of them driving out into the middle of nowhere to do ya were fairly remote – but with Royal Marines, they might actually consider doing just that! I remember once the war had actually really kicked off and people really were being killed, and the ‘… Falklands’ flexi had gone out, talking about soldiers shagging sheep and stuff, I thought to myself, ‘Oh gawd, this is where it might get really nasty…’


“The only time I really got a bit scared though was when we started getting letters from the Labour Party, and from the House of Commons, all about ‘How Does It Feel?’ Up until then, I thought, ‘We can really say what we want, we’re so well known that no one’s going to touch us… we’ll just sell more records off the back of it…’ But we started reaching those sorts of people… and I suddenly thought, ‘This is starting to get a bit serious now…’ And there is a point where you can rock the boat too much.”


To bolster themselves for the battle looming large on the horizon, members of Crass organized the now-legendary squat gig at London’s Zig Zag Club on December 18th, 1982, which was a resounding success on all fronts. Joined by well over a dozen other great bands, they proved that the underground punk scene could handle itself responsibly when it had to, and that music really could be enjoyed free of the restraints imposed upon it by corporate industry.


“I wasn’t really involved in the arranging of it,” says Steve, “But I remember turning up on the day and being overwhelmed by it all; everyone getting on so well, and no trouble or anything. And such an array of bands as well! You had D&V, and Conflict, and Zounds… and the organisers had done it all perfectly. We could never have done it all ourselves, so they’re the unsung heroes of the whole day: the people who got in there and secured it, the people who were cooking food for everyone but didn’t want paying for it… someone found some beer barrels in the cellar, so they came up, and that was free, and everyone had a great time.


“The idea was to go in there and squat it as a one-off and then vacate the place, but of course there were a few people who argued they had a right to stay there to live, and then a couple of boneheads smashed the bogs up or something. But really I went away thinking, ‘Oh, we’ve done it! All living together in harmony, if only for the day…’ And we performed well that night; it was a good sound system, and the place was packed out… it was absolutely fantastic, and, like I said, no fights at all.”


Buoyed by their success, Crass entered Southern Studios during March 1983 and recorded ‘Yes Sir, I Will’. Possibly their most articulate and lasting statement lyrically (making such powerfully resonating observations as, ‘Harrods boasts that it can supply any whim its wealthy clients might express… well, let them supply me an Exocet missile and a starving Third World child, and I’ll teach them the politics of choice…’), it was unfortunately their least articulate musically by far. In fact, it was an awful noise that tried the patience of even the most ardent Crass fan… but that was the whole point of the exercise.


“That was our artistic approach,” claims Penny. “As a writer now, whenever anyone accepts a piece of my work, I’m glad that’s happened, but it gives me a license to push harder. And what I’m writing now is utterly unpublishable! To try and break down more cultural barriers… and my major input into Crass was that whenever we’d gotten anywhere, it was a green light for the next step. We had gained this large following of people who appeared to appreciate our records and wanted to grow with us, so every step we made was more like, ‘Great, now let’s try this!’ And I accept that ‘Yes Sir…’ is truly one of the most unlistenable records ever made…


“The thing is, after ‘Christ, The Album’, we decided that we couldn’t afford to take another fucking year writing, recording and manufacturing an album; people were very frightened and upset. And I think I wrote ‘Yes Sir…’ in a week; I just sat in my shed and did it. We didn’t edit it or anything; I said, ‘Right, here’s the script; we’re not going to rehearse!’ and we went in and fucking did it. It was an immediate heart-felt response to what was going on around us… and that was the general route from the start. As things got worse, so they sounded worse… but it was a very honest process.


“We had realised that if we were to be an effective information service, we couldn’t afford to spend an excessive amount of time on production… well, we could afford it financially, but certainly not psychologically… and so, from then on, we did those [subsequent] singles like ‘Whodunnit?’ and ‘You’re Already Dead’ very quickly. They were like tactical responses, and if we had continued, I think that’s how we would have done it. Almost working how a press reporter has to work – they do their thing today, and it’s out tomorrow. ‘Yes Sir…’ was very much like that – we went in and recorded it and got it out, there was no fucking about.”


“I didn’t like ‘Yes Sir, I Will’ at all, although I liked what it was saying,” adds Steve. “We actually performed that album in its entirety once live, actually holding the scripts up and reciting them, and I swore I’d never do it again, ’cos there was no rhythm, no beat, nothing; I didn’t know what to do, and didn’t enjoy it at all.”


“And it was fucking unlistenable,” continues a frustrated Penny, “But the majority of the people stuck it out, for no other reason than they were caught up in something other than their own thinking… what we were saying was, ‘Back off! Fucking take a look!’ We were very angry about the Falklands, and very, very angry that so few people seemed to have anything to fucking say about it. I didn’t think that we could go on dancing the night away after the Falklands… so we did a piece of music that wouldn’t allow people to have any fun to it. We thought that we would wipe the floor with people – that they would walk out of our gig and have to face what was happening… but they didn’t. They jumped up and down, made the most they could out of a bad job, so they didn’t have to actually look to themselves as we’d had to when we wrote it. Anything but start thinking… it was just so stupid, it was turning into a joke – which was why we had to stop… why we did stop.”


Yes, Crass were rapidly reaching the end of their natural life, and thankfully those involved had the good sense to finish it all on their own terms rather than allow themselves to descend messily into self-parody. They still had one or two tricks up their sleeves though, not least of all sending the ‘Thatchergate tape’ – a cleverly edited recording of an alleged telephone conversation between then-US president Ronald Reagan and Margaret Thatcher, during which Thatcher admits responsibility for the sinking of the Argentine battleship, General Belgrano – to the world’s press. Although blatantly a mischievous hoax, the vehemence with which it was investigated and denied by the authorities, suggested that the band had definitely struck a raw nerve in the corridors of power.


“Yes, it was a hoax,” agrees Penny, “But all based on facts at the end of the day. Everything that Thatcher says on it was classified information that we’d gotten from this guy in the Falklands… and what Reagan says on it was all supposition, but all based on what one knew he was up to. It was serious stuff… serious enough for the Pentagon to be totally taken in by it anyway! And that’s a very long way from turning up at the White Lion in Putney, half-pissed and having a good laugh…


“Although I can’t remember feeling terrified, I can genuinely say that it was terrifying… I remember meeting the bloke from the Falklands who gave us all this information, meeting him at this bar in Victoria Station… it was horrible! Writing down all this information like it was a menu, and getting home and looking at it, and thinking, ‘Fucking hell! What are we going to do with this…?’


“That sort of stuff isn’t very funny, but that was us actually trying to be responsible, trying to do what we felt was our duty. And I don’t think anyone else was getting representatives from Baader-Meinhof [the late Sixties/early Seventies German terrorist faction] turning up in their garden. So, there was this thing called punk rock, and everyone’s out there making their records, all arguing amongst themselves about who was still wearing leather shoes, but none of them were getting the IRA claiming to be watching their backs! I mean, some of it was great, but some of it was not so great… we were a rock‘n’roll band too… at least we thought we were!


“And that’s another reason why we remain unique. All the time we were out on the road, all the time we were making records, all the time we were trying to help other people go out there and make records, all the time we were printing leaflets telling people how to make their own bread or whatever… at the same time, we were also dealing with all this other shit. Like getting letters from the Houses of Parliament… getting embroiled in other people’s fucking power games… which we were happy to do in a very unhappy sort of way, because what else can you do when you get given the information? We carried a big, big load… because other people didn’t know where to turn. Where else could some skinhead who joined the army and ended up in the Falklands write and say, ‘This is what’s happening… can you do something about it?’ Other people could have fun, but we couldn’t; it’s hard to have fun when that sort of shit’s going on around you.”


Rumour has it that Crass had always planned to split up in 1984, and all their records’ various catalogue numbers thus counted down to that ominous Orwellian deadline. Questioning their continued relevance, Crass did indeed collapse under the weight of internal and external pressure that very summer, following a rowdy benefit for the striking miners in Aberdare, South Wales, guitarist Andy being the first to jump ship, but it seems it was never written in stone that this was going to happen.
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“Yeah, funny that, innit? I definitely didn’t know anything about it!” scoffs Steve. “I just assumed that 1984 was a key date, and certainly didn’t expect to finish after that Aberdare gig. The funny thing was though, when Andy said he was gonna pack it in, three or four of us – myself included – said, ‘Yeah, so are we.’ We were just tired of it all, and for me, there was this sense of relief, at not having to think like that all the time, look at all those horrible images all the time. I was burnt out on it all, but two weeks later, of course, I had itchy feet, missing the adulation, and wanting to go back touring…


“And suddenly we were living with each other as individuals, and not as members of Crass anymore, so personal issues started to come to the fore, and some real antagonisms came to light… some really bitter stuff, and various people left Dial House as a result. While the band was going, we were all there for the common good, but the minute that the band was taken away, it all got directed at each other then… it all deteriorated from there really; once the band split up, so did the household… but I don’t wanna go into all that really. It isn’t fair, and it’ll just set up another myth.”


“No, we didn’t play Aberdare knowing it would be the last show,” confirms Penny, “But it was in the air, and it became fairly obvious travelling home in the van. There was a terrible sadness to that gig… it was a miners’ benefit, and we’d put a fair amount of work into helping the miners’ families, and we saw all these people broken by the vicious despot we had in power. And we realised that working class honour was being mercilessly trashed during that whole conflict; the dignity of the main force of people in this country was being dragged through the dirt. And we started thinking that it was wrong to be jumping up and down and shouting onstage, when these people didn’t even know where their next fucking meal was coming from… everything had been taken from them, and it put a lot of things in perspective for us.


“There was a time when we felt that we could really make a difference to things, and there’s no question that we helped shape this movement or whatever, but that gig somehow made us realise the futility of it all as well.”


As one last act of clarification, members of Crass issued the ‘Acts Of Love’ and ‘Ten Notes On A Summer’s Day’ albums, two sensitive collections of poetry that sought to demonstrate that the band’s anger was borne of love not hatred. They merely added further to the indefatigable mystique surrounding Crass because they were so completely and unapologetically different to everything they had issued previously.


Steve Ignorant became a permanent member of Conflict – appearing at their now infamous ‘Gathering Of The Five Thousand’ show in 1987, and recording two studio albums with them in the late Eighties – before immersing himself in Schwartzeneggar, with members of Thatcher On Acid, and, most recently, in Stratford Mercenaries, with Gary from Dirt.


Penny has concentrated on his writing ever since (AK Press publishing his ‘The Diamond Signature’ and ‘Shibboleth’ books), although still performs live on a regular basis and releases the occasional recording as The Crass Agenda, a free-form jazz project that bears little sonic resemblance to his old band but remains as intuitive as ever on a lyrical level. He still lives at Dial House, having fought a long hard battle against property developers to keep it standing, still considers himself an anarchist, and thankfully isn’t averse to contemplating his time in Crass.


Meanwhile, Eve set up Red Herring Records with the enigmatic A-Soma, and still performs to this day, often with Penny; Gee remains on the cutting edge of film-making and graphics (her video collages that played a prominent part of the Crass stage show have even been compiled as the ‘Semi-Detached’ film, whilst all her stunning artwork from their records has been compiled by AK Press as the weighty ‘Crass Art And Other Pre Post-Modernist Monsters’ tome), and Pete Wright is currently involved with Martin Wilson in the Judas II project.


“I still question the whole concept of democracy,” maintains Penny. “You hear that word thrown about so often, but I don’t think there’s a government in the west that presents a true model of democracy. I think the only true democracy lies somewhere in the anarcho construct. Equally I do acknowledge that many, if not most, people aren’t capable – be it through slavery, through bad education, through bad social conditions… whatever – of determining their own lives. I’m not saying that in a condescending way either, but those opportunities don’t exist for most people, and we tried so hard to say that they can. We were saying to working class kids that they weren’t fucking idiots just ’cos they hadn’t been to public school… we can all make our own decisions… they might not be world-shattering, but they can be personally shattering. That’s the essence of anarchism: respect for yourself, and respect for others. And I don’t mean respect yourself in any narcissistic or egotistical way, but just being able to trust yourself. That was very central to what we were saying, and that’s still the path I continue on.


“I would have maybe thought twenty-five years ago that by now, aged sixty, I might have found some sort of solid ground, but it actually goes the other way. Rather than working towards some sort of pyramid point (where you can eventually stand at the top and say, ‘Wow, now I understand!’), it’s actually the opposite, and I ask bigger, wider questions now than ever before. Fucking hell, back then I was ‘just’ asking questions about the government and the church, but now I’m deconstructing my own feelings. The process continues, and that is essentially an anarchistic approach. I do not want to be a part of this cult of individuality, or this new age thing… knowing yourself isn’t actually good enough. You have to know yourself before you can trust others, but it’s the second part of the equation that’s most important. Well, it’s not most important, because that’s like putting the cart before the horse, but if the only reason you’re looking into yourself is to improve yourself… that ‘Californian dream’… well, you can stuff it up your arse, because I’m not interested in that. I didn’t want to destroy the church for my own sense of satisfaction, I wanted to do it because I believed that as human beings we could aspire to something a little bit better than a heaven you’ll never see and a god you’ll never know. I wasn’t sure what it was, else I might have said so, and I’m still not sure what it is, but I do believe that there’s something better than that.


“On a political level, I think the whole idea of co-operatives and decentralisation, the whole syndicalism thing, is very sensible ground. But given the fact that we’re living in an increasingly globalised world, and the leaders of that globalised world are more than ready to inflict violence upon anyone who opposes it, then it’s a bit daft to say, ‘Oh, let’s base our model on these Catalonian syndicates!’ Fuck me, we need to base the model on ourselves, so we are strong enough to resist all of what globalisation is throwing at us right now. I think we should have a long-term political view, but until we’re clean enough in ourselves to honestly say we’re not just catering to our own little desires, it won’t work.


“Fear is the key. We don’t need imposed slavery in Great Britain because people willingly put on their manacles every morning because the fear of what will happen if they don’t is so deeply instilled in them. We’ve had four hundred years of ‘democratic’ conditioning… we don’t need to be told we’ll be in the shit if we don’t get up at 8 o’clock. In less developed nations, people are still asking questions; they think, ‘Oh fuck it, I’m going to stay in bed a bit longer,’ or ‘I’m not going to work today, I’ll sit and eat this mango!’ They’re not yet in the manacles of capitalist economics… although it’s trying its best in every corner of the globe.


“The thing is, it is possible to live outside the system, and, with Ringo [Starr]’s ‘a little help from my friends’, that’s how I’ve lived all my adult life. We live very frugally; we live in a very valuable house, thanks to the generosity of some close friends, on very, very little. I’m not about to feel guilty about it. I’ve lived by my wits, and one can do that – if one’s prepared to do without. Or go out and do something to get whatever you need. I mean, I used to work as a coalman to pay the rent. I wasn’t prepared to do that to buy myself a Porsche, but it was worth it to have a place to live where we could all sit around and talk revolution. But that’s anarchy, a co-operation, sharing, putting aside one’s own little fantasies and desires…


“Yes, what we’re doing now is a very natural and logical extension of what we were doing before. No one should be shocked, at least no one who knew us. We’re still every bit as radical and confrontational as we were then.”


“And I’m not putting myself down as an idiot,” ponders Steve honestly, “But all I was was an oik in a band, y’know? Who wanted to be Johnny Rotten! But, not being thick or stupid, I quickly believed in everything we were saying, because I could see that it was fundamentally right, and I still live my life to most of those terms and conditions. But it was a weird thing to have to deal with, because we didn’t get people coming up to us saying, ‘Oh, great gig!’ It was always, ‘Oh, about what you said about so-and-so…’ And because I was in Crass, I had to deal with that, whether I felt like it or not.


“On the other hand, as well as the people who loved what we did, you also had the people who fucking hated it, and they were even more intense. I remember when all the factions were splitting, and there was a lot of hatred towards Crass, I was thinking, ‘This isn’t what I set out to do… I thought we were all going to be mates down the pub!’


“It all snowballed out of control really, and went into areas that I didn’t understand. Where I got my ideas of anarchism from were the black-and-white Sixties films about angry young men… Allen Ginsberg… Jack Kerouac… films like ‘Taste Of Honey’, where this woman has sex with a black guy, is having a baby and living with a gay bloke. That was what I thought anarchy was about, being able to speak your mind and break down barriers – not Spanish revolutions and Polish miner strikes. I mean, good luck to ‘em if they won, and also if they lost, but it doesn’t really have any relevance to my own circumstances.


