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            viii‘The shadow that stood at the side of the road Always reminds me of you’

            Ian Curtis for Joy Division: ‘Komakino’ (1980)

         

      

   


   
      
         
ix
            Foreword

         

         The story of Factory Records has become so encrusted in myth that this book stands as a necessary corrective. Without any particular axe to grind, James Nice tracks the rise and fall of an extraordinary company with a forensic eye. The details pile up into a fascinating story of delusion, hubris and betrayal.

         Nobody could have thought, in late 1978 and early 1979, that Factory Records – then a hand-made business – would become the subject of three feature films and a dedicated global cult. Not even Tony Wilson in his most hyperventilated moments. But the main participants had an eye and an ear, and they had the band.

         This is where it all starts, with Joy Division. Where it ended, fourteen or so years later, was a completely different world. There were three main Factory phases: the early post-punk period; the mid-1980s electro and indie oscillation; and the final denouement in the death throes of Madchester.

         As a friend and early participant – and a late witness, watching the downfall as I was editing The Haçienda Must Be Built in early 1992 – I did not much like that last phase. I couldn’t see how There had got to Here. The Happy Mondays’ influence was baleful and there was more than a miasma of violence surrounding Factory and the Haçienda.

         The company, for that is what it was by then, had taken a wrong turn. But people have to do what they do, and Shadowplayers performs a great service by taking the personal and over-emotional element out of the equation and simply presenting the facts, which are sometimes obscure. This is particularly devastating at the book’s coda, where the full picture of mismanagement becomes clear.

         Factory’s legacy will always be tied to Joy Division. But it also began as an idealistic experiment that encompassed both artistic and business practice, and that – like Andy Warhol’s famous studio – created an environment where things happened and people realized their potential. Remember the shadow players this way.

         
             

         

         Jon Savage, 2010

      

   


   
      
         
            xFor me personally it is an experiment in art. It has to do with art theory. For Rob Gretton, it’s to give people alternatives. For Alan Erasmus, it’s to keep from getting bored. We all have our motives.

            Anthony H. Wilson

            The only alternative to the spectacle becomes the spectacle of the alternative. Discuss.

            Factory Newsletter #1

            All the trappings of so-called intellectualism, which more often than not is a combination of highbrow flapdoodle and free fornication.

            J. F. C. Fuller, Decisive Battles of the Western World

            Improvement makes straight roads; but the crooked roads without improvement are roads of genius.

            William Blake
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            Introduction

         

         In late 2006 Anthony Howard Wilson, flamboyant media personality and principal founder of Factory Records, was diagnosed with renal cancer. Prompt surgical intervention saw the removal of a kidney in January 2007, yet his cancer progressed. Sutent, an inhibitor newly available at that time, offered a lifeline, promising to double life expectancy for patients fortunate enough to receive it – but there was a catch, since the wonder drug cost £3,500 a month. Asked to confirm his prognosis without it, Wilson was distressingly honest: ‘I think it’s called death.’

         Despite selling millions of albums by Joy Division, New Order and Happy Mondays through Factory, Tony Wilson had made little if any money from the music industry. Indeed, he owned no substantial assets beyond a chic loft apartment on Little Peter Street in Manchester, situated two corners from the site of the iconic Haçienda nightclub, opened by Factory in 1982, and a major factor in the collapse of the company a decade later. Unfortunately the M15 postcode cast Wilson into a cruel and arbitrary lottery. While patients undergoing treatment alongside him at the Christie Hospital who lived just a few miles away in Cheshire received Sutent free of charge, Wilson was denied NHS funding. ‘This is my only real option,’ he told the BBC in July. ‘It is not a cure but can hold the cancer back, so I will probably be on it until I die. When they said I would have to pay £3,500 for the drugs each month, I thought where am I going to find the money? I’m the one person in this industry who famously has never made any money. I used to say some people make money and some make history – which is very funny until you find you can’t afford to keep yourself alive.’