“I’d be at gigs, hanging about afterwards, and I’d be watching members of the support bands copping off with girls and stuff, and I’d be stuck discussing anarchy and peace with some idiot in an anorak holding a clipboard, thinking, ‘Hang on a minute, there’s something wrong here…!’


“Once, when I was onstage in Los Angeles with the Stratford Mercenaries, I became aware of this red dot dancing over my chest, and for an instant, I thought, ‘Oh shit, here we go, out like John Lennon!’ But it was only someone with one of these flashy ballpoint pens with a laser light on it…


“What I’m now finding is, I go to the pub around the corner, where no one knows me as Steve Ignorant from Crass, and it’s just normal blokes, people from the [pro-bloodsports] Countryside Alliance and all that, reckoning that we shouldn’t have blacks living around here and all that sort of shit, and I’m gradually putting them right on a few things. And the funny thing is, it’s like being on the front line all over again, arguing about racism and sexism and all that.


“They all know I was in a band, of course, and they’re like, ‘Oh, what was the name of your band, Steve?’ ‘Crass!’ ‘Oh, right…’ And they go off and think no more about it, but then the other night someone came in and said, ‘Hey, Steve, I was talking to some girl up in Rochdale who was into punk, and she used to absolutely love your band! So you were famous then?’ And I’m like, ‘Well yeah, check it out on the internet!’


“Sometimes it really sort of moves me that people are still so interested, all over the world. Alright, so I ain’t got a car, and I never ended up rich and famous, and I ain’t got my own recording studio, and I don’t go to parties with Paul Weller or whatever, but it’s comforting that I can go to just about any country in the world, and meet people who know about Crass.


“Also, you can get vegetarian food in every single café now – people are so much more aware of all that – and I was a small part of helping that thought process arrive. I’m not saying it was because of Crass, but we were a part of it, and I can hold my head up… because I did my bit. I did go on the protest marches, even though I sometimes didn’t want to; sometimes I hated it, but I’m glad that I went. All those Stop The Cities and that… yeah, I wouldn’t have missed it for the world.”


By means of a postscript, in November 2002, all the original members of the Crass collective performed at the ‘Voices And Music Against War’ event, at the Queen Elizabeth Hall on London’s South Bank, although they did not appear onstage at the same time. Thankfully, Crass are one band that will never reform, and hence their legacy remains as pure and honest as the day it was created, untainted by the vociferous appetite of profit-driven nostalgia.
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Hot on the heels of Crass, FLUX OF PINK INDIANS also surely rate as one of the most important anarcho-punk bands ever. Hailing from Bishops Stortford, the band produced several classics of the genre – not least of all the rather glorious ‘Neu Smell’ EP for Crass… a record probably responsible for more punk rockers turning vegetarian than any other – before nose-diving into pretension and eventually self-destructing rather messily. Like their mentors Crass, they ultimately succumbed to the relentless pressures placed upon them by the often-restrictive scene they themselves helped create. Of course, things weren’t always so complicated for the band, who began life in 1978 as The Epileptic Fits and actually first picked up their instruments with ambitions no loftier than making a bloody racket for the sheer hell of it.


“It was just totally different really,” recalls vocalist Colin Latter of his immediate attraction to punk rock in 1976. “I’d been into all the usual bands before then – Deep Purple, Zeppelin, Yes… all those kind of bands… but punk had such an energy, it was totally new. Plus I remember that, in all the classes in my year at school, there was maybe only the four of us that liked it, so there was the added attraction of liking something that most other people didn’t.


“To be honest, I can’t imagine that we’d have even had the idea to start a band without punk. We started off as The Epileptic Fits… I think my mum came up with the name! But we thought that was terrible, so we shortened it to The Epileptics. We had a guitarist who could play a bit [Clive Griffiths] and a drummer that had never drummed [Richie Coveney]. I couldn’t sing either, but that didn’t really matter, and we didn’t have a bass player, so the early rehearsals were just drumming on cardboard boxes with the guitar going through a little 30 watt practise amp, and me screaming over the top.


“Derek [Birkett] used to hang around with us, and we asked him to play bass, but he thought it was a boring instrument and said he’d never play it. So I bought a bass guitar, and tried to play bass and sing at the same time, but that was impossible from scratch, and in the end Derek picked it up and had a go. We were just school friends, and none of us, apart from the guitarist, had ever touched an instrument before in our lives. We lived in semi-detached houses, in a very average suburban area, and it was great when we went to visit the drummer… ’cos you could hear him drumming about a hundred yards down the road! I always thought that it was unfortunate for drummers, ’cos how the hell do they ever learn when they’ve got nowhere to really practise? But he used to buy all the punk records of the time and work out how to play them, and he came along really quickly. If you listen to the first single, ‘1970s’ is actually quite a complex drum pattern; fair play to him, he wasn’t content to just tap away in the background…”


With the enthusiastic impetuosity of youth on their side, The Epileptics wasted little time taking to the stage to ply their wares in public… even if it was at their local haunt minus their regular bassist.


“It was at the Triad in Bishops Stortford, at an all-day punk gig. Derek had gone on holiday, so we asked Steve [Drewett], the guitarist from the Newtown Neurotics, to play bass for us, but he didn’t know any of the songs so he just plodded along. But we were on early in the day anyway, so there weren’t many people there to see us.


“The second gig we did was actually with Crass, and that was a bit of a funny one really. ’cos of a cock-up they had a gig arranged at the Basement in Covent Garden, London, the same night that we did, so we decided to combine the two. We’d only done the one gig, and Crass had only been together for about six months then, and no one had done any advertising… so, only two people wandered in during the sound checks, but wandered back out again, and apart from that, not one person came to the gig! So we played to them, and they played to us, but it was a good way of the two bands bonding.


“I’d already seen Crass play at the Triad before then [August 2nd, 1978], and was totally shocked by them really; they were like nothing else I’d ever seen. We weren’t expecting anything at all, it was mid-1978, punk was dead apparently, and every band we saw there, week in, week out, was basically crap. A band called The Heat were headlining, I think they were soft punk or whatever, and Crass opened. We were really anti-fascist at the time, and I can remember seeing them with their banners and all their black gear on, and thinking, ‘I don’t like the look of them!’ Then Steve [Ignorant] came over and said, ‘You got the time, mate?’ And one of my mates thought he was definitely a punk!


“We stood there at the front of the stage, looking at them, and half of them were bald, and we didn’t know whether to knock all their water over onstage or what, but after about the third song, one of us turned to the others and said, ‘Start pogoing!’ and we all went crazy! And then we talked to them afterwards, and told them that we thought they looked like fascists… and Penny wrote me a letter a few days later – I wish I’d kept it – that said all across the bottom, ‘And we ain’t no fucking fascists!’”


This rudimentary version of The Epileptics, although penning several decent tunes that would later be reworked for use in Flux Of Pink Indians, were still a million miles away lyrically from the serious political statements they would eventually become synonymous with.


“Yes, our songs were dreadful!” laughs Colin. “Some of the lyrics were just foul-mouthed, perverted stuff, mainly written by Clive, like ‘I Wanna Give You A 69’! Typical early punk stuff, rather than anything politically correct. Either Crass didn’t give a shit, or couldn’t hear what we were singing, ’cos they offered us another gig, which was up in Bradford.


“But before that, we played locally again, just after Kevin [Hunter] had joined the band, when Clive left. A local scene was emerging, and Stortbeat Records were arranging all these gigs but they didn’t want us to play ’cos they thought we were really bad. Kevin was actually quite a good guitarist and had already played in a local band called The Darlex, so everyone was shocked when he joined us, whom they all thought was the worst local band going.”


“Originally we thought we’d call ourselves The Antichrist,” reveals Kevin of The Darlex, who settled on their name in March 1977. “After the first line from ‘Anarchy In The UK’, of course, but we only had that name for a few weeks, then we changed it to Urban SS… obviously nicking the idea from the London SS that we’d read about. By March 1977 we had changed it again to The Darlex. Can’t remember why, but it just seemed like a good idea at the time! And we changed the way it was spelt in [popular TV sci-fi show] ‘Dr. Who’; I think we imagined we might be big one day and didn’t want to get any hassle from Terry Nation, the Daleks creator!


“Our set was made up of songs like ‘Sod The Jubilee’ [inspired by one of the ad-libs on the fade-out of ‘1977’ by The Clash], ‘Routine Day’, ‘I Hate Work’, ‘Smash The Councils’, ‘Born To Rule’, and one called ‘Boutique Clique’, which was taking the piss out of punks who bought their clothes off the peg for stupid amounts of money, rather than taking the DIY route that we did. I used to paint all my own t-shirts; one was a rip of the Seditionaries’ ‘Destroy’ design… it had the word at the top in the same style but a big question mark in white on a red circle (instead of the swastika) with ‘negativity’ underneath it. I also did one of a wounded policeman being carried by his colleagues, and stencilled ‘Riot’ at the top. I don‘t think any of us had any mass-produced punk clothes; we just used to stencil or paint-splash on shirts from chazzers [charity shops] and wear straight trousers and Doc Martens. Paul, our singer used to wear this diarrhoea-coloured boiler suit most of the time which he’d flicked paint all over. I did buy a leather jacket from a motorbike shop once, after seeing Steve Jones and Sid Vicious wearing them in the Pistols video for ‘Pretty Vacant’ on Top Of The Pops. That was my one concession to the ready-made look.


“After The Darlex disintegrated, I’d noticed some graffiti around the town… the name Epileptics sprayed on walls and stuff, with the legend ‘Smash guitar solos’, and I was determined to find out who they were. In late 1978, I was at the Triad, and I asked someone if they knew who ‘these Epileptics’ were. This bloke called Stringy, who later formed The Eratics, pointed to two younger kids, one who looked like a punk with a quiff and one who was a skinhead, and said, ‘Well, that’s the singer and that’s the drummer!’ I went over to them and said that I thought their name was brilliant, and even though I hadn’t seen or heard what they were like I was intrigued by them. I also said, ‘If you’re ever looking for a guitarist, let me know’, and then Col looked at Richard, smiled and looked back at me, and told me that their guitarist Clive was leaving to go to college. And that was it, I was in, I’d become a member of The Epileptics.”


“So, the next gig we did was with this Hell’s Angel band, ’cos they were the only people who would give us a gig,” continues Colin. “And then we had this CND benefit in Bradford with Crass and the Poison Girls… although we never actually played in the end. The van broke down so we didn’t turn up until 11 o’clock… but when we did turn up, just as everything was finishing, at least they realised that we were serious! We got stuck up there that night in the snow and had to sleep in the van…”


Through several more gigs over the next year, Crass helped introduce Epi-x (as they became known briefly, following complaints regarding their name from the British Epilepsy Association) to the London crowds, and even offered them a one-single deal with their fledgling label. But, following an initial demo, recorded March ’79 at Romford’s Speedway Studios (one song of which, ‘Two Years Too Late’, was subsequently adopted as their own by Derbyshire band, Anti Pasti), The Epileptics, in yet another pique of youthful naivety, had already signed the next two years of their musical career away to the aforementioned Stortbeat, who released the ‘1970s’ EP in November 1979.


A suitably abrasive debut, ‘1970s’ hinted at the brilliant noises to come, the title track effortlessly stealing the show with its compelling chorus hook built around Colin ranting, ‘Plastic crap! Plastic crap! That keeps going wrong!’ On the flip-side, despite displaying some strong ideas, neither ‘System Rejects’ nor ‘Hitler’s Still A Nazi’ manage to rise above the horribly messy production.


“We recorded it at Spaceward up in Cambridge; just went in and did it all in one day [on September 2nd, 1979]. Didn’t even know what songs we were going to do until we got there, and we were really influenced by this guy Shane, who was the guitarist in a psychedelic punk band on Stortbeat called The Sods. But you go in the studio and see all these buttons, and get totally carried away, and those three tracks ended up sounding nothing like we really were. It must have been pretty good though, ’cos Peel played it over and over again; he must have played it at least twenty times. But I think it only sold about a thousand copies, ’cos the record label went bust – yet they still held us right until our contract was up!”


Still, with Stortbeat eventually rolling over and releasing them, The Epileptics were at last free to take Crass up on their earlier offer of a single, which resulted in a true genre classic in the shape of the aforementioned ‘Neu Smell’ EP. But not before they had changed their name to Flux Of Pink Indians and undergone a significant line-up shuffle.


“Kevin and Richard left,” explains Colin. “Richard left first; we’d been going for about a year and a half, and getting more and more involved with Crass, who were more politically motivated than musically. That suited me and Derek down to the ground, but not so much Kevin and Richard. The only drummer I knew was Sid [Ation] from Rubella Ballet, and it seemed up in the air whether they were still going or not, so I told Kevin that I was going to try and track him down and get him to play for us, but Kevin didn’t like the idea at all.”


“Being in The Epileptics had been great although the band did tend to have two factions,” reckons Kev. “Colin and Derek on one side, me and Richard on the other. I think it basically boiled down to the fact that Col and Derek were always more political than us, certainly after we’d gotten more involved with Crass, whereas Rich and I were more interested in the musical side of things. It became particularly apparent when we played a couple of gigs outside of our ‘comfort zone’ (if that doesn’t sound too petty) and it almost led to The Epileptics splitting in two.


“On the first occasion we had a gig in Deptford, South London, where we were one of about fifteen bands that were supposed to play sometime between the afternoon and the evening. As was generally the way at these multi-band gigs the whole thing was a shambles – someone had the idea, got all the bands to come along, but there was no organisation whatsoever. A complete free-for-all, and as a result it meant that the bands just hung around for fucking ages, not knowing when or if they would even get chance to play their set. I don’t think it bothered Col or Derek at all, but after a couple of hours Rich and I started to get really pissed off, and we decided to go back home. It wasn’t as if people had come to see us anyway, so we weren’t going to disappoint anyone, but me and Rich buggered off, and Col and Derek weren’t happy about the way we’d behaved, and looking back I can’t say I wouldn’t have felt the same way in their shoes. But we got over it, and were rehearsing again the following week, so not too much harm done!


“Then a month or so later we got the chance to play at Stonehenge, which Crass were also doing. Right from the start Rich had reservations and so did I; we couldn’t see why we would want to play to an ostensibly hippy audience, but we went along anyway. Once again, there didn’t seem to be any kind of organisation at all, and we arrived at the place mid-afternoon to be told that we’d be playing late afternoon. Nothing happened, and we were then told that we’d be on sometime in the early evening, so we waited and waited, and it was a grim place to be. There was fuck all to do, no decent food to eat… the mobile toilet wagon was set at a jaunty angle and you couldn’t get closer than three feet to the urinals or you’d be wading in piss… and these horrible little hippy kids were climbing in the Transit and going through our bags and jackets trying to nick our stuff.


“Well, we still hadn’t played by about 7 o’clock that evening so Rich and I said that we’d had enough and got into a big argument with Col, Derek and our so-called ‘manager’, Dave Direktor – and refused to play even if we were eventually allocated a time. So that was that; we all piled back into the van, not speaking to each other! It all sounds very childish now, but it goes to show how the two factions in the band had quite different attitudes.


“A few days later, we were all okay again, but I think that had definitely caused some damage. Anyway, we made it through to the end of the year, then just before Christmas 1979, Rich decided that he was going to leave the band; at first I thought I’d stick around, but as soon as Col and Derek told me that they were thinking of getting Sid in on drums I realised that the band would end up being a 3-against-1 kind of outfit, with me out in the cold, so I jacked it in too.”


Andy Smith and Neil Puncher, both guitarists with local band The U. Samples, were consequently recruited, the latter actually filling in on drums until Sid joined before moving to second guitar. It was this line-up that recorded the ‘Neu Smell’ single.


“It was Steve from Crass, he was the first person that I knew who was into the American Indian stuff, and I got quite into it through him,” adds Colin, as regards the unusual choice of new moniker they settled on in the end. “Originally I suggested calling ourselves Tribe Of Pink Indians, as opposed to Red Indians, of course. We’d been writing loads of new songs, and there was only really me and Derek left from The Epileptics, hence the change of name. The Epileptics was more of a straight punk name really, but Crass actually liked it, and when we turned up to play Stonehenge with them again the following year [a notoriously violent show this time, which ended in a near riot between bikers and punks, with Flux being bottled offstage!] and said, ‘We’re going to change the name to Flux Of Pink Indians’, they just laughed and said, ‘We’ll pretend we didn’t hear that!’ They thought it was the worst idea they’d ever heard… but Crass were always lucky to have an ‘A’ in the middle of their name. The real reason we changed our name from The Epileptics was because there wasn’t an ‘A’ to circle in it!