         The friends and colleagues who rallied round to meet the cost of treating Wilson included New Order, Happy Mondays singer Shaun Ryder, sometime Mondays managers Nathan McGough and Elliot Rashman, Factory Benelux director Michel Duval, lawyer Stephen Lea, and fellow broadcasters Richard Madeley and Judy Finnegan. Wilson managed a final trip to his beloved New York in June, but gave up presenting on The Politics Show 2for BBC1 the following month and entered hospital shortly afterwards. The throng of visitors to the Little Peter Street loft and at the Christie over the next few weeks included Factory art director Peter Saville, musicians such as Vini Reilly, Stephen Morris, Gillian Gilbert and Bruce Mitchell, as well as his children, Oliver and Isabel. Yvette Livesey, his partner of seventeen years, seldom left his side. All were painfully aware that Wilson was unlikely to survive, itself a mortal reminder of the appalling fact that he would be the third of the five founding Factory directors to die far too young. Visionary record producer Martin Hannett had passed away in 1991, followed eight years later by Rob Gretton, the charismatic manager of Joy Division and New Order. Both suffered heart attacks aged just forty-two and forty-six respectively.

         Wilson also received regular visits from Alan Erasmus, the friend and business partner he described as the spiritual heart of Factory. Despite founding the label together in 1978, and going on to conduct a unique but dysfunctional laboratory experiment in popular culture, the pair had been estranged for fourteen years, after Factory collapsed in spectacular fashion in 1992 with debts estimated at £3.5 million. ‘I was so angry about Factory generally,’ says Erasmus. ‘We’d constructed this beautiful vehicle, and it was wasted. Power and money change things. A lot of it had to do with ego and over-inflated self-esteem, inequality too, so there was a long period in which Tony and I were locked in what I’d call a very difficult business relationship. When Factory collapsed I parted company from Tony almost as a show of strength – you will not retain me as a friend. Then years later I walked into a shop and noticed a newspaper headline, something like “Pop Guru Cancer Scare”, with a picture of Tony. I skimmed over the article and he seemed to be all right, but soon after that I ran into Hilary, his second wife, and she told me the cancer was terminal.

         ‘Hilary said Tony wanted to see me, and I thought it was time to have a talk. I took some bagels and a newspaper round to his apartment on Little Peter Street on a Sunday morning. Tony answered the door, looking very frail in a dressing gown – and with a beard, which amazed me. We hugged very, very fondly, and had a fucking great conversation. It was a bit like a long corridor with lots of doors. I had the keys to some, Tony had others. Over the next few months we unlocked a lot of these doors and picked out memories.’ 3

         Peter Saville, the third founding partner at Factory, had also gone through a period of estrangement from Wilson following the release in 1990 of ‘World in Motion’, New Order’s only #1 single. ‘There was a falling-out over t-shirts and merchandising,’ sighs Saville, ‘and then consequently the collapse of it all. I was quite upset by what happened, because Tony behaved quite viciously towards me, in a way that he never had before. We’d fallen out, and he’d shouted at me, but the “World in Motion” thing became quite vindictive and rough, which surprised me. So for several years we didn’t really speak. I became a partner at Pentagram, then went off to America, put Factory behind me and moved on. It was only in the late 1990s, when I was re-established in London, that we got past the sharp and hurtful elements of all that. When Tony came to London he’d drop in or call me, and we’d go and eat, and find ourselves in the Groucho club at midnight. And it was at that point we realized that we liked each other, because there was no business happening.

         ‘We didn’t actually do any creative work together again until the spring of 2007, the year he died. We would see each other because we actually wanted to. It was purely aesthetic. With all of Factory behind us, we both noticed we were friends. I think we’d missed that in the 1980s. We were too caught up in what we were doing, there were too many tensions, him having to shout at me, chasing late designs. But during those last few years I think I was perhaps Tony’s best male friend.’

         Despite the best efforts of medical professionals and personal friends, Sutent failed to keep Wilson alive, and he died on the evening of 10 August, following a heart attack, aged just fifty-seven. His funeral was held at St Mary’s Roman Catholic Church, also known as the Hidden Gem, in the centre of the city he had tirelessly promoted over four decades. Hundreds of mourners attended. Having designed the invitation, Peter Saville read a touching eulogy, while the pallbearers included Alan Erasmus and Wilson’s son, Oliver. The poignant music selection included ‘Sketch for Summer’ by The Durutti Column, ‘Ceremony’ by New Order and ‘Bob’s Yer Uncle’ by Happy Mondays. Designed by Saville and Ben Kelly, the black granite headstone later erected at Manchester’s Southern Cemetery described Wilson as a broadcaster and cultural catalyst. His role as a farceur was more implicit, the Factory founder having made droll pre-mortem arrangements for the label’s quixotic system of catalogue numbers (‘Fac’ for singles, ‘Fact’ for albums) to include his own coffin: Fac 501. 4