“It was like starting all over again, but there was no thought given to whether people would know who we were or anything. We never thought about anything like that, but things still just seemed to happen, records and gigs and stuff… but later on, if I fast forward to when I started Hotalacio, you couldn’t get anything. No one wanted to know, and I realised what hard work it was when things don’t just happen naturally. Flux had stuff offered us all the time, and we just said ‘No!’ to everything, ’cos it just didn’t seem to matter. Then later on, when we actually wanted stuff to happen, we couldn’t get sod all.”


Recorded – like all releases on Crass – at Southern Studios, by John Loder and Penny Rimbaud, the single was a resounding success upon its release during the summer of ‘81, spending the better part of a year in the Indies and peaking at No. 2. It was only kept from the coveted ‘top spot’ by Depeche Mode’s ‘New Life’, a single that actually made No. 11 in the mainstream National Charts – an indication of just how many units Flux actually shifted of their debut.


A cathartic blast of viciously distorted guitars and relentlessly powerful drums, the thrust of the release was the utterly infectious, oft-copied-but-never-equalled-since ‘Tube Disaster’, which was actually an old Epileptics track that was never even intended for inclusion on the EP.


“Yeah, the night before we recorded it, we went round to the Crass house and played them all our songs, and between us, with Penny, we decided which three songs we were going to record. We’d already decided what we thought we were going to record, but Penny decided on another three, and when we went into the studio the next day, we thought, ‘Why have we changed our minds? Let’s do it our way!’ And Penny basically told us to fuck off; we had to do it his way or not at all. And Derek was like, ‘Oh shit, we better do those three songs then!’ I suppose we had agreed the day before with him to do these three songs, but it was this mate of ours that used to drive us around that said, ‘Well, why have you changed your minds?’ But in the end we did the three songs that Penny wanted, and it turned out bloody great.


“The song ‘Tube Disaster’ itself was actually inspired by the Moorgate tragedy [when the 08:37 tube from Drayton Park to Moorgate inexplicably crashed, killing 43 people on February 28th, 1975], but to be honest with you, when I first wrote it, it was just a punk shock lyric, which Derek later on interpreted as something deep and meaningful. But I was working in London at the time, and was always travelling on the Tube, and I wrote it as a shock-horror-type thing. I actually wrote it at the same time as a song about this pompous business man who loses his ticket and is trapped down the underground for ten years, unable to get out ’cos he’s too scared to just walk through the barriers, and in the end he thinks, ‘Fuck it!’ and runs through and no one stops him. And ‘Tube Disaster’ was intended as a similarly dark, humorous song, but Derek or Penny added the line, ‘Vicarious living rids your boredom’, and that totally changed the concept of the song. I did used to write a lot of strange songs that made perfect sense to me, but were a bit silly to other people!”


Whatever the ambiguity surrounding ‘Tube Disaster’, there could be no misinterpretation of the two tracks on the B-side – both ‘Background Of Malfunction’ and ‘Sick Butchers’ were specifically critical of man’s inhumanity to animals. With lyrics that included the damning couplet, ‘You try to stroke me in a field and then go home and eat me as your meal’, and a thought-provoking fold-out poster sleeve, complete with horrific images from within the manmade hell known as the abattoir. Strange then that, in the picture on the back sleeve, three of the band are wearing leather jackets… and Colin himself wasn’t even a vegetarian when he wrote the lyrics!


“To be honest, Derek was the only person I knew who was vegetarian,” admits the singer. “And yes, I wrote the lyrics on ‘Neu Smell’ under his influence when I wasn’t even a vegetarian myself. I can remember playing the 100 Club and going out to get a burger somewhere afterwards… it was only later on that I realised I ought to be taking it all a bit more seriously! Derek wasn’t really a songwriter, you see, but I could take his ideas and write about them, even when I wasn’t doing them myself.


“And later on, I must admit that I met some people who were so into animal rights they were totally oblivious to human suffering. I remember when Ken Livingstone of the GLC was giving a speech at Crouch End Town Hall, and we all went along as anarchos – anti-Labour and all that… well, we were anti-fucking-everything, to tell the truth… and I shouted out, ‘Well, are you vegetarian?’ And I’m not sure if I shouted it in response to something he said, or because that was all I could think about. But anyway, he turned around and said ‘Yes!’ and that shut me up!


“But it’s strange really, ’cos the artwork wasn’t really us either. When Crass asked us what we wanted for the sleeve, we didn’t really know – I wanted [what would become] the ‘Spiderleg skull’ on the front, with spiky hair and everything, and Derek hated it – he never liked it actually – so Crass went ahead and just did the sleeve without really asking us. I hated it at the time, I thought it was so ‘not punk’, but now I look at it and think, ‘What a great sleeve!’


“And the guy in the cloak on the inside… I think that was ’cos I was into the ‘Lord Of The Rings’ at the time, all that ‘Middle Earth’ stuff… then when we bumped into bands from Dorset and the West Country, we realised that a lot of them were quite into all that pagan stuff, and that’s when the hippy thing started to come back in, and it was okay to have long hair again.”


“I went along to see them in spring 1981 when they played at the Triad,” Kev recollects. “And it did feel a bit weird for me, seeing Col and Derek in what was almost a completely different band but playing some of the songs that we’d been doing a couple of years previously. And image-wise they looked quite different too… apart from Derek, who was still into the Mark E. Smith look, just nondescript baggy trousers and jumpers, the others were predominantly decked out in black; they had Crass-style backdrops on stage, and Colin was a lot more focussed, more intense as a vocalist. In the Epileptics he’d been a bit of a nutter, whether kicking a monitor offstage, swinging from a light fitting, or just generally playing the ‘punk’, but now he was more studied, almost aloof, and it was weird.


“I felt a bit left out actually, as around this time I’d seen Col at a mate’s party, and he’d told me about ‘Neu Smell’ and played a tape of it to me. I thought it sounded a lot more powerful and less commercial than the Epileptics stuff, but I couldn’t help feeling a bit jealous that the main track on it was ‘Tube Disaster’, which me and Col had written together back in late ‘78, yet I wasn’t even on this version of it. It was a real shame!”


Their profile greatly boosted by the leg-up from Crass, and now suitably knowledgeable in the mechanics of record production, the band then set up their own label, Spiderleg – albeit financed and distributed by Southern – with the intention of releasing future Flux material themselves. But not before they’d re-released the Epileptics’ ‘1970s’ single, and issued several EPs by the likes of Subhumans, Amebix and The System. And also not before they’d endured yet more predictably pointless line-up disruptions; Andy then Sid both left, the latter to concentrate once again on Rubella Ballet, making way for a brief appearance from Dave ‘Bambi’ Ellesmere and Simon Middlehurst, drummer and guitarist respectively with Wigan-based punk band, The Insane. An arrangement that was doomed to be temporary given the logistics of writing and rehearsing material with half the band on the other side of the country anyway, and one that broke down rather dramatically in the end as well.


“When ‘Neu Smell’ did so well, Stortbeat decided that they were going to re-release ‘1970s’, so we went down to Southern one night, and Penny was in there, and we were moaning about them repressing the single. He suggested that we re-record it, and then try to persuade Rough Trade to sell our version rather than Stortbeat’s, and we agreed because they’d been so unhelpful with our contract.


“The idea was to get the original Epileptics back together to record it again; Kevin said yes, but Richard didn’t wanna do it, so we asked Bambi to do the drums, but didn’t ask Simon to play guitar. So they got a bit funny about it, and went and played a gig [‘Woodstock Revisited’ at the Rainbow] with The Insane that Flux had turned down, the very same day that Bambi was meant to be in the studio with us re-recording ‘1970s’. We guessed what they’d done, so we went down the venue and had it out with them. Derek went and found them in their dressing room and dragged them both outside to face the music. Simon didn’t give a toss, but Bambi seemed quite upset about it all really.”


The end result of this confusion was that Penny stood in behind the kit for the new, artist-endorsed ‘1970s’ single, and then Spider from The System helped out when they recorded ‘Tapioca Sunrise’ for the hugely successful ‘Wargasm’ compilation for Pax, on which they appeared alongside the Dead Kennedys, Angelic Upstarts and Infa Riot.


Long-time fan and correspondent of the band, Martin Wilson, then joined on drums, but rhythm guitarist Neil also decided to bow out, so Kev became an official member once again, just in time for the band’s only Indie No. 1, late ‘82’s ‘Strive To Survive Causing The Least Suffering Possible’ album. Was there ever a more heroic motto to live one’s life by? Possibly not, and the music behind the title was just as forceful and profound. As well as pounding slices of heart-felt protest such as ‘Progress’ and ‘They Lie, We Die’ (the two best songs, in the traditional sense of the word, ever penned by the band), the ambitious packaging included detailed information about the government’s various nuclear fallout shelters.


Colin: “Derek had this thing that every single line should matter, and that if you were writing a song about a subject, you should include all these different points of view, and make sure that nothing was left out… which is a bit of a flat way to write a song, to be honest. It was like going back to school.


“So, when you get to ‘Strive’, it was still me writing most of the songs, but Derek would re-write a lot of them. If you hear the demos of that material, the lyrics are one way, but slightly different on the album. But on ‘Myxomatosis’, Kevin’s saying my original lyrics in the background, but the actual lyrics being sung are Derek’s rewriting of my song because it hadn’t touched on what it could’ve touched on. We were getting quite serious about it all, which wasn’t Kev’s cup of tea at all.


“You know? I’m sure Simon [Middlehurst] had something to do with writing some of the guitar bits on both ‘Myxomatosis’ and ‘Blinded By Science’. And Kevin only had one rehearsal tape of it to work out what he’d done, so he ended up reinterpreting it all…”


“We wanted the album to be really punchy, so I got a fat guitar sound,” explains Kev. “I was aiming for something like Steve Jones of the Pistols crossed with Tony Iommi of Black Sabbath, and I think Penny was quite accommodating; in fact I laid down three or four layers of chords, recording the same guitar parts one on top of the other to pad out the sound. It was just such a great experience to be able to spend time getting exactly what we wanted down onto tape. We’d carry on recording until late in the night, or into the early hours, then go upstairs (where we had our sleeping bags) and crash out, then get up the next morning, throw some food down our necks and go back in to start all over again.


“It was Penny’s idea to have the layers of feedback between each track, to sort of link them all together, so I had to crank up my amp to maximum and just get the strings vibrating… then move the guitar around to vary the feedback, and the volume was set so high that I only had to change my position a few inches to make the squealing sound different. I don’t know how long I did this, probably only for ten minutes or so, and it completely knackered my eardrums; then when I’d finished, Penny said, ‘That was great… now do it all over again!’ I thought he was winding me up, so I said, ‘Fuck off!’ But then he told me that I needed to record a second layer of feedback so that he could put it on top of the first take, to make it sound really noisy, and I did, but it was really painful…


“I didn’t realise it at the time, but I must have killed my amp doing all that, and the following week we played a gig in Milton Keynes, and the bloody thing just wouldn’t work at all. Anyway, once we’d finished laying all the tracks down, we had to go back in and listen to a rough mix, and it sounded fucking brilliant. Somehow though, between then and the LP being pressed, Penny remixed the whole thing and compressed the guitar so that it sounded thin and fizzy, more like Crass’s own sound. I didn’t know it was going to be like that until we were given the white label test-pressings, and when I heard it I was gutted. I can’t remember who told me, but apparently Penny doesn’t like rock music, and reckoned that the original guitar sound had been ‘too macho’! Fucking unbelievable really, but there you go.”


Despite such a sterling release in the racks though, behind the scenes it was business as usual for the Flux soap opera, with yet more dissent in the ranks.


“Just before we did ‘Strive…’, Derek was threatening to leave, because we weren’t serious enough, but we managed to convince him to stay and do it,” sighs Colin. “At the time it seemed so important to keep him in the band… and I’m not sure why. He was definitely a big influence on what we did, but I suppose he was a bit of a dictator too. Like we were driving to this gig and he told us that Virgin had contacted us, after the success of ‘Neu Smell’, and offered us a deal, but he’d told them to ‘Fuck off!’ And Kevin was like, ‘How can you make that decision without asking us?’ And Derek replied, ‘Well, if you wanna do it, I’m leaving…’ And that was it, and he would always come out with that; we always had that hanging over our heads. But he would also do some amazing things, like sticking up for you when no one else would, and stuff.


“It would’ve been strange if he’d left then though, ’cos he was working in the tax office at the time, and we’d have done ‘Strive…’ with some other bassist, and then we might have signed with Virgin after all, and Derek might never have started [his own label] One Little Indian!”


Recorded over five days at Southern Studios (“The best five days of my life,” smiles Colin), with Penny Rimbaud at the helm again, it was hardly surprising that Flux Of Pink Indians were growing ever closer to Crass in both sound and attitude, not least of all in the vocal department.


“We were always one step behind Crass really,” admits Colin. “The first single wasn’t influenced by them at all, ’cos we didn’t even know them then, but by the time we’d done ‘Strive…’ we’d been gigging a lot with them, and my vocals were just like Steve’s. We were just sounding more like them; we were part of that scene and you couldn’t sing muck-about songs anymore. We didn’t worry about being in their shadow or anything though, and we actually pissed them off quite a bit sometimes.


“I remember that we did gigs with Six Minute War, and they had openly slagged Crass off on one of their EPs, and Crass were shocked that we would endorse that. And we were going to do this record on Spiderleg for a band called This Bitter Lesson – just a girl singer, guitarist and drummer – and it sounded like the song was anti-abortion. Crass heard it, ’cos it was recorded at Southern, and they said that if we ever released it, they would take out a page ad in Sounds disowning us, so it never came out. I still don’t know what the song was all about either! So, we did lose a lot of the fun side of being in a band, but we always thought Crass were ‘the business’ really; they were amazing, even when we didn’t see eye to eye on everything.”


Many gigs were undertaken to promote the 12” the length and breadth of the UK – but never abroad (Colin: “Derek had this idea that we were an English band and that we were singing about issues that specifically affected people living in England… but basically he had this real fear of flying!”), a period that Kev remembers fondly… for the most part, at least!


“One of the best gigs was at Digbeth Civic Hall [May 3rd, 1982], which we played with Crass and Dirt. It was a massive place, or certainly seemed like it. I’d seen a picture of it on Black Sabbath’s ‘Volume Four’ LP years before, and it shows the band from the back, with the audience out in front of them, and bugger me, there I was looking out at the same hall! It was packed, people everywhere, the place even had balcony seats! And it seemed to me like, ‘Wow, we’re pretty well known now.’ Obviously more people had come to see Crass than Dirt or Flux, but the atmosphere was brilliant, really enthusiastic. I think the response must be something to do with the Midlands, as that part of the country seems very warm, very into whatever music it is. The gigs in the Midlands and the north of England (especially St. Helens, Preston, Burnley, etc.) were almost always better than the ones we played in and around London and the Southeast. Maybe it’s always been like that, maybe it still is, but Southern audiences always seemed more jaded, harder to impress… maybe they were spoilt for choice? In the Midlands and the North, people always seemed far more appreciative, more into what we were about. And they were a lot friendlier, more genuine individually, whereas Southerners always struck me as more suspicious and aloof. Somehow it felt as if they wanted to be part of an elite… which is really ironic when you think about it… an elite anarcho scene? But that’s how it often felt.


“The only gig that I didn’t enjoy at all, and ironically enough it was a Northern one, was at the Leadmill in Sheffield [4th October, 1982] which we did with Crass, Annie Anxiety, and Dirt. I wasn’t really into what Flux wanted to do at the time anyway, and right from the start the place had a bad atmosphere. There were a lot of wankers there that night, lots of glue-sniffers and general idiots around, really aggressive punks, and even when we were playing our set, Col and I were getting wafts of Evo-stik (or whatever shit they were using) vapour coming up from the kids at the front of the stage, and it was sickening, quite literally.


“And fuck knows why, but we’d always been gobbed at during gigs, and that night at the Leadmill it was just atrocious; phlegm rained down on us for the whole set, we were completely covered in it, and it’s disgusting. I remember sitting around after we’d played, trying to clean this shit off my shirt, my face, out of my hair, off my guitar, and thinking, ‘What the fuck is this all about?’