         The numbered casket ends the story of Factory Records – post-punk Bauhaus, Manchester crucible, dialectical toyshop and Tony Wilson’s war. Now revised and updated, Shadowplayers traces the inspirational rise and astonishing fall of the maverick autonomous collective that remains the most culturally sophisticated label in the history of recorded sound.

         
             

         

         James Nice, 2025
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            Boredom

         

      

   


   
      
         
            6Our agent wanted to become a record producer.

            Buzzcocks

            I wanted to be an actor.

            Tony Wilson

            Tony Wilson was brilliant. Unfortunately there was no other word for him.

            Clive James
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         ‘In late 1975 nothing, absolutely nothing, was happening,’ insisted an emphatic Tony Wilson, glancing back over three tumultuous decades. ‘We were in that great dead period one gets at the end of a culture. First of all, you watched all your heroes from the sixties grow fat, limp and pointless. How many bad Van Morrison albums did you buy before you finally stopped? And the people who were happening were this pompous, sententious crap. People forget how bad it all was. Two words: Rick Wakeman.’

         All this would change in June 1976, when a landmark performance by the Sex Pistols at the Lesser Free Trade Hall inspired Manchester to become Britain’s second city of punk after London. Yet Tony Wilson was not among the earliest pioneers. True, the foundation of Factory Records two years later owed much to the cultural renaissance sparked by the Pistols, just as Factory itself would in turn perpetuate a unique creative continuum that ranged from Anthony Burgess to The Bee Gees, the Hallé Orchestra to The Hollies, and Alan Turing to 10cc. Far more than any rising media stars at Granada Television, however, the protagonists who would transform the cultural landscape of the city in 1976 were two students from the mundane hinterland of Bolton Institute of Technology: Howard Trafford and Peter McNeish.

         In February 1976 Trafford and McNeish were studying for their respective degrees in humanities and electronics. Devotees of The Stooges, Velvet Underground, David Bowie, Brian Eno and Krautrock, the pair had been struggling to form a band for several months, but lacked an imperative, and an outlet. Despite being younger than Trafford by three years, affable guitarist McNeish was the more experienced musician, having hired halls for his grammar-school band, Jets of Air, and on occasion even managing to turn a profit. ‘We had in our mind what music we wanted to do,’ he maintains. ‘It was The Stooges, wasn’t it? We wanted people to say it was rubbish and walk away.’

         Cerebral and inquisitive, Howard Trafford found himself intrigued by a New Musical Express review of a novel young band from London called the Sex Pistols, whose live set included a Stooges cover, and who claimed to 8be more into chaos than music. By happy coincidence Trafford had use of a car over the weekend of 20–21 February, and decided to drive south with McNeish to investigate. A call to the NME office established that Pistols manager Malcolm McLaren owned an outré boutique called Sex on the King’s Road in Chelsea. Arriving just as McLaren and his assistant, Jordan, closed up, the visiting pair learned the Pistols were due to perform twice over the weekend, opening for Screaming Lord Sutch at High Wycombe on Saturday, then playing in Welwyn Garden City the following night.

         Trafford and McNeish attended both shows with Richard Boon, a schoolfriend of Trafford’s now in the final year of a Fine Art degree at Reading University. ‘We didn’t know what the Sex Pistols would be like,’ recalls Trafford. ‘It was probably halfway through that we found a plot. I wouldn’t say they felt quite dangerous but there was something about them, particularly John Lydon. I’d not seen anyone like him in a band before and the fragments of words that came through sounded intriguing. The aggro of it was interesting. At that first gig, John got into a bit of a tussle with somebody in the audience and kept singing under a small pile of people. That was sort of what one had been looking for for quite a while. Suddenly there was a direction, something I passionately wanted to be involved in. We immediately changed our look. I started hennaing my hair, ordered some blue striped jeans and had them taken in.’

         ‘The Sex Pistols stood out like a sore thumb,’ agrees McNeish. ‘That was what made them exciting. They were also funny as well. It was the opposite of what you expected from a gig. It wasn’t about how good they could play, but how good they were. We saw them doing it and we thought, well, if they can do it, we can do it. Howard and I decided we would make it happen, rather than just writing songs and not do anything.’

         A critique of television series Rock Follies (‘It’s the buzz, cock!’) printed in listings magazine Time Out gifted the still theoretical band an arresting name, Buzzcocks, in which Trafford would become charismatic singer Howard Devoto, while McNeish waxed poetic as Pete Shelley. Impressed by their enthusiasm, McLaren asked the pair if they could arrange a gig for the Pistols in Manchester, a key proviso being that the venue was not a pub, permitting free entry to all and sundry. Bolton Institute of Technology passed on the idea, as did the Commercial Hotel in outlying Stalybridge. Fortunately Devoto and Shelley discovered that they could book the Lesser Free Trade Hall in Manchester for just £32. Situated upstairs from 9the much larger Free Trade Hall, the venue was small, seated and salubrious, yet sufficiently unorthodox, and city central. The Sex Pistols date was set for 4 June 1976. McLaren posted a cheque to cover the cost of the booking, and Devoto and Shelley typed up tickets by hand, as well as producing A3 posters and leaflets, and running a preview in the highbrow New Manchester Review, for which Devoto compiled gig listings. These advertised Buzzcocks as support, although on the night the new group were not yet ready to play.

         Devoto also posted a Sex Pistols demo cassette to an urbane, modish journalist at Granada Television named Tony Wilson. Born into a middle-class Catholic family in Salford on 20 February 1950, Anthony Howard Wilson was the son of an unemployed actor turned shopkeeper, Sydney, who was also keen on amateur dramatics, and discreetly gay. After attending De la Salle Grammar School, Tony Wilson spent three years at Jesus College, Cambridge, editing the university’s Shilling Paper and discovering both drugs and Situationism, but earning only a modest 2:2 grading for his English degree, a result that ‘distressed him until the end of time’. Cambridge contemporary Paul Sieveking would recall Wilson as being ‘very enthusiastic for causes, but a bit naïve’. Although he nursed ambitions to become an actor, while at Cambridge Wilson realized his thespian abilities were limited, and unwilling to become a teacher, settled on a career in broadcast journalism instead. ‘As a television presenter,’ he later acknowledged, ‘I am still a performer.’

         Wilson trained as a scriptwriter and junior news reporter with ITN in London, before returning to Manchester in 1973 to join Granada as a reporter and presenter. ‘I thought that to short-circuit the process I would go to a regional ITV company on a local magazine show for two years, learn my trade on the road, and come back as a fully trained reporter. And I got stuck.’ He duly appeared on several programmes, notably Granada Reports and What’s On, both early-evening news and magazine strands, on which he stood out as smart, witty and flamboyant, becoming a minor household name across the north-west and allegedly receiving 200 fan letters a week. This led to talk of joining Nationwide and the BBC, although ultimately this ambition went unrealized, and Tony Wilson remained in Manchester, a large fish in a small pool.

         In June 1976 Wilson was gearing up to anchor the first series of a new late-night music and arts show, So It Goes. His own tastes were unexceptional, 10ranging from ‘Austin, Texas, country music’ to Bruce Springsteen. ‘The years 1973 to 1975 were unbelievably awful,’ he claimed later. ‘So It Goes was regarded as a comedy show at first, because there was nothing else to do but have a few laughs.’ At the same time, Wilson cheerfully admitted to ‘no knowledge of the Ramones, no backward knowledge of the New York Dolls. I wasn’t even really aware of Iggy. My own particular introduction to the fact that the world might be changing was when a friend gave me a copy of Horses by Patti Smith.’ Despite having no interest at all in British music, Wilson was intrigued by the music on the three-song Sex Pistols demo posted by Howard Devoto, and duly marked 4 June in his diary. ‘I used to wonder what made one choose bands,’ he mused later. ‘Doing English at Cambridge, I’d been brought up as a literary critic, and when you go and see a band it’s like doing the practical criticism exam when you’re given sixteen pieces of prose or poetry, and you have to choose four and say when they date from and whether you think they’re good or bad.’