“Oh yeah, and one other thing about that gig, something else that sticks in my mind… after we’d played and we were packing up, some kid came up to me and started asking me serious questions, and I just wasn’t in the mood. Actually, it was always the same…we got these rather earnest and intense young blokes coming up to us and asking us tricky stuff… we never ever got girls asking us for telephone numbers, just pain-in-the-ass blokes being difficult! Anyway, this one asked me something like, ‘You talk a lot about anarchy, but what does it actually mean to you?’ I wasn’t in the mood for one thing, as the gig hadn’t been a good one, and secondly he had ‘The Exploited’ painted in big letters on the back of his leather jacket, so he was hardly into punk for the philosophy, was he? So I just pretended that I hadn’t heard his question due to my ears being completely buggered by the sound level that night, but he was persistent, so I said something arsey like, ‘Oh, go and ask Derek… he’s the thinker in the band!’


“Actually, on occasions, kids would come up and ask us for autographs, sometimes even ask me for my plectrum, and although it might seem a bit like we were playing the ‘star trip’ by doing that, I didn’t have a problem with it, and neither did Col or Martin. I mean, if someone wants your signature, or a memento of the gig for whatever reason, then where’s the harm in it? The look on their faces when you scribbled on a slip of paper, or when they could have your plectrum or a drumstick or whatever, just showed that it was a big deal for them, and that’s great. But Derek refused point-blank to give autographs or anything like that; he said that it was making a distinction between us as a band and the people in the audience. Hmmm… well, Derek, there was… we were a band and they were the audience…and your point is? Anyway, whenever he refused a request for his signature, the people who asked usually looked disappointed; they probably thought he was actually being more of a ‘star’ by being so detached! I mean they’d paid to get in, had probably trekked fucking miles to see us, so to follow Derek’s line, maybe we shouldn’t have played in the first place… after all, by being onstage it would only emphasise the division between us and the audience! Prat!”


Flux were even courted again by a major label during this period. Lured by the enigma of a political hardcore punk band who could top the Indie charts with seeming ease, Island Records were the next corporate whores to be sent packing, but it became ever more apparent that not all of the band shared Derek’s (apparently) hard-line views regarding their music and big business. Kevin left the fold in late 1982 after a gig in Nottingham to be replaced yet again by not one but two guitarists, Timothy Luke and Lou, the latter formerly with popular anarcho outfit Dirt. And his departure, although possibly strengthening the resolve of the band as a cohesive political unit essentially marked the end of Flux Of Pink Indians as any sort of enjoyable musical entity.


“I’d felt for some time that I was pulling in a different direction to Colin and Martin, and especially Derek, and they had also been talking about getting a house together, and sharing it. I wasn’t into that idea at all – communal living ain’t for me – so that didn’t sound too good for a start. Then Colin and Derek had suggested that we go for a more noise-orientated sound, less structured, less riffy, and Col mooted this idea of getting Lou from Dirt into the band on second guitar. That was another idea that I didn’t agree with, not because I didn’t want someone else playing guitar alongside me, but if you have two guitarists in a band I think they’ve really got to ‘spark’ off each other, or else work together really tightly, and I wasn’t even bothered about Lou as a person, let alone as a guitarist. Don’t get me wrong, she was okay, just not my sort of person; completely different in attitude and she used to get really nervy and intense before playing a gig, and I couldn’t imagine it working. It was bad enough that we had to go and look for Derek before each gig – he used to get so anxious that he’d get an attack of the shits, and he’d be in the bog for ages before we went on!


“Oh, yeah, and the final straw for me, as far as leaving Flux was concerned, was that the others had all been telling me how great they thought Antisect were. I had never seen them until that gig in Nottingham, and when I did I just thought they were like a poor version of Discharge; I just didn’t get it at all. So after they’d played their set, and I heard Col and Martin saying how brilliant they were, and how Flux should sound more like them, I just decided that I wasn’t on the same musical path anymore, and I made up my mind that that was my last gig.”


The first album for the new line-up was controversially entitled ‘The Fucking Cunts Treat Us Like Pricks’, and although it actually made No. 2 in the Indies upon its release in March 1984, its success must have been predominantly due to the sensationalism of its title because musically it was as bad as it was utterly pretentious.


“I tend to agree with you!” laughs Colin candidly. “What happened was, Kevin left, and we were playing these gigs with Dirt, and Lou, their guitarist, joined us, along with her boyfriend, Tim. Thing is, whereas Kevin’s guitaring was excellent, they couldn’t play that well, so our whole sound totally changed.


“Also, Crass had just done ‘Yes, Sir, I Will’, and we were always one step behind them. They did an album that was just noise all the way through, and we went in and did the same thing. It was originally going to be just a four-track EP, but it ended up a double album! We had the first four songs, but the rest was made up on the spot, so no wonder it’s rubbish. A total waste of time.


“Derek’s theory was that if you made the music unlistenable, people would have to pay more attention to the vocals and lyrics. The problem was, we didn’t sell that many as a result, so no one new read the lyrics anyway. I’ve talked to so many people influenced by ‘Neu Smell’ and ‘Strive…’, but I’m yet to meet one person influenced by anything on ‘The Fucking Cunts…’


“Derek had also got into this whole feminist thing that, again, Crass had already touched on, and it was another world really. He even said that it was all a result of one of our band members being raped, and that was rubbish! Lou was the only girl in the band, and she was never raped. An old girlfriend of mine had been, but that was four or five years earlier, when he wasn’t even involved.


“But where were we meant to go next anyway? Without Derek, we would’ve ended up making ‘Strive… Part 2’… just ended up repeating ourselves… so we followed Crass’s lead a bit really. You weren’t meant to have any fun; it was all so serious, rock songs were really frowned upon.


“And there were people like Andy Martin from The Apostles who thought we were really lame anyway, because we were against direct action, and they were full-on, out there smashing windows. So then Derek decided that we had to be 100% as well, out there disrupting stuff, and I always regarded myself as Derek’s lieutenant – he would decide what to do, then stand at the back, while I pushed forward and did as he said!”


It wasn’t only their peers in the scene with mixed feelings about the band: audiences too were flummoxed by the sharp left-turn in musical direction, and anyone who turned up expecting a ‘greatest hits’ set that included all their favourite songs from the earlier records would usually leave disappointed. But Flux didn’t want to be bound by such expectations and refused to be a part of the rock‘n’roll circus… most of the time, at least.


“I remember we played a gig in Stevenage and everyone had turned up to hear ‘Strive…’ really, and we started playing ‘The Fucking Cunts…’ before it had even came out, and after the second song so many people were shouting abuse at us that we stopped. Derek started talking to them all, and afterwards he was saying, ‘That was so worthwhile… if we’d just played ‘Strive…’ I would never have got talking to all those people!’
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Flux Of Pink Indians, Liverpool 1984, picture by Andrew Medcalf.








“The interesting thing was though, after all those super-serious gigs for ‘The Fucking Cunts…’, we did this total piss-take gig in Camden, a real OTT rock‘n’roll gig. Chumbawamba were supporting, and they wanted to do their gig as normal, with all their banners and stuff… but we covered the stage in foil, hired in this big light show, got Pete Wright to mingle in Frank Zappa guitar solos, we all came on in shades and shorts… even changed a lot of the songs to make them more ROCK! And it was one of the best nights ever, and we all wondered how we could go back to doing what we’d done before after that. So it was one of our last gigs for a long time.”


‘The Fucking Cunts Treat Us Like Pricks’ also featured a sexually explicit cover illustration; once again the band were keen to provoke a reaction, if only to make a point.


“The original idea was that we were going to have all these full-on pornographic images on the front, and we had all these pictures spread out all over our living room floor, trying to decide which one to use where, and Derek’s girlfriend’s mum and dad banged on the window, saying ‘Coo-ee!’ We were like, ‘Oh fuck!’ and never moved so fast in our lives, shoving them under chairs and cushions and stuff…!


“And then Andy [Palmer, of Crass] came up with all these drawings that he’d done years before, so we used them in the end. But really it’s a waste of vinyl… there’s a couple of good songs on there, but that’s it. You’re better off playing it at very low volume…


“We couldn’t use a ‘safe’ cover really, because let’s face it, it’s got to be one of the most offensive record titles ever, and we needed artwork to suit. And, along with the Dead Kennedys, I’m sure that it helped launch that whole ‘parental advisory’ sticker thing… it was their [H.R. Giger painted] ‘Penis Landscape’ poster [that had been planned for inclusion with their ‘Frankenchrist’ record], and our album title, that brought all that in, so whenever I see one on a CD now, I have to smile to myself.


“I never told my mum that we’d even released it,” adds Colin with a wry chuckle. “She just thought we hadn’t recorded anything for a bit. It was only ages afterwards, when I’d left Flux, that she found out, when she saw a thing in the paper about us being taken to court, and I was like, ‘Oh, it was all Derek’s idea!’


“But the whole thing was of its time really, and I only hope that there’s someone out there doing the same thing now. Well, not the same thing exactly, but the same kind of thing, their own way of stirring things up.


“One of the big regrets that I do have is, the fourth side of ‘Fucking Cunts…’ is one big, long song, which I wrote. I went into the studio without telling anyone and recorded it all myself, borrowed everyone’s instruments and played everything. Annie Anxiety, who we were living with, went and played it to everyone, and they were like, ‘Oh, it’s alright…’ I knew it was a racket though, ’cos I couldn’t play at all, but she gave it to Penny, who actually liked it. And he told Annie to ask me if I wanted to do it on Crass, and he’d produce it and play drums on it… but as soon as Derek heard that, he was determined that it was all ours, and it ended up as part of the ‘Fucking Cunts…’ album.”


After March ‘85’s ‘Taking A Liberty’ single (another Indie success, reaching No. 5), Derek had a disagreement with John at Southern, and the band abandoned Spiderleg to set up their own label, One Little Indian, with new distribution courtesy of Nine Mile Island. The first release was a new Flux album (the band decided to ring the recent changes by officially opting for the shortened monosyllabic name), ‘Uncarved Block’. Although infinitely better than ‘The Fucking Cunts…’, it was still self-indulgent rubbish compared to the likes of ‘Neu Smell’ and – with the band’s following now wise to their game – sold accordingly, barely troubling the Indie Top Twenty upon its release in August 1986.


One Little Indian went on to release comparatively mainstream music by the likes of The Shamen and The Sugarcubes, the latter being the Icelandic rock band previously known as KUKL who had released records on Crass and toured with the likes of Chumbawamba. The Sugarcubes’ female vocalist Björk [Gundmundsdottir] went on to find fame with her solo career in the Nineties, and, on the strength of The Sugarcubes, Derek Birkett landed One Little Indian major label distribution – an astonishing about-turn considering his unwavering stance on big business and the music industry whilst in Flux.


Colin, meanwhile, started Hotalacio, in response to Flux’s ever-diminishing creative credibility.


“That was about ‘86, mainly because we were getting asked to do all this stuff with Flux but no one else wanted to do it. I was getting more and more into rap stuff, so me and a friend started making our own backing tapes – bit like Beastie Boys really – and doing this rap band… which Derek absolutely hated! He loathed dance music… he wasn’t keen at all, especially as I was doing stuff outside of Flux. I remember when we were recording I used to hear him through the headphones slagging it off up at the mixing desk where he thought I couldn’t hear! Calling it ‘rap crap’ and stuff.


“I also remember being interviewed for Maximum Rock‘n’roll by Andy Chapman, as Flux, and he said, ‘Oh Colin, do you want to talk about your new project, Hotalacio?’ And Derek shot me a filthy look as if to say, ‘You see? I knew this would happen!’ So I just said, ‘Nah, maybe another time…!”


The band’s ambitious musical evolution then ground to a halt; having painted themselves into a corner of such uncompromising extremity, Flux had nowhere left to go that wouldn’t appear to be copping out. Any ideas of touring had similarly been shelved, not just due to lack of interest, both internal and external, but also the increasingly insurmountable logistics involved.


“After we just became Flux, we got involved with Adrian Sherwood and the Tackhead stuff, and we reinvented ourselves a bit, totally removed from the Crass thing. But people didn’t seem to care by then anyway; they just wanted to hear The Jesus And Mary Chain. We started doing these banners in red and blue, and by shining red and blue lights on them, you could make the images appear and disappear. So you had Reagan and then Thatcher, a swastika then a hammer and sickle… we were still so deadly serious even then!


“We did one gig [at London’s ULU] that took six months to rehearse for. We just played all of ‘Uncarved Block’, and there was about twenty of us onstage, I couldn’t hear my own vocals at all. So I couldn’t do it anything like the album… and Lou who had such a great voice on the album sang the whole gig out of tune ’cos she couldn’t hear herself either. It was a good gig, I suppose, but not really worth the effort.


“A bit later on, just after ‘Uncarved Block’, we did venture overseas, just the once. We were invited to go and play this New Music festival in Amsterdam. The organisers had heard our album, and thought it was a whole new sound. Of course, Adrian Sherwood had been involved, which tweaked their interest… but he was only on the record and nothing to do with when we were playing live.


“So, when we got there, we were playing with World Domination Enterprises, [DJ] Tim Westwood, Salt ‘n’ Pepa… a whole host of different bands. And we were really punky, and after our set, these guys who were meant to be interviewing us totally blanked us. It was then that we suddenly realised that they wanted us to be more like the album, not like ‘Strive’ and ‘Neu Smell’.


“Anyway, it was three gigs, two in Holland, one in Belgium, so the next night we played all our set as if it was ‘Uncarved Block’. But then, when we turned up in Brussels, we could see from the poster – with the starving boy with a tag on him on it – that they wanted our punky stuff! And that was the only time we ever played abroad, and Derek had to be held down on the ferry because he was convinced that it was going to sink…”


Inevitably Flux came to a halt. There was no spectacular climax to provide a satisfying conclusion to their tale; they just gradually ceased to be a band.


“I left the house where we all lived together in South London and moved back up to North London again, and since then I’ve only met Derek on three occasions and he’s been obnoxious, a real wanker, every time. As if he thinks, ‘How dare you leave…?’


“Looking back now, I have to admit that leaving the Flux house was like walking from a compression chamber into a lovely, wide open field. You felt like you couldn’t say anything, you’d just sit there and join in a conversation now and again… but no one ever dared start one, in case you said the wrong thing. I always felt like I was the odd one out, and it was only when I left there that I realised that it was the people who I lived with that made me feel like that. I moved into a squat in Hampstead with two friends and we had a bloody great time, I loved it.”


Despite the animosity between himself and certain ex-members, Colin, who now designs and fits luxury kitchens, remains quietly proud of the musical legacy of which he was a part. Although he would rather not be remembered as ‘the band that turned all those punks vegetarian’ or ‘that band who did that album about fucking cunts and pricks’…


“I prefer listening to little stories like, ‘My girlfriend and I first kissed whilst listening to ‘Tube Disaster’, and we’ve been together ever since!’ That sort of thing, with no politics involved. Something positive, ’cos we appeared to be so negative – we always seemed to be against everything, and just assumed that that made it clear what we were for.


“In a way I just think that people should live their own lives. I hate it when people say, ‘Huh! What’ve you got your ears pierced for?’ ‘Why have you got all those tattoos?’ I would never say to anyone, ‘Why are you doing that?’ I don’t need their reasons; people have their own reasons for doing things, and people should be allowed to get on with it if they aren’t causing anybody else any trouble.


“To be honest, I’ve never fully understood what anarchy meant anyway!” he ponders, on the subject of the anarcho-punk scene he will forever be affiliated with. “Johnny Rotten’s ideas were certainly worlds apart from Penny Rimbaud’s. Unless you’d read all the books, it was hard to explain yourself, but Derek was the man who was good at all that anyway. That was one of the reasons that Kevin left, because he was not into it at all. He refused to be vegetarian when he was in the band, but when he left us, he became one!


“We had this idea that we should just go somewhere else, somewhere where we could live our lives how we wanted, rather than trying to change the whole world. Crass had this idea of starting a commune, or buying a couple of houses, a plot of land in France or somewhere… I so wish we had tried it too, but we only ever talked about it.


“I know now that the thing to do is just to get on with your own life. I can remember back then though, I was shit scared that it would all be over any day, and it was a relief living the last twenty years not in fear of a nuclear war. Even all this stuff with Al Qaeda now, it doesn’t worry me a tenth of how the bomb worried me in the Eighties! Now I can see how and why my mum and dad viewed me as a bit strange; I used to want to find a cellar to hide in during the Falklands War, in case I was forced to join the army, and that seems a bit silly now, doesn’t it?


“Derek wrote quite a good song for ‘Taking A Liberty’, called ‘Pass Me Another Issue’, which was all about that really. Sometimes we were just looking for things that were wrong, so we could sing a song about them – but what happens when you run out of issues? Will everything be okay with the world then, or will you always be looking for something else to sing about?”