         Lacking a regular bassist and a drummer, Buzzcocks were unable to perform at the Lesser Free Trade Hall on 4 June, and instead drafted in a local heavy rock group called Solstice to open for the visiting Pistols. Most of those present number the audience at around forty, though Devoto pegs the figure at closer to 100. As for Devoto and Shelley at High Wycombe in February, the effect of seeing the Sex Pistols onstage proved to be a Damascene moment for many of those who were there, even if debate over precisely who attended the event remains vexed, and would later justify a book and documentary by David Nolan, aptly titled I Swear I Was There. Future musicians present in the room included Mark E. Smith (of The Fall), Bernard Sumner and Peter Hook (Joy Division), and Steven Morrissey (The Smiths), then a New York Dolls obsessive, who afterwards sent an ambivalent ‘epistle’ to NME describing ‘discordant music’ by ‘bumptious Pistols in jumble sale attire’. Others included Steve Diggle, soon to join Buzzcocks on bass, fanzine editor Paul Morley, photographer Kevin Cummins, Eddie Garrity (soon to become Ed Banger) and Alan Hempsall, a progressive-rock fan later in Crispy Ambulance.

         With an eye to history, Wilson employed suitably momentous language in reporting the impact of the Pistols at the Lesser Free Trade Hall. ‘This blur of noise, it was fucking loud, and the snarling vocal emotion gave no clue to what it was, other than it was something unutterably special. There were only forty-two people in the audience but they were all dazed, 11in shock and absorbing the energy on which they were all starting to feed. These forty-odd strangers, gathered by chance and chat, knew their world would never be the same again.’ Wilson also claimed that he only really began to understand when the group covered ‘Stepping Stone’, a hit for The Monkees in 1966. ‘In hearing the Pistols violently murder and then resurrect this simple pop classic, all was made clear as all was destroyed. Only in hearing the old was the new revealed. A past obliterated and No Future.’

         Despite the modest audience draw, the Pistols would return to the Lesser Free Trade Hall six weeks later. Before then, bookish radical Richard Boon arranged a low-key gig in the painting studio at Reading University, while Wilson caught the band again at Walthamstow Assembly Hall in London on 17 June, a bill shared with Kilburn and the High Roads and The Stranglers. Wilson and Granada researcher Malcolm Clarke then lobbied sceptical producer Chris Pye to book the Pistols for So It Goes, the first series of which debuted on 3 July and featured appearances by Kevin Ayers, Marianne Faithfull, Mott the Hoople, Kiss, Soft Machine and Mancunian satirists Alberto Y Lost Trios Paranoias, as well as more modern sounds from Eddie and the Hot Rods, Graham Parker, Be Bop Deluxe and Patti Smith. Despite their growing media notoriety, however, Pye initially resisted putting the Pistols on screen, relenting only in time to book the group for the final edition at the close of August. Before then, the Pistols had returned to the Lesser Free Trade Hall on 20 July, where they were supported by a now-functional Buzzcocks, as well as Slaughter and the Dogs, an opportunist street-glam act from Wythenshawe intent on hitching a ride on the coat-tails of punk.

         ‘I thought Buzzcocks were wonderful,’ offers Pistols bassist Glen Matlock, favourably impressed by a febrile, sardonic and very British sound which positioned the new Manchester group on punk’s artful, more reflective wing. ‘In fact, I preferred them to The Clash at that stage because The Clash, it seemed to me, were trying to do the same as we were doing, only not as well. Whereas Buzzcocks were doing something entirely different, with a totally different attitude. There was something funny about them. They were provincial and very sweet, although I’m sure they’d hate me for saying that.’

         With consummate serendipity, when Wilson called Malcolm McLaren’s office at Dryden Chambers to book So It Goes the phone was answered by Ben Kelly, one of the designers hired to restyle the infamous Sex boutique, 12and later to become a key player in the Factory story. Kelly passed on the message, and on 28 August the Pistols travelled up to the Granada studios in Manchester to record a live rendition of ‘Anarchy in the UK’, then still a relatively new song. Although at the time this landmark broadcast had little impact outside the Granada and Yorkshire regions, the footage would go on to become one of the most iconic music clips in British television history. ‘So It Goes was our first TV appearance,’ explains Matlock. ‘Originally they had just invited John, wanting him to do a solo interview. But John was a bit funny about it, not wanting to do things by himself. We were on the show with Clive James, who wasn’t nearly so well known then. After I’d called Tony Wilson a cunt – snottiness had become a big part of being a Sex Pistol – James got up and joined in. With his real gift of the gab he tried to pick an argument with John. And John made mincemeat of him. John kept saying, “So what?” And there’s no answer to that.’