Kevin has his own take on the importance of the band:


“I think that ‘Strive…’ still stands up as one of the better anarcho albums of the period, despite my feelings about how the production wasn’t what we wanted. There are some great tunes on there, and it’s quite an accessible album. I maintain that if you want to get your point across through the lyrics then you have to make the music easy to get into. I could never stand stuff that was just a load of words ranted over noise… even if what is being said is thought-provoking and important, who can honestly say they would want to play it again and again if there are no hooks or riffs to latch onto? To get your message across, you’ve got to draw people in with a fucking good tune; if they can get into the sound then there’s more chance that people might actually take notice of what you’re saying.


“So yes, despite having Penny make the guitars sound like Crass, I’m quite proud of what we put on ‘Strive…’. It’s just a shame that ‘Neu Smell’ and ‘Strive…’ are all that there is to show what Flux Of Pink Indians were about, musically speaking. To me, ‘The Fucking Cunts…’ is just complete bollocks, noise and anger for the sake of it, no redeeming features whatsoever. If it hadn’t had such a provocative title, no one would have noticed the album at all, much less have wasted their money on it. And as for ‘Uncarved Block’? It’s nothing to do with punk in the slightest, a completely neutered record with no balls at all. Trumpets and bongos on a punk album? Arty-farty shite, I’m afraid.”




SELECT DISCOGRAPHY


7”s:


‘1970s’ (Stortbeat, 1979) – as The Licks


‘Neu Smell’ (Crass, 1981)


‘Last Bus To Debden’ (Spiderleg, 1981) – live Epileptics recording from 1979


‘1970s’ (Spiderleg, 1982) – as The Epileptics


‘Taking A Liberty’ (Spiderleg, 1985)


12”s:


‘Neu Smell’ (One Little Indian, 1987) – also included the ‘Taking A Liberty’ EP


LPs:


‘Strive To Survive Causing The Least Suffering Possible’ (Spiderleg, 1982)


‘The Fucking Cunts Treat Us Like Pricks’ (Spiderleg, 1984)


‘Uncarved Block’ (One Little Indian, 1986)


At A Glance:


One Little Indian have issued most of the Flux back catalogue on CD, but Newcastle-upon-Tyne label Overground have compiled the most pleasing posthumous releases. As well as a 28-track Epileptics history, ‘System Rejects’ (1996), they’re also responsible for two Flux discs. ‘Not So Brave’ (1997) features twenty-five tracks lifted from demos, live tapes and compilations, whilst ‘Live Statement’ (1999) features a whole gig recorded at Kev’s last gig at Nottingham’s Sherwood Community Centre in 1982. Californian label Doctor Strange’s ‘Fits And Starts’ (2003) also comes highly recommended and is beautifully packaged, even though most of the tracks are available on the Overground releases already mentioned.





Whilst it’s true that London’s LACK OF KNOWLEDGE didn’t look or sound anything like the typical anarcho-punk band (was there really such a beast?), surely one of the most enduring ideals of the whole genre was that of not conforming – something that Lack Of Knowledge did both instinctively and incessantly. They also, of course, released several records through Crass and gigged with many of the more obvious bands to be found in this book, but it’s the fierce streak of independence that ran through everything they did that really qualifies them for inclusion here.
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Lack Of Knowledge, November 1984 (left to right: Tony Barber, Danny Drummond, Phillip Barker, and Karen Gower).








“If you listen to a Lack Of Knowledge record, even the ones that were on the Crass label, you’ll soon discover that we were not trying to be anything that we weren’t,” elaborates guitarist Tony Barber. “Most people’s idea of anarcho-punk is to do with haircuts, clothing and how fast the music is, or how aggressive the lyrics can be… the thing is, we already existed before anarcho-punk came along, and we only ended up on Crass because we met them before they’d even started their own label, and when we put out our own single, we gave them a copy. But this whole idea of having some sort of template for being anarcho-punk? It’s no different really to being a ‘teddy boy’ or a mod! It’s almost the opposite of what it’s actually meant to represent. And for us to sit here and say we were an anarcho-punk group – just for us to even label ourselves as such in fact – would be a complete paradox. We never sounded anything like an anarcho-punk group, and that’s probably the one reason why we were one – because we never tailored our sound to fit an imaginary mould.”


Formed in Edmonton in late 1980, and previously known by such weird and wonderful monikers as Assorted Tools, English Assassin, and, rather unfortunately, Trio Of Testicles, Lack Of Knowledge initially comprised – as well as Tony – Daniel Drummond on vocals (formerly with original London punks, Headache, who released the ‘Can’t Stand Still’ 7” on Lout in 1977), Paul Stevens on bass, and Chiefy (real name Jason Powell) on drums.


“I think I liked the whole DIY aspect of punk, that was what really appealed to me,” reckons Dan. “And so, after going to see groups, it seemed almost obvious to form your own; being a part of it was more important than just watching other bands do it. Before that, bands, not that I didn’t like a lot of them, seemed totally remote… the idea that you might one day be playing in Alice Cooper’s band, for example, was absurd, a complete pipe dream. You couldn’t imagine being that… but you could imagine being in Generation X! It seemed like something that I could actually do, something that was for anybody that wanted to be a part of it. Participation was very important… not wearing something that somebody else wore, but wearing something you’d made yourself. And the anarcho-punk thing, of course, was even more focused on there being no divisions between audience and band…”


So, Lack Of Knowledge began booking their own shows wherever and whenever they could, in local youth centres and church halls; hiring out the room, printing and sticking up posters and even manning the door, all themselves, helping create a local punk scene where there was none before.


“I always thought our best gigs were the early ones that we put on ourselves,” recalls Tony fondly. “The minute we played in a rock club like the Clarendon or somewhere like that, it completely devalued what we did, and somehow made us feel redundant as a band… I wouldn’t have been able to tell you at the time what it was we were meant to be doing, mind you, but it certainly wasn’t playing downstairs at the Clarendon on a Tuesday night! We should’ve carried on doing what we’d already been doing, I suppose, hiring out churches, putting on five local bands and charging 50p to get in. Those were always our best gigs; we played better, it was always a more interesting setting, and you felt a sense of accomplishment at the end of it that you never felt after doing gigs in ‘proper’ venues, y’know? I look back at that and think, ‘Fuckin’ hell, we did some amazing things, and there’s nothing out there today to compare with it…’ Not just because of the nostalgia thing, but if I wanted to go and hire out a community centre now, imagine the amount of bullshit you’d have to go through to get permission to do a punk rock show! There’s no turning up and paying four quid to the caretaker any more, is there?


“I think the culture of the country was totally different then, less paranoid, less corporate, and you certainly didn’t have the same amount of private money tied up in local government… the culture was so much more sympathetic to you just seeing an empty hall stood doing nothing, banging on the door and booking it for the following Thursday. Everything’s ‘moved on’ now, and I hesitate to use that phrase, obviously, but all the cracks have been plastered over…”


“Playing those early gigs always felt like a bit of a struggle!” adds Dan, laughing. “We were all rather incompetent, and – speaking for myself, anyway – rather nervous people, and the combination of the two things meant that sometimes the gigs would work really well… and sometimes they would spectacularly explode! The gigs we organised ourselves, we kinda controlled the vibe and set the atmosphere, and they were far more enjoyable to play than gigs where we were playing for someone else. I didn’t so much mind turning up and supporting other bands, playing before someone else to people who weren’t really interested in you, because they weren’t there to see you anyway, so you had nothing to lose. It was more when we started playing at venues where we had no control over what was happening and people were turning up to see us, and I didn’t really like that so much; I found that quite difficult to handle.”


In early 1981, Lack Of Knowledge entered Octave Electronics in Edmonton and recorded their debut single, ‘The Uninvited’/‘Ritual’, which they released on their own LOK Records. An impressively ambitious debut by anyone’s standards, the single established the band’s rather unique sound, revealing the quirky relationship between guitar and bass that would characterise every release and Dan’s richly melodic voice so reminiscent of a young Phil Oakley. It not only got them played on John Peel’s radio show but also landed them a prestigious ‘deal’ with Crass Records.


“We took it over to Dial House and played it to Penny and Gee and whoever else was there at the time,” explains Tony. “Rimbaud took it out into the back room and played it, came back in and went, ‘Hmmm, it’s really interesting! Would you be interested in making a record on our label?’ Me and Paul Stevens were sat there going, ‘You what?’ It was the most instantaneous A&R-ing ever! He literally went and played it, came back and offered us a single! I didn’t actually believe he’d even listened to it, ’cos he was only gone for one minute, thirty, and the shortest song is one minute, thirty-two… nah, just kidding, but that’s actually what happened. It was very spur of the moment.”


It was to be well over a year before the band actually recorded for Crass though, and during the interim period they bade farewell to drummer Chief, replacing him with Philip Barker from Klee. Then, after playing many more shows, including the Zig Zag squat event with Crass, they entered Southern Studios during early August 1983, under the watchful eye of Penny Rimbaud in the producer’s chair, to record the grossly overlooked ‘Grey’ single.


“Oh, it was a whole new experience for us,” says Dan of the session. “When we did our own single we did it on eight-track tape, so there wasn’t a great deal of producing going on, not in the day we were in there anyway… I really enjoyed working with someone else, doing something different.”


“When we did ‘The Uninvited’, we didn’t even get a day in the studio, we recorded it in a fuckin’ evening!” guffaws Tony incredulously. “Then we turned up at Southern and they had extra pairs of head phones, spare mikes, all sorts of shit! But we never got carried away… that was the funny thing about us as a band; we just turned up and concentrated on what we were doing. We never went, ‘Wow, we’re in a big studio!’ It was no big deal to me, to be recording for Crass… I didn’t exactly consider it to be what we should be doing, but I didn’t consider ourselves to have been especially lucky either, and I certainly didn’t think to myself, ‘Hey, we’re on our way now.’ It was just happening, so we got on with it, y’know?”


With its dark, lustrous melodies and flirtations with the electronic post-punk pop scene of the time, ‘Grey’ remains one of the more interesting singles on Crass, but it’s hardly surprising that it threw all the hardcore punks waiting on each new release from the label into some much-needed confusion.


Tony: “We used to go down the Centro Iberico, or the old Autonomy Centre, and you literally just wrote your name on the board if you wanted a certain date, and once you’d wrote it on there, that was your night and you just put the gig on. And people would walk past and see that and go, ‘Oh fuckin’ hell, fuckin’ Lack Of Knowledge! What the hell are they doing here again?’ We used to hear people saying stuff like that all the time, and it was hilarious; you’d look around and it would be some bloke covered head to toe in patches and badges of every single anarcho-punk group, except us! The kinda bloke who’s probably now working in a bank somewhere…”


“But there was never meant to be a hierarchy in the anarcho scene, by definition. So, you put out your own record, and then when you went to see, say, Flux Of Pink Indians, you never thought of them as being ‘above’ you in any way. In fact, one gig where we played with Conflict and all that, we drew the names out of a hat to decide who would go on last… and that happened with that Zig Zag gig as well – the running order was drawn from a hat. But then we had to ask if we could go on before 4.00pm, because we had another gig that same night, which we were putting on ourselves.” 


Lack Of Knowledge were then asked by Crass to release an album on their Corpus Christi offshoot, which resulted in 1984’s brooding and absorbing ‘Sirens Are Back’ LP. However by the time of its release, Paul Stevens had left and been replaced on bass by Tony’s then-girlfriend Karen Gower – who couldn’t actually play when she landed herself the role.


“Uh, yeah, we didn’t ever pick the easy option,” sighs Dan. “That was because we tended to pick people who we knew. Sometimes it wasn’t so much that they were friends, but just because they wanted to play in the band with us, and we thought that was better than having someone who was just turning up and playing with whatever band wanted them to. And seeing as we weren’t on any sort of conveyor belt to success, it wasn’t a case of not being able to wait for them to learn their instrument. It didn’t make any difference to us.”


“We weren’t on a tight schedule,” adds Tony. “And I’d much rather be in a band with someone I’m friends with who isn’t very good, than someone who I’m not friends with who I only see on the days we rehearse but happens to be a better player. And all the time we were going, we never ever sent a demo tape to a record company, never ever advertised to get a new bass player or anything… all the things that bands do, we never did. It wasn’t planned that way either; it’s only now, looking back, that it’s apparent. Even when we had a single out on Crass, which was big news at that time, we never sent a copy to anyone! Never said, ‘Oh, we’re a band, just done a record on Crass, are you impressed? Please sign us!’ And I bet there are bands out there that were on Crass who sent copies of their record to the A&R man at EMI and stuff… I bet there is! ‘We’ve got to spread our message further… tour in the south of France and places like that!’ Ha!”


It was back to Southern to record their next release with Mel Jefferson in May 1985, the ‘Sentinel’ 12” for Chainsaw Records (the label ran by members of Living In Texas), a strong, up-tempo offering that was to be their last of the Eighties. Despite the record garnering much critical acclaim – even landing them the lauded ‘Single Of The Week’ in Sounds – Lack Of Knowledge split after a show in Colchester in August 1986. It was ironically the furthest the band had ever travelled to play a show, during a troubled period when various band members were questioning just how comfortable they felt with how far they had all strayed artistically from their humble beginnings.


“It was just personal problems between the members of the group,” claims Dan, of their premature demise. “Although it’s absolutely true that we had no ambition whatsoever, we did put a great deal of pressure on ourselves. I’m not sure what all that was about, because playing together now, it’s so completely different. But we just made everything really difficult for ourselves and I don’t know why, and I just felt uncomfortable, felt that the band wasn’t really working. And playing these gigs, expecting people to turn up and be charged money to watch you… and deep down I felt that we weren’t providing people with anything that you could really charge money for. Does that make sense? When we were doing it on a totally amateur level, I felt okay with it, but when it moved up a level, I just didn’t really feel that we were, uh, good enough? I’m not sure why, but that was just how I came to feel, and I’m not sure how much that had to do with other aspects of the band making me feel that way…”


“If you’ve got a record on a major label and it sells 400 copies, it’s a disaster, a total flop,” offers Tony, philosophically. “But if you put it out yourself and sold 400 copies, it would be regarded as an astounding success – but it would still be the same record! And when you do make music with no expectations, and you staple all the sleeves together yourself, you instinctively produce better stuff because you haven’t got the pressure of, ‘Shit, now we’re on a major label, we’ve got to up the ante and become entertainers…!’ It clouds your artistic vision; it taints your purity of purpose. When you first get together as a band, crowded in your little rehearsal room, it’s just you, the four or five guys or whatever, there’s not even some guy from a punk rock label looking over your shoulder… but somehow we moved up a level from the youth club rehearsals and shopping trolleys [for transporting equipment to their practise room], to still being in the youth clubs and shopping trolleys but also being in the Independent Charts at the same time. And it artificially created this idea that we should move more towards being a conventional band because it seemed like a logical progression, when in reality it was the worse thing we could’ve done, because as soon as we put one foot in the water, we were drawn by the currents towards that goal. We were a brilliant group putting out records in photocopied sleeves, doing our own gigs in funny little cinemas in Shepherds Bush – we were about as good as you could get – but as soon as we were trying to operate in the mainstream, we were just this rubbish rock band really.”


In 2001 however, Californian label Grand Theft Audio contacted ‘this rubbish rock band’ with a view to issuing a retrospective CD, a communication which stirred Lack Of Knowledge back into tentative action again, regrouping to record properly for the first time some of the songs they had written in the Eighties but had never actually committed to tape. Then, more recently in 2005, another Californian label, Alternative Records from Berkeley, released a newly-recorded self-titled 7”, and, no doubt spurred by the sudden interest in the band’s back catalogue, Southern rereleased the single and LP recorded for Crass as the ‘Grey’ CD. Against all odds, Lack Of Knowledge are back together, even playing their first shows outside the UK’s Southeast – in New York! – during late 2005, but how long they grace us with their presence for this time remains to be seen.


“We won’t be writing any new material,” explains Tony, who nowadays also plays bass for Buzzcocks. “These ‘new’ releases are all stuff from 1981 that was never recorded, songs we used to play day in, day out, that we never even did demos of… and the only copies we had of them were old rehearsal tapes or live tapes or whatever. And we consciously made an effort to record them in the most authentic way possible; we didn’t change any lyrics, didn’t change any song structures… didn’t embellish them with anything that we didn’t play at the time… I even used the same guitar and amp!


“We don’t even profess to have reformed really… it’s just that now and again someone rings us up and asks if we’re interested in doing another record. But we did say when we first did it, that we would only record the songs we already had written, and we’re running out of songs; there’s only four or five left that we never recorded, just enough for maybe one more EP. Although we could compile the 7”s onto one CD perhaps, just to tidy up that aspect of it, but then that’ll be it. Except for the occasional show, if it’s somewhere interesting… when there’s some anarchist art festival in Prague or wherever, that realises they can’t get Crass, Dirt, or Flux, so they have to ring us up instead!”




SELECTED DISCOGRAPHY


7”s:


‘The Uninvited’ (LOK, 1981)


‘Grey’ (Crass, 1983)


‘Lack Of Knowledge’ (Alternative, 2005)


12” s:


‘Sentinel’ (Chainsaw, 1985)


LPs:


‘Sirens Are Back’ (Crass, 1984)


At A Glance:


The Grand Theft Audio CD, ‘Americanized’, mixes up old and new recordings to great effect, but readers of this book will no doubt be most interested in Southern’s ‘Grey’ CD, that features the Crass-released single of the same name, plus the ‘Sirens Are Back’ LP originally recorded for Corpus Christi in 1984. Complete with all the original artwork and lyrics, it’s a fascinating snapshot of a thoroughly unique band.





Another punk band that were never really ‘anarcho’ in the traditional sense of the term, THE ERATICS were still part of that scene, albeit more by association than design. Their unruly carefree approach, and their blatant irreverence for both authority and peer expectation, endeared them to Crass, who included them on their ‘Bullshit Detector’ compilation, ensuring their place in anarcho history, but it was only when they evolved into the slightly more sophisticated LOOK MUMMY CLOWNS, that they even entered a recording studio, and by then the band had virtually burnt itself out.


“At the beginning, it was me, ‘Snout’ [real name Martin Seaward] and ‘Bondage’ [real name Kevin Lester, originally from Mexborough in Yorkshire],” recalls bassist Terence ‘Stringy’ Castle. “We were all mates from school, living in a place called Waltham Cross, about ten miles north of Stoke Newington; I grew up in Shoreditch, but there was a lot of slum clearance when I was a kid, so I was moved out to the fringes of Hertfordshire.


“We were going to gigs in the West End, getting a train there and back; this would’ve been late ’77 or early ’78, when we were only sixteen or seventeen. We also went to gigs at the Triad in Bishops Stortford, when The Epileptics were just starting really, and Crass played there soon after, and all these bands were very inspiring, and we were already thinking, ‘Hey, we could be in a fucking band ourselves!’


“When we were going into town and seeing all these second generation punk bands like The Antz, The Lurkers, and 999, we still saw them as being pretty professional – they were punks, but they were proper musicians, in a way that we could never be, just fuckin’ about at home. When we went to the Triad, we thought, ‘Hang on a minute, these people are pretty much the same as us: they can’t fuckin’ play either… but they’re having a good go, and they’re rapidly getting there!’”


Suitably encouraged, the intrepid trio took up instruments, playing their first show at the Triad with The Epileptics, Urban Decay and Rubella Ballet on June 15th, 1979, Stringy attempting to sing as well as play bass, until they recruited Mark ‘Roper’ Double on vocals.


“Snout was a guitar player, and he’d been playing since about the age of twelve, but I never knew this until punk broke, and we were talking about doing a band, and he said, ‘Well, I’ve got a guitar…’ And I was like, ‘Fuckin’ hell, have ya?’ And he’s always been the musician amongst us… I’m certainly no musician, never have been and don’t wanna be either…


“The thing is, Bondage couldn’t play the drums… well, he could, but he had an extremely odd style… I swear that he invented ‘hardcore drumming’ because he used to do this basic kinda one-two beat, and it was the first time I’d heard anyone do anything like that. I remember after the first gig, everyone talking about ‘that drummer’! But I think we made our noise and we were happy that we’d got onstage and done what we wanted to do.


“Roper was a bit younger than us, but he ended up onstage with us a couple of times early on, singing along – he would get a bit enthusiastic at gigs! And so we just asked him if he wanted to do it permanently…”


Roper made his official debut with the band at the Focus in Southend, supporting The Sinyx, a band with whom The Eratics would become strong friends.


“We switched from being based around Bishops Stortford and Harlow to London when I got kicked out of home basically,” chuckles Stringy. “I had to move into a squat in town. I was sleeping on Roper’s mum’s couch for a bit, then on Snout’s mum’s couch, then I moved to London, and the Islington Squatters Group took me in because I had nowhere to go; I was on the fuckin’ street, and ended up knocking on their door, and they were all a bit older than me, remnants of the late Sixties/early Seventies hippy thing, and they had this tight-knit, old school squatters’ ethic. It was those kind of people, and a few of the new punkier types that were coming in, that set up St. James’s, the Pentonville Road squat we all called ‘the old church’… we then took it over a bit, if only on certain nights when we arranged our own gigs.


“The politics was there from the beginning,” he adds. “Only the second song we ever wrote was called ‘Factory Floor’… we were workers, we left school at fifteen and got jobs in factories near Waltham Cross. I went into an electronics factory, and there was plenty to complain about there, but at least it meant we had some money… not a lot, but enough that we could afford to go to some gigs and buy a few records.


“And by the time our band was ready to play, it was 1979, the ‘Winter Of Discontent’: wage freezes, rubbish left in the streets, the whole thing was kicking off. I was in the union, and we were in and out of fucking work on a regular basis; union activists would come along and say, ‘Alright, brothers and sisters, it’s now ten degrees below an acceptable temperature and we’re fucking out, until they warm the factory up!’


“Mind you, the first song I ever wrote was called ‘Tablets’, which is on the Urban Decay record that Gordon [Wilkins] put out [on Handy Records], and I’m not credited with writing it. We used to do it originally, and Dean [Tisbury] from that band would sing it with us, and after a bit, they used to do it, and I’d sing it with them! But it was my song… and what happened was: I busted my leg in a car accident when I was fifteen, and spent much of my teenage punk years hobbling around with callipers on my leg. So I wrote ‘Tablets’ when I was in hospital getting pumped full of painkillers… it wasn’t about recreational drugs or anything.”


Although garnering a modest following with their entertaining live shows, The Eratics never made an official recording, and their sole vinyl offering was an appearance on the ‘Bullshit Detector’ compilation in early 1981, with ‘National Service’, a track recorded in Snout’s front room, straight onto a regular tape recorder.


“It didn’t seem important at the time to do a proper recording, we were too busy playing gigs, and although I regret that as an artist – that we never documented the songs properly – I don’t think it would’ve really been any different if we had, ’cos we were so un-together. It was all about the gigs for us, the whole social thing; we never really considered ourselves a proper band!”


The Eratics called it a day in late 1981, after a disastrous gig in Walthamstow where the drummer from D&V stood in for Bondage who hadn’t turned up… wisely, it would transpire, as the event descended into violent chaos.


“All these guys smashed their way in and wrecked the place,” recalls Roper sadly. “We were actually playing when this was going on… I can remember David from Fack coming up to me, armed with a chair leg, and saying, ‘We gotta go out front and help sort it out!’ There was a proper battle going on.”


Stringy: “At one point, I thought, ‘Fuck this, I’m off!’ and jumped off stage and tried to do a runner with my guitar… but I couldn’t get out anywhere…


“The last proper gig we did though, with Bondage on drums, was at the Stevenage Bowes Lyon House, and we went down a like a fucking lead balloon. We were invited up to play, and we were optimistic about it, but we ended up playing this cavernous hall to no one, while everyone stayed in the bar, blanking us. The only people in there were slagging us off, but we were performing pretty fucking badly, if I remember rightly…”


“I think Special Duties were playing or someone like that,” explains Roper, “And it was only their people who had bothered to come ’cos it was snowing. And we were trying all this experimental stuff that we’d only previously played in our front room, and Bondage didn’t know what to play and just sat there, shaking his head! And that’s why he never turned up to the next gig, and we never heard from him again after that night…”


As mentioned earlier, Roper and Stringy, keen to pursue the experimentation began by The Eratics to its logical conclusion, then started up a new outfit, Look Mummy Clowns, with Dan McIntyre of The Apostles drumming; they played their first gig with Lack Of Knowledge in Shepherds Bush.


“That was a weird one, actually,” admits Roper, “Because there were some films being shown as well between bands, so there weren’t too many people there, but it was a good warm-up. Our first proper gig, where we headlined, was at the Pied Bull, with Hagar The Womb, and it was blinding. We played a good set, and we were really buzzing after that night, because we’d come a long way since everyone who was at the gig had last seen us as The Eratics, and Tony D. was there, and he reviewed it for the NME.”


Stringy: “Basically, we’d chucked The Eratics in the bin, and were just writing exactly what we wanted to play, never mind sticking to any anarcho-punk formula. It was quite a jump really, from the one band to the next, and we were really gunning for it at the start.”


Although Look Mummy Clowns seemed to hit the ground running, they found it impossible to maintain their early momentum. They recorded a live demo in March 1983, and also had gigs with the likes of Blood And Roses and Urban Decay reviewed favourably by Sounds and Melody Maker, but the writing was on the wall for the band by the time they toured Italy later that year.


“Yeah, we had a connection with this guy out there called ‘Jumpy’ who was running Attack Records,” explains Stringy. “He liked The Eratics, and then he liked the Clowns, and he ended up inviting us over; it was all done through friendship really… we played Bologna, which was a university town and very political, and there’d been all these riots there in the late Seventies. There was a lot of squats there, and a lot of interest in radical music… and we weren’t even very political!”


Whilst in Italy, Look Mummy Clowns even recorded a single, the delicate, meandering ‘Bardbuster’, for Toto Records, a less political offshoot of Jumpy’s Attack label.


Roper: “We recorded that in Bologna [at The Krak], and we had to rush off before we’d even finished it properly, because we had to catch the bus to Milan to play the Virus squat! And we got separated on the way to Milan – me and Stringy arrived together, and the other chaps ended up somewhere else…then, when it was time to go home, me and Stringy caught the bus, but they never; they got stranded and had to stay in Italy for another few weeks…”


Stringy: “But they had all our luggage, so I had to come all the way back to England with no fuckin’ trousers! I got strip-searched at customs; I was in a right state… I could go on about that trip for ages, ’cos all sorts of shit went down. The bus driver punched one of the passengers… all sorts of shit…”


Unfortunately, Look Mummy Clowns wouldn’t be together long enough to see the single be released; after an equally eventful visit to Holland, the band were a tinderbox of tense emotions just waiting for the right spark to set them off – and that spark came at the band’s final show, in New Merlin’s Cave, Islington, June 11th, 1985.


“The thing is, the Clowns took on a lot,” begins Stringy cautiously. “We wanted to be totally fucking original, we decided we’d never support anyone else, we decided we would organise everything ourselves… and we ran out of resources. Me and Roper were falling out over whether we should talk to this one label or not… we had a lot of principles for a ‘non-political’ band… but we were outstripping our actual capacity to do all these things. The end result was that we’d fall out over who was going to carry the equipment, who was going to sit on the door… and me and Roper got into conflict, and off he went…”


“It was all over nothing,” sighs Roper, “But I can remember losing it and lobbing this big jar of money I’d taken across the venue! I stormed off to calm down a bit, and when I came back, Stringy just said, ‘Do you wanna do the gig or not?’ And I said, ‘No!’ So they played without me…”


Stringy: “We were reluctant to do it, but we had an audience who’d paid to get in, waiting to see a band. And we briefly discussed carrying on afterwards, but didn’t.”


Roper: “It had gone full circle; we’d played New Merlin’s Cave as the second or third gig we played, and there we were back again, worse off than the first time! We’d achieved everything we possibly could, and we were just getting more and more compromised.”


Two years after the demise of the Clowns, Stringy attended St. Martin’s School Of Art for five years, getting into performance art in the process, but is now back with Roper and Snout in a brand new band, Peckinpah.


“We co-existed with all the other anarcho bands, but we wouldn’t wear their badges,” concludes Stringy, pondering exactly where they really fit in the big scheme of things. “We were a bit more personal, we were still living under Thatcher, still had no jobs, no fucking money, so what we were saying wasn’t that different from what they were saying, but musically we were very far removed. And that variety was important…


“We didn’t want to get involved in big arguments about eating meat, even though I was a vegetarian for a long time; it was all getting a bit too black and white, and life is a bit more hypocritical than that…”


“If you choose to do those things, you do them because you think they’re right, not because everyone else is doing them,” adds Roper. “I think we were in the middle of everything, without really contributing anything to it all. The band’s power was always live; it was a very spontaneous thing we did at gigs… too spontaneous sometimes. Some would go well, others wouldn’t; we never knew what would happen. We were all over the place… but that was what we did, and we did it the best we could.”




SELECT DISCOGRAPHY


7”s:


‘Bardbuster’ (Toto, 1985)


At A Glance:


Both The Eratics and Look Mummy Clowns have been featured on Overground’s anarcho-punk series of CDs, The Eratics on 2005’s volume 2, ‘Anti-State’, and LMC on volume 3, ‘Anti-Society’ (2006).





“Thank Christ for RUBELLA BALLET!” exclaims Crass vocalist Steve Ignorant whilst acknowledging that, “Punk went from being this fun, colourful place to be, to all these miserable bastards wearing black! I knew what I’d see there [at Crass gigs], I knew what I’d hear played there… and bands like Rubella were a breath of fresh air.” Indeed they were, being one of the most colourful, mischievous acts of the early Eighties anarcho scene, more concerned with liberating our uptight senses than preaching po-faced politics.


“The thing is, it wasn’t a conscious idea to be like that,” reckons vocalist Zillah Minx [real name Zillah Elaine Ashworth]. “It was just us; we were punks, making all our own clothes… and back then, you couldn’t find a pair of straight trousers for love nor money, and you had to go round all the old teddy boy shops and charity shops looking for jeans that no one else would wear. It was about doing your own thing…


“The funny thing is, my best friend, Sandra, who ‘went punk’ the same time as me, started to dress all in black, and she was the first person I knew to do that, and people would go mad at her… her mum was like, ‘You don’t wear black unless you’re going to a funeral!’ It was that stupid in those days…


“At the beginning of Rubella Ballet, a lot of the clothes I made for the band were cartoon characters: Mr. Men and stuff like that. I think the only direction we had for our band at that point was that we wanted to be child-like…


“But I was an original punk rocker in 1975, hanging out at the Lacy Lady where members of The Damned and other early punks went before the Sex Pistols went on TV. Then the punk scene exploded onto the world – and we all know that story. During this time I was only fifteen, but I saw every band you could possibly name, and went to every known club… and a lot that were unknown! I was part of the evolution of punk and it meant everything to me, as did the bands of the time: the Sex Pistols, X-Ray Spex and The Slits… seeing girls in some of these bands gave me an idea. At the time I remember punks saying we were going to change the world, and when Crass came along they described Johnny Rotten’s ‘Anarchy In The UK’ – our punk anthem – as a lifestyle we could actually really adopt.
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Rubella Ballet (top row, left to right: lead guitarist Leda Baker, vocalist Zillah Minx, bassist Rachel Minx; bottom row, left to right: bassist Sam, drummer Sid Ation, guitarist Steve Cachman).








“Sid [Ation, drummer] saw the Pistols and became a punk immediately, the only one in his little village. Gem [Stone, bassist] and Pete [Fender, guitarist] were the son and daughter of Vi Subversa, the singer of Poison Girls, so were obviously involved in the scene through them and Crass…


“In fact, it was at a Crass gig that I first met Sid, and he ended up living at their house with them and Poison Girls. We then met Gem and Pete [both formerly with the Fatal Microbes, who featured one Donna ‘Honey Bane’ Boylan on vocals, who later ‘went solo’ and released the rather good ‘You Can Be You’ single on Crass], used Poison Girls equipment to jam and write songs, and eventually just got up and played at a Crass/Poison Girls gig. We formed because we had the opportunity to do so; we were young punks having a laugh, being creative and doing what we wanted. Sid had never played drums and I had never sung or written lyrics.


“But punk was about being able to do anything you wanted to; in the Seventies women had only just had a law passed for equal pay [the 1975 Equal Opportunities Act] and just getting onstage as a woman was a political act in itself. We did it because we were breaking stereotypes and doing anything we wanted; it broke rules and changed society’s attitudes, but at the time we were just living anarchy, the punk lifestyle. ‘Do and be what you want.’ Most punks were into peace, so violent activities were not part of our plan, but many ‘normal’ people in society at that time were violent to us, and as punks we sometimes had to fight back, both physically and mentally.”