         Critic and broadcaster Clive James contributed a regular slot on So It Goes, where the half-hour format found room for reviews and humour as well as music. While he professed to find the Sex Pistols loathsome, James rated Wilson highly as a broadcaster, assessing his talent with pinpoint precision. ‘Tony Wilson was brilliant. Unfortunately there was no other word for him. Handsome, voluble, original and erratic, he was a local hero who would have been made a national figure by television if the mass audience had been as clever and well informed as he was. But it couldn’t be; and if it had been, he wouldn’t have been remarkable. Tony Wilson’s whole persona depended on his being perceived as more brilliant than anybody else; and brilliance, like virtuosity, has only a limited appeal for the audience … Wilson’s other aberration, apart from the one by which he thought that the punters would cry out with delighted recognition at quotations from W. B. Yeats, was his faith in the romantic magic of Manchester. I don’t think his faith ever died.’

         In an impassioned letter to McLaren, Wilson instead invoked John Keats, in so doing confusing the Romantic poet with his contemporary, Samuel Taylor Coleridge. ‘Keats had this thing about the artist being a fairly irrelevant tool, just like this typewriter, and he compared it to an Aeolian harp, a Greek stringed instrument that was played by the action of the wind blowing over it. For wind read mass consciousness, the audience, the Zeitgeist or whatever.’ Unconvinced by these scrambled scholastics, McLaren spurned an invitation to film a So It Goes special entirely devoted to the Pistols. 13

         Not every critic found Wilson so delightful as James. Lampooning the programme as So It Went, the sceptical New Manchester Review carped at his ‘lifeless hair which refused to stay in one place’, while NME writer Mick Farren was sufficiently irked to demand: ‘This Wilson – where did they find him? I must confess, he got right up my nose.’ Never short on ego – or choice expletives – Wilson took these knocks in his stride. ‘Unfortunately on television I come over a bit arrogant, or at least I have done in the last few months. If this show works, then what happens afterwards is extremely difficult. What you’ve become is a junkie’s Melvyn Bragg, a sub-Mike Parkinson figure. That’s if the show works well. If not, I’ll stay on television. Perhaps I’ll become a director. I hope. Well, if Granada have fucked my career, I think they owe it to me. They’ll probably tell me to fuck off.’

         Howard Devoto and Pete Shelley attended the Pistols’ recording at Granada, after which McLaren offered Buzzcocks a couple of key bookings in London. On 29 August 1976 the group played at the Screen on the Green cinema in Islington together with the Pistols and The Clash, and the following month returned to the capital to perform on the second night of the infamous 100 Club punk festival. Having signed with major label EMI, the Sex Pistols released debut single ‘Anarchy in the UK’ at the end of November, and prepared to embark on a national tour, accompanied by The Damned, The Heartbreakers and The Clash. Famously, on 1 December the group and their entourage swore at Bill Grundy on Thames Television programme Today, resulting in a media-fuelled moral panic and the ruination of the Anarchy tour. One of the few dates not banned or cancelled by zealous local authorities took place in Manchester on 9 December at the Electric Circus, a heavy- and progressive-rock venue in rundown Collyhurst. Here Buzzcocks were added to the advertised bill, The Damned having been dropped after agreeing to audition for a council committee in Derby. The beleaguered package returned to the Electric Circus ten days later, on 19 December, after being cancelled in Guildford. ‘After the show I set off to find them,’ remembered Wilson. ‘I found out they were staying at the Rosa Hotel in Didsbury, but when I got within fifty yards of the place, there was a ring of police cars with their lights flashing. The Pistols were being hounded around the country.’