Adapting the rather unusual moniker of Rubella Ballet from their original choice of name, Rubella Babies (“No one was that bothered what we called ourselves… it didn’t seem important at the time!”), the band first got together in 1979, when they were all in their mid-to-late teens, and they quickly began making a name for themselves through countless DIY gigs anywhere and everywhere they could manage to get their gear on a stage.


“Our first couple of gigs were very fragmented,” admits Zillah. “At a Crass gig, Sid got up and played drums with lots of other punks, including Gem and Pete, Annie Anxiety, [Andy] Anarchy, and Womble [real name Tommy Harris]. Another time, at a gig in Chelmsford, I sang and Sid played drums after borrowing equipment off the Waxwork Dummies. It was the first time I’d ever sung onstage through a microphone, and I thought, ‘Oh, that sounds alright…!’ We did about twenty minutes or something, and when we got offstage, everyone was like, ‘That was really good…’


“So then, at a gig in Chelmsford Football Club, we asked members of the audience to play all the other equipment. So, for the first couple of gigs, it was Sid, Zillah, Gem and Pete, but at various times it was also lots of other punks. Eventually though, as we were the ones who ended up living together, at the Poison Girls house, we became Rubella Ballet. All of our early gigs went well really, the audience loved us… but maybe that’s because so many members of the audience had been in the band?


“It was pretty easy when Sid lived with the Poison Girls though… this was their house in Epping, just down the road from Crass in North Weald… a big, old mansion that had been condemned, because the M25 was scheduled to run right through it, but of course people objected to the scheme, and it was twenty years before they built the motorway, which turned out to be the M11 link road. It was old and decrepit, but it was big, really big, with two staircases… one of them a great big sweeping one; it had five floors… it was a proper mansion, brilliant.


“Anyway, Sid was staying there; he’d just moved down from Birmingham to be a chef at this really posh restaurant called the Capital Hotel, working under Brian Turner, the celebrity chef. Sid’s actually a classically-trained chef, but because he was a punk, and got caught washing his pink hair out in the sink where he should’ve been washing the vegetables, he had a big fight with Brian Turner, and was asked to leave! Thing is, he was a live-in chef, so he lost his job and his house, and stayed for a while in the Notting Hill Cinema with a load of punks, before he moved in with the Poison Girls.


“At the time, Pete Fender and Gem Stone were in Fatal Microbes, and their record [‘Violence Grows’] had just come out, but Honey Bane got all the attention and decided to go solo, so Pete and Gemma were looking for a new band. And because Sid was living there, and I was there all the time visiting him, we naturally ended up getting a band together.


“Anyway, they had this gear we could use, rehearsal space, and they were doing lots of gigs where we could also get on the bill. In later years, when we lived in our own flat on the 24th floor of a tower block, it was a lot harder. We had to buy our own equipment, get our own gigs… everything was harder. We drove ourselves to those gigs, set up our own equipment, got the PA and venue, did our own posters and publicity… I remember doing gigs with all the other bands using our equipment and then it’d be broken by the time we did our set. And taking down our equipment and packing the van, only to find that I was the only sober person left to do the seven hour drive back to London…”


The first real gig as Rubella Ballet was at the Theatre Royal in Stratford, opening – of course – for the Poison Girls.


“It turned into a riot,” chuckles Zillah ruefully. “It made the front pages of the local press, because it was meant to be a benefit gig to pay for the renovation of the theatre, and all these skinheads turned up and went wild. Mind you, because I came from the East End, I knew most of the skinheads, and quite often, if they were running away from the police after a West Ham football match, they’d come round my house to hide! That was one of the reasons I was always safe at these gigs, ’cos if they threatened me, I’d give ‘em hell.


“If on tour, we would usually ask members of the audience if we could sleep at their house, and often the house would be a cold squat. It was hard work and we rarely covered costs – we were all on the dole, and had bills to pay – but we loved it regardless; we were punks who wanted a different lifestyle.”


In keeping with this defiantly underground approach, Rubella Ballet’s first release was the ‘Ballet Bag’, a cassette-only offering that came in – surprise! – its very own bag, complete with a booklet and badge, all designed and printed by the band themselves; a labour of love that ultimately went on to sell almost five thousand copies.


“We recorded our own music [at Heart And Soul, on November 12th, 1981], wrote our own lyrics, made our own lyric booklet, even made the stamp that put the ballerina on each tape, and then assembled the whole thing ourselves. It was important because everyone else was always telling us what to do, and we wanted to do it our way.”


Sid had by then been briefly poached by Flux Of Pink Indians, playing on their timeless ‘Neu Smell’ EP for Crass in 1981, which was recorded by Penny Rimbaud and Jon Loder at Southern. A single on Crass for Rubella Ballet was soon on the cards as a result, an opportunity that the band surprisingly chose to gracefully decline.


“Penny moaned that I was playing too many rolls, that I should make it sound more military,” recalls Sid, of his time in the studio with Flux. “And I said, ‘But I don’t wanna fuckin’ play like you!’ I’d only been playing for about six months then as well, but I was already the nastiest drummer on the fucking planet! And people always say that drummers can’t write songs, which is bollocks, because it was the driving tempo of the drums that made ‘Tube Disasters’ from a really pants tune into such a classic. And I wrote all the music to ‘Background Of Malfunction’… but I think the tribal drumming, all the toms I would play, gave that single a different feel to the other stuff on Crass… gave it the Rubella Ballet feel, to be honest…”


“The only reason we didn’t do the Crass single though – and we were asked, right after Sid did the record with Flux – was that we just didn’t want a black and white sleeve with the round Crass logo on it,” says Zillah. “We weren’t being difficult; we just wanted it in colour. We were different to Crass, but we were still part of the same thing, still believed in most of what they and the Poison Girls were saying – otherwise we wouldn’t have done so many gigs with them both.


“We were a punk band, not a Crass band. Nowadays people go, ‘What have The Jam got to do with punk? They’re a mod band!’ But in those days, all the mods played with us, all the reggae bands played with us… it was one big scene of people who were on the outskirts of society. It was one big mixture at the early punk gigs; there were mods there, skinheads, black people, gay people… now there’s an exclusive gay scene, but then there wasn’t, and punk was somewhere for people to go if they were different.





[image: ]

Rubella Ballet live at the Marquee, Oct 1984, picture by Paul May.








“One of the first gigs I went to where Crass played was at the Conway Hall, and up until that point I’d been going to see bands like X-Ray Spex, and then I’d started going to a lot of gigs at the Bridge House, which was my local, and everyone used to play there. I met this bloke called Cookie, and he had this badge with the Crass logo on it, and I said, ‘What’s that then?’ And he told me all about them, and I’d just learnt to drive (I was still only seventeen) and had this beaten-up old Morris Minor, but it gave me and my friends freedom, ’cos now we could follow a band like Crass around and have a laugh.


“Anyway, at that first gig where I saw Crass, the audience were punks! And really weird punks at that! They weren’t dressed in black, everyone was doing their own thing… and it was only gradually, later on, that their audience became so regimented.”


Sid: “The thing is, you had bands wearing all the same clothes, smoking the same tobacco, using the same fucking Rizlas… I mean, Jesus Christ, I’ve been to Dial House a hundred times, but I’m not going to start idolising Crass. I thought Penny’s military drum patterns were really good, but that’s as far as it went, and I certainly wasn’t going to start playing like him!


“I did do one interview where I slagged off everybody, including Crass, but that was mainly because I can be a self-opinionated twat sometimes… but what I meant was, I wasn’t going to toe any party line. Because we were doing something completely different… we, as people, as well as a band, were different… I must have fucked a lot of people off with my stupidity over the years…


“I left home when I was sixteen, ’cos my mum was beating me up, blah blah blah… everyone around me was listening to Status Quo, for God’s sake, so I shaved all my hair off, sewed safety pins all over my clothes, walked down the local youth club, told everyone there to fuck off, and moved to London. My mum couldn’t find me for about a year-and-a-half, but that was something I had to do: get my life back together again, and not let someone else dictate what I could or couldn’t do. Bollocks to the lot of them… and at that point, I thought, ‘Oh, I must be a punk!’


“And having Crass tell me what to do would have been no different to having my mum tell me what to do, so we went our own way. We didn’t sit around waiting for anyone else to lead us – we just did it ourselves, for a fucking laugh, and if it wasn’t a laugh, we stopped doing it! And that’s why we’re still doing it today: because we’re still having a laugh…”


Zillah: “We had our own opinions, our own lives, our own minds… and we were punks; we didn’t need someone else to fucking tell us how to think or act.”


Consequently, Rubella Ballet decided to go with Xntrix, the label ran by Poison Girls (“We had an extra loyalty to them anyway, because Gem and Pete were in the band…”), for their debut single, ‘Ballet Dance’. Recorded during late May 1982 at Xntric Studio, it made the Indie Top Ten upon its release several months later, and whilst a song like (the mildly annoying) ‘Krak Trak’ demonstrated the quirkiness inherent in the band, it was left to the brooding heaviness of ‘Something To Give’ to hint at the dark, throbbing power they also had at their disposal.


After two well-received radio sessions for John Peel (broadcast on July 6th, 1982, and February 8th, 1983… “The only thing we ever got paid for!”), another solid release came in the guise of spring ’84’s release by Jungle of the ‘42 O F’ 12”. Recorded at Gooseberry 2 Studios during February of that year, it saw a chap name of Sean replacing Pete Fender on guitar, but the three songs chosen, whilst atmospheric, were slightly lacking in the catchy chorus department. Unperturbed, Rubella Ballet embarked upon an ill-fated Italian tour to help promote it.


Zillah: “That was the first time I’d ever been on an aeroplane… and the promoters only sent us single tickets, not returns, so we were a bit dubious! ‘Should we or shouldn’t we?’ Y’know? So, I got someone to lend me some extra money, just in case there was a problem. When we got there, we hadn’t eaten for two days, and our first meal was spaghetti with a blob of tomato paste on top of it. We were staying in squats, everyone pretending they couldn’t speak English; we were given shit equipment to play on… tying drum kits together with bits of string! We weren’t getting paid, weren’t even getting drinks for onstage, and it was a hundred degrees, sweat pouring off us… nowhere to wash, couldn’t drink the tap water…


“After five days, me and Gemma both had cystitis, which was agony, so we needed the toilet every two seconds, and we were sat on this bucket in this squat, and in the end Sid went fucking mental at ‘em all. The next day, they took us to a station and sent us home on the train – another two days without any food or money. Uh, hello…!”


By the time of the superlative ‘Money Talks’ 12” (Ubiquitous, 1985), Sean and Gem had been replaced by Adam and Rachel Minx (Zillah’s younger sister, Rachel Irene Jane Ashworth), and before the band recorded their debut LP, ‘At Last, It’s Playtime’, at London’s Alaska Studios, Adam had been superseded by Steve Cachman. Zillah herself admits that such a rapid turnover of personnel obviously had a restrictive effect on the band’s creative growth:


“Sometimes I felt that some of the songs on some of the albums were rushed, usually because we hadn’t had time or money to rehearse properly. The other thing was, with all these different musicians coming and going, you had to teach them all the songs in your set, before you could get round to writing any new ones, and that kept setting us back all the time. Sometimes I think we should’ve given up after the original band stopped, or at least changed the name and did something else… but we always kept going as Rubella Ballet, and I’m not sure whether that was a good thing or not, because every new guitarist that joined and left changed the sound. I think me and Sid should’ve been more demanding of our fellow musicians, and insisted on the sound we wanted them to get for us. We didn’t even like all of the stuff we released ourselves – we just did it, and I’m not sure why! But how the band sounded depended upon which guitarist we had at the time…”


Sid: “And to be honest, to this day, I don’t think any of the guitarists we had were any good, apart from Pete… and none of them stayed in the band long enough to really become a part of it.”


“Or they’d see us as some big band that they could join,” scoffs Zillah, “So they’d think they were good, but at gigs they’d get really pissed and wouldn’t be able to play! And we’d be like, ‘Fucking great! All that effort, teaching them all the songs…!’”


“Like fucking Steve Cachman… who later became a fuckin’ copper!” spits Sid. “But I have to admit, I was pissed all the time myself, and doing loads of speed… and I really think that if I hadn’t been such a hedonist, we could’ve been quite a good band!”


The line-up did stabilise considerably around 1986 though, allowing Rubella Ballet to produce their best works, the ‘If’ LP and the ‘Artic Flowers’ single, both of them recorded at Slaughterhouse in Hull. Opening with the punishing Killing Joke-like thump of ‘Plastic Life’, ‘If’ skips through musical sub-genres with all the mischievous delight of someone dancing in the puddles left by an April shower; from the thoroughly addictive ‘Cowboy Heroes’ to the heaving dub of closer ‘Red Alert’, via the rousing feminist anthem, ‘Sisters’, and the impassioned ‘Mescalito’, it remains the band’s most convincing and well-rounded full length. Whilst the ‘Artic Flowers’ single was a sublimely graceful slice of post-punk gothic pop that truly revealed once and for all the band’s ear for a catchy tune.


“I wrote a lot of personal stuff, about relationships, about my own life experiences,” explains Zillah. “I’m actually very political, but there was a big reason for me not being overtly political with my lyrics. My father was an activist; he stood outside South Africa House to protest in 1950, and got thrown down the stairs and beaten up. I came from a family of activists… we lived in this commune, our phone was always being tapped. My mum and dad nearly got put in prison for being so political; they were the people who got rid of Reg Prentice from the Labour Party… it had never happened before, and it’ll never happen again, but my mum was all over the front pages of the press… called ‘an MI5 agent’ on the front of The Sun…I was followed by journalists, my parents were blackballed… and as a result, I would pretend not to be too political in the band, because the implications for my family were pretty dire really. And that always frustrated me, but, I mean, c’mon, I was a girl in the middle of this male-dominated punk scene – which, like I said earlier, was a political statement in itself.


“There were so many hypocrites involved amongst the political bands though, and, I’m sorry, but I don’t want to hear it off people, telling everyone else not to eat meat, when they themselves go into McDonalds! Don’t do this, don’t do that! Do as I say, not as I do!”


1987’s ‘Cocktail Mix’ album was merely a compendium of the earlier ‘Ballet Bag’ and ‘Ballet Dance’ releases, whilst 1988’s ‘Birthday Box’ double-LP had been recorded live (at the Savaloy Ballroom, above the Boston Arms pub in Tufnell Park) two years prior to it appearing on vinyl. The next brand new Ballet album, ‘At The End Of The Rainbow’, released by Brave in 1990, turned out to be their last.


An intoxicating fusion of feisty punk and wispy pop, with a side order of swaggering rock, it even contained several updated versions of older songs, and proved a fitting legacy for a wonderfully innovative act. Rubella Ballet split soon after its release, playing their final show at Camden Palace in 1991.


“At that point, another guitarist and bassist had just left,” sighs Zillah, “And we thought, ‘What’s the bloody point?’ And besides, me and Sid had another band together by then, a dance band called Xenophobia… we did ‘Kiss Radio’ and were No. 1 in the Dance Charts! And we were part of Spiral Tribe… we did that Castlemorton gig [the May 1992 rave near Malvern, Worcestershire, attended by 25,000 people], and our record ‘Rush In The House’ was playing at every DJ rig all weekend… but a lot of people involved in raves were ex-punks… it was about entertaining yourself for free, organising yourselves, making your own music…


“But Sid has always been ahead of his time musically. Because he’s a drummer and we lived on the 24th floor of this tower block, he couldn’t really rehearse at home, so he had this tape-to-tape, and he started sampling in 1980. If you listen to ‘Money Talks’, that’s one of the first times samples were used, on the B-side of that…


“Although everyone in the band was equal – anyone could write lyrics, anyone could write music – Sid was the musical one; he listened to a lot of diverse music, and he influenced us a lot… to do stuff like ‘Krak Trak’, with that funky bass line and stuff. But punk was always about being able to do whatever you liked… wasn’t it?”


In 2000, Rubella Ballet reformed to play the European Gathering punk festival in Milton Keynes, and have been together on and off ever since, the current line-up consisting of Sid and Zillah, with Pete Fender back on guitar, plus Phil from P.A.I.N. on additional guitar, and his girlfriend Paris Ite on bass.


“Well, we didn’t ‘reform’ as such,” corrects Zillah, “It’s more a continuation. After the dance stuff… and what I really didn’t like about that rave thing was that you had to get onstage and mime – I couldn’t stand doing it, it felt really alien! We never really stopped because we wanted to anyway; it was more that people just stopped asking us to play… and when we did, especially in the Nineties, and only five people would turn up or whatever, it just didn’t seem worth it.


“Then the Milton Keynes gig we did, that Stu [Pid, from Police Bastard] put on, actually seemed worth the effort. We really enjoyed it too, as musicians, because we were just totally ready for it, we’d rehearsed really hard… in the early days, every gig seemed like one big party, with everyone in it together, but as it went on, and people’s expectations grew, and the press were turning up to review us, it stopped being quite so much fun. But we always enjoyed ourselves, except when we started clocking up a big debt… so now we choose our gigs very carefully, making sure there’s going to be an audience there, and that we’re going to cover our expenses.”


Zillah has recently finished work on her long-awaited film, ‘She’s A Punk Rocker’; a movie as important as anything she’s ever worked on musically or lyrically for challenging stereotypes.


“I started it when I went to university, doing ‘communications, and audio and visual productions’, and in the last year there, we had to make a documentary, and I decided to do one about women in punk. It was only a ten-minute thing, but I got such a good reaction to it from the college and all the students, and because I knew so many other punk women, and no one had ever done anything like it before, I thought, ‘I’d better do this properly!’ No other punk documentaries touched on any of the underground bands, apart from maybe X-Ray Spex… it was always Blondie…


“At college it started off about the equality of women in punk, about it being a movement for both men and women; for the first time there was a youth movement that included women as equal to men, not just the girlfriends of the blokes in the band. Siouxsie Sioux is as important as any of the men that were there at the time, isn’t she? So it began as that, and I wanted to help other people understand what drew us to punk in the first place… I’ve got Poison Girls in there, X-Ray Spex, Gaye Advert… all the main bands that I thought were important… but it isn’t about the famous people at the end of the day, it’s just stories from people like Mad Mary, who was Poly Styrene’s bodyguard, from when they were hanging out with the Pistols… that’s stuff that people want to hear, ’cos it’s about Sid Vicious, but they were just friends at the time, they weren’t famous people… it’ll explain what it was like being a woman in punk. It’s all about the attitude… like Gaye Advert hasn’t been a punk for a long, long time, but she still has that certain attitude towards life. And if you’ve got that attitude, you can change the world, and that was what punk was about, and it did change a lot of things… no matter what everyone says.


“I always say I don’t need someone else to tell me how to think… however, I do think it’s a good idea to put your opinion out there; it’s right to try and influence people, as long as you’re sincere about what you’re saying. And that was where Crass were so successful, influencing so many people to change their lives for the better; punk became so much more interactive: you always had all the lyrics to the songs…


“It was Johnny Rotten that brought up ‘anarchy’ in the first place though, so it’s not like it was exclusively Crass, is it? But Crass did a great job of raising political awareness, because not everyone came from such a political family as I did. They also introduced this idea of punk as a lifestyle, not just a fashion or an attitude… and that’s when some people got a bit carried away, expecting everyone to go vegan and stop wearing woolly jumpers… some people did take it to extremes, but it definitely disseminated out into society as real change.


“My idea of anarchy wasn’t that I hated society and wanted to go to war with it, but more like, ‘Right, I’m a woman, but I’m not going to leave school, get married, have 2.4 children, get a mortgage and all that… I might want to do it later, but I’ll do it when and how it suits me. Not to fulfil what society feels is my role as a woman. And as a working class woman, when I took my GCSEs, I was the only girl to do that; no one got them, you weren’t even supposed to take them! It’s different now… back then just wearing straight trousers and an ear-ring made you a punk…”




SELECT DISCOGRAPHY


Cassettes:


‘Ballet Bag’ (self-released, 1980)


7”s:


‘Ballet Dance’ (Xntrix, 1982)


‘Artic Flowers’ (Ubiquitous, 1986)


12”s:


‘42 O F’ (Jungle, 1984)


‘Money Talks’ (Ubiquitous, 1985)


‘Artic Flowers’ (Ubiquitous, 1986)


LPs:


‘At Last, It’s Playtime’ (Ubiquitous, 1985)


‘If…’ (Ubiquitous, 1986)


‘Cocktail Mix’ (Ubiquitous, 1987)


‘Birthday Box’ (Ubiquitous, 1988) – double live LP ‘At The End Of The Rainbow’ (Brave, 1990)


At A Glance:


‘Greatest Trips’ (Brave, 1990) serves as a more than adequate overview of the band’s colourful career.





Despite being much-maligned by many as mere ‘Crass clones’ (quite possibly out of jealousy by others of the close relationship they enjoyed with their Epping mentors), DIRT have proven to be one of the most enduring and influential of the anarcho-punk bands, their simplistic rants lent an unique flavour by vocalist Deno’s banshee-like shriek. But although she was very much the public figurehead of the band, it was actually guitarist Gary who formed Dirt in 1980.


“Originally it was me and a girl called Mo,” he explains. “I used to go round the country watching bands, just to get out of London, and she was a friend of mine who had a car. At the time, I was playing guitar and wanted to get a band together; I’d written all these songs but had no band members! So, I started teaching Mo how to play guitar, and every Saturday morning we’d meet in London and have a jam. And we knew from the outset what we wanted to do, knew that we wanted a girl singer… I was very into female-fronted bands like Poison Girls, Penetration and X-Ray Spex… they held a fascination for me that none of the macho bands ever could…


“Punk appealed to me, the fact that anybody could do it,” he adds. “I already had a guitar, and had been practising in my bedroom playing Beatles songs and stuff, but then I started learning all these punk classics. I had a friend at school, and we used to buy records together, and he had a guitar as well, so we’d sit down and work all these songs out between us. And he had a cellar, so we’d go down there and jam, and from that point on, I knew I wanted to be in a proper band. Every time I went to see a band onstage, I’d be watching them, seeing what they did, checking out what was going on…


“And I bought so many records! I remember the Adverts’ single, ‘One Chord Wonders’, and it really confused me, ’cos I thought it was one chord all the way through; even though I played guitar, I could hear the chord changing and couldn’t understand the concept of it! I’d buy all these records just because they were on coloured vinyl and stuff, I was quite fanatical.


“Then I started seeing Crass logos everywhere. I think I stumbled upon the Poison Girls first of all, completely by accident; I saw them playing at some university or college, and there were no bouncers on the door… it wasn’t in the Marquee or the Music Machine. It was a very odd place for a gig, and it was kind of scary – and I liked it! It was different; there were all these people dishing out hand-outs, making their own stencils…”


After meeting Deno on the bus home one night (she was from Dagenham, Gary from Barking), the initial line-up of Dirt was completed by bassist Vomit (real name Vince) and drummer Fox (real name Phil), two brothers from Edmonton, who responded to an ad placed in the Sounds music paper, the latter turning up for the audition with his dad, Leo, who would provide invaluable assistance to the band.


“Yeah, Fox turned up, this guy with a mohican, with ‘a friend of his’ – who actually turned out to be his dad… although we didn’t know that at the time! He was a builder, a demolition guy, covered in tattoos, but just was not punk, and I couldn’t see what the connection was between them, this mohican and this builder… they never introduced each other as father or son, just by first names. Fox sat down and I showed him some of my lyrics, which he gave to Leo, who sat there in the corner looking at them… and, of course, my first reaction was, ‘Hang on, they’re stealing my lyrics!’ I was very paranoid at the time…


“Anyway, Fox started playing, and he got into the patterns real quick. I’d never played with a real drummer before, and he upped the tempos, so we got faster… at which point Mo couldn’t keep up. At the time we were listening to a lot of Six Minute War, and they were quite slow, and that was the kind of pace she was comfortable with. Mo went home, but I carried on with Fox, and we got faster and faster, and we did about five songs in the end.


“I had a van at that point, so afterwards, I drove Leo and Fox back to their house in Edmonton, and it turned out they lived together… but I just thought they were room mates, I didn’t find out for weeks that Leo was his dad. Anyway, we talked about the band and what I wanted to do, and Leo thought it all sounded good; I told him we were called Dirt [contrary to popular belief, the band name was inspired by how Gary perceived mainstream society to view the punk subculture, and wasn’t an abbreviation of ‘Death In Reality Today’; that ominous tagline came as an afterthought much later on] and that we already had a singer, who they’d meet next week. I said that we just needed a bass player… and Fox said, ‘I’ve got a friend who’s a bassist!’ Friend? It was his bloody brother, but he didn’t say ‘brother’, he said ‘friend’! And they brought him along to the next practise, and he was only fourteen. I was about twenty at the time, but Mo was twenty-eight, a lot older than the rest of us, and when Vomit came in, fourteen years old, again with a mohican, she felt very uncomfortable, couldn’t talk to them, and she quit that day, and we never saw her again.
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Dirt live in Wapping, January 1982, by Davin Storr.








“It was only when Deno was chatting to them one night that we found out they were brothers, and that Leo was their dad. It all seemed very strange at the time, but it just worked, and they were a very good rhythm section. And whatever money Leo made during the day on demolition sites, he would spend on equipment for the band… there was no food in their house, but he bought Vomit a bass stack. If they needed it, he’d go out and work to make sure that they had it, he was very supportive of them and the band. He even bought a lighting rig and would do our lights when we played.”


The void created by Mo’s departure was filled by another woman, Lou, completing the line-up that played the first Dirt show at the Africa Centre in Covent Gardens, June 6th, 1980… although the band actually played an impromptu set at the University Of East London a few days prior to their official live debut, when invited onstage by their friends, The Funeral Directors.


“None of their other support bands turned up,” recalls Gary, “And we all happened to be there in the crowd, so they asked us if we wanted to play. We got up and did a set, even though there was nobody there, but it was like a warm-up, which was good, because it helped us get used to setting gear up onstage, moving it all in close to the drum kit so we could hear everything.


“We even had our own banner… the vivisected skull one… although it actually had ‘GR’ on it,


because Fox and Vomit had started their own band Gutter Rats, which never got past two or three rehearsals, so we kept their banner and modified it, Leo adding the beams coming out of the eyes. He was very into Hawkwind and stuff, and it was just his own interpretation of a futuristic holocaust; he had all these visions going on, which to look at him, you’d never have guessed were there. On the outside he was a demolition man, but underneath he was an artist – a poet, a painter… a fantastic character, I still see him every couple of months. He’s in his sixties now, but still has a rehearsal studio in his back garden!”


“We turned up there the afternoon of the gig, dragging our equipment, and the old guy that ran the centre didn’t like the look of us,” laughs Gary, back on the subject of their first proper live appearance. “It was an African culture centre, and all these punks were turning up, but they’d had gigs before and when we got talking to him, we convinced him it would be alright… and then all these skinheads started turning up, by the busload.


“In Edmonton, where Fox and Vomit lived, was a big skinhead contingent, and of course, ’cos they were local, they’d given them all fliers, and they all turned up. The guy on the door at the African Centre locked himself in his office, the girl behind the bar left for the night, and we were told we had to do our own security! We hadn’t planned on that.


“Anyway, the PA turned up, but the guy took one look at the crowd, turned straight around and tried to drive off! Luckily someone blocked him in – there was heavy traffic – and we ran down the road and talked him into doing the gig; we had to pay him upfront and swear that we’d cover any damage done to his gear. But there was no trouble there whatsoever; all the skinheads knew Fox and Vomit, so they didn’t start anything, and although there was an unnerving atmosphere, it all went really well…”


After several other gigs with the likes of The Sinyx and The Eratics, and even one opening for the Last Resort (that resulted in the band being offered the support slot on Infa Riot’s UK tour, a seemingly unlikely alliance that unfortunately never went past the talking stages), Dirt quickly hooked up with Crass, and the rest, as they say, is history.


“Up until that point we were still very much our own band, thinking ‘We’re gonna do this, we’re gonna do that…’ But I’d already said to Deno that we ought to play with Crass as soon as we could, ’cos that was the direction I perceived we should go in, and they were already doing it, and I felt we ought to go along that same path.


“Anyway, something went down between Crass and [their then touring partners] Poison Girls, and they fell out, and I had a phone call off [Poison Girls vocalist] Vi, saying that they were going it alone, and they were looking for a band to tour with them. She’d never seen or heard us, but we’d played a few squat gigs, and people had been talking about us. So, I went to see her, and we talked about it, and she said they didn’t have anything coming up – one of the band members had just left…


“Then, when I got home, I had a phone call off Steve [Ignorant] saying, ‘We’ve just fell out with the Poison Girls, and we’ve got a tour coming up in four or five weeks time! We’ve heard about you guys, have you got something we could listen to?’ I told him that we’d done this demo but it was really crap, although I thought it would give him an idea of what we sounded like. He said, ‘Alright then, I’ll come and pick it up…’ I told him that we rehearsed every Wednesday in this church hall, St. Peters, up in Edmonton, and he said he’d bring some of the other Crass guys along to see us, and we could all talk about it.


“And our rehearsals, we always treated them like proper gigs – we’d set the drums up, then the amps around them, and Leo would even set the lights up, ’cos he was still learning how to do that. And Crass walked in on a Wednesday afternoon, and it was like a proper showcase for them! They laughed, until we told them that was what we did every week, that was how we rehearsed, because we wanted to see what was going to go wrong onstage before it actually happened… even down to having a spare guitar handy if a string broke. So, we were very professional for a punk band… we definitely had professional aims at least.


“Anyway, about six or seven of Crass turned up to watch us, and we just got on with it, played for about twenty minutes, and then we stopped and had a fag and a good chat. They liked what we were doing and asked us if we were up for a tour, told us they didn’t have all the dates finalised though and would ring us that weekend, and sure enough, Andy phoned us a few days later with ten shows we could play. They had their van, we had ours; they would pay for everything, sort us out with somewhere to stay and stuff. Most of the money they took on the door would be going to various benefits, so all the profit was already allocated elsewhere; the door price was only a pound, but we’d get petrol money every night, just no guarantee how much. But we didn’t care about money, so off we went.
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7"s:
‘Reality Asylum’ (Crass, 1980)
‘Bloody Revolutions’ (Crass/Xntrix, 1980) - split with Poison Girls
‘Nagasaki Nightmare’ (Crass, 1980)
‘Rival Tribal Rebel Revel’ (Crass, 1980) - first issued as a limited flexi-disc
‘Merry Crassmas’ (Crass, 1981)
‘How Does It Feel?’ (Crass, 1982)
‘Sheep Farming In The Falklands’ (Crass, 1983) - first issued as a limited flexi
‘Whodunnit?” (Crass, 1983)
‘You're Already Dead’ (Crass, 1984)

12”s:
“The Feeding Of The 5000° (Small Wonder, 1978)
“Ten Notes On A Summer’s Day’ (Crass, 1984)

LPs:
“Stations Of The Crass’ (Crass, 1980) - double LP
‘Penis Envy’ (Crass, 1981)
“‘Christ The Album’ (Crass, 1982) - double LP
“Yes Sir, | Will’ (Crass, 1983)
‘Acts Of Love’ (Crass, 1984)

At A Glance:

Anyone who has taken the trouble to buy this book and read this far needs to
own at least ‘The Feeding Of The 5000 and ‘Stations Of The Crass’, both of
which have been reissued on CD by Crass/Southern with full lyrics and artwork,
although it has to be said that the CD versions of these releases simply can’t do
justice to the original stunning gatefold posters that the band wrapped their
vinyl releases in. The ‘Best Before... 1984’ CD collects all the band’s timeless
singles onto one disc, complete with a thick booklet of lyrics and notes by
Penny Rimbaud, and is another essential purchase. Finally, the Pomona book
“Love Songs’ compiles all the band’s lyrical outpourings (that still work
surprisingly well as stand-alone pieces of poetry) in one highly recommended
volume, whilst Penny’s own book ‘Shibboleth’ is a must-read experience for
anyone intrigued to learn more about Crass.





OEBPS/9781901447385_cover_epub.jpg
THIZ DAY THIZ COUNTIRY DIED

IAN GL.ASPER






OEBPS/a002_1_online.jpg
THIZ DAY
THIEE COUNTRY DIED

IAN GLASPER

GHERRY

RED BOOKS





OEBPS/a044_1_online.jpg





OEBPS/a049_1_online.jpg





OEBPS/a008_1_online.jpg





OEBPS/a061_1_online.jpg





OEBPS/a018_1_online.jpg





OEBPS/a006_1_online.jpg





OEBPS/a020_1_online.jpg





OEBPS/a028_1_online.jpg