         Having recorded a rough demo tape in October, Buzzcocks now took the radical decision to self-release their own record. By now Richard Boon had moved up to Manchester from Reading and was managing the group. 14‘It was on the Anarchy tour in Manchester in December, and McLaren was telling me to get my finger out concerning the labels, how he for the Pistols was getting together with EMI and how The Clash’s manager was talking to Polydor. But after the gig the band talked it over and we all felt that it was not what we wanted to do, that we weren’t really prepared to sign for a major label, but we thought it would be worth putting out a record. So it was just a matter of phone calls and borrowing money. Really the determining factor at the time was that we had a bunch of songs that we liked, and that we thought other people might like too. It was fun, and it was exciting.’

         ‘We had to learn it ourselves,’ adds Devoto. ‘Piece it together. Where could you get records pressed, how do you go about doing it, have you really got to settle for those injection-moulded ones where you didn’t get a proper stick-on label?’ Buzzcocks chose to christen their new label venture New Hormones. ‘By then, Stiff Records had started,’ Devoto continues. ‘I did have a word with Dave Robinson when we were trying to pull that together, to see whether he had any helpful advice. I don’t recall him having any helpful advice whatsoever.’

         On 28 December 1976 Buzzcocks recorded their seminal EP Spiral Scratch as part of a budget £500 package deal at Indigo, a sixteen-track studio housed in a cellar on Gartside Street. Taped as-live, replete with ‘good’ distortion, the finished vinyl artefact appeared four short weeks later, bearing the catalogue number ORG 1. As well as being only the third punk record to reach the buying public (after ‘New Rose’ by The Damned and ‘Anarchy’ by the Pistols), Spiral Scratch was the first independent, do-it-yourself release to emerge from the domestic new wave. Musically, too, the four-song, 7-inch EP was unique: fast, raw and acerbic, yet plainly more artsy and sophisticated than most of their punk counterparts in London. The undoubted highlight was ‘Boredom’, two minutes and fifty-two seconds of nihilistic ennui expressed through Devoto’s arch lyrics, coupled with a dumb–smart three-note guitar solo courtesy of Shelley. On 3 February John Peel aired Buzzcocks on Radio One, and over the next six months sales of Spiral Scratch reached an astonishing 16,000, this without the benefit of any organized distribution network. ‘At the time we were just worried whether we were going to sell 700, and be able to pay back the money we’d borrowed,’ admits Boon. ‘Also there was a bit of, regardless of whether it sells or not, we’ve made an illustrative move. It was a pointer, 15a gesture. People saw it happen. Putting the cheap Polaroid picture on the front cover was in a way a tactical move, showing you could do it cheap. It felt like it might be inspirational. Its success was a real shock.’

         Some of the credit belonged to the EP’s tyro producer, Martin ‘Zero’ Hannett. Born in north Manchester on 31 May 1948, Hannett displayed an early and almost autistic interest in science and maths, but became distracted by music, and as a result obtained a ‘crummy’ chemistry degree from Manchester Polytechnic in 1970. As a punter, Hannett caught The Beatles, Stones and Yardbirds, as well as the Pink Floyd gig at Manchester College of Commerce preserved on Ummagumma, and while still at the Poly he booked bands for the social committee. Hannett then took a job as a lab technician, but in 1973 joined Music Force, a co-operative agency working from ramshackle offices on Oxford Road, where his colleagues included Tosh Ryan and Lawrence Beedle, the trio later becoming partners in Rabid Records. Music Force booked gigs at pubs and local venues such as the Band on the Wall and Rafters, arranged PA hire, and operated a lucrative fly-posting business. Hannett mixed sound, and also played bass in a Zappa-esque group called Greasy Bear, even enduring a week in cabaret behind curvaceous comedienne Faith Brown. More promising were commissions to produce an album for Belt and Braces Roadshow and soundtrack music for a cartoon, All Kinds of Heroes, on which he worked with long-term collaborator Steve Hopkins, an accomplished keyboards player who had dropped out of a theoretical physics degree.

         A portfolio worker, late in 1976 Hannett also began writing occasional articles for the New Manchester Review, contributing a piece on the harmful effects of loud music at concerts (‘the human ear, like any other piece of biological engineering, has limits in operation’) and an appreciation of an early Buzzcocks gig booked through Music Force. ‘Plugging in the remains of an electric guitar, Pete Shelley proceeds to explore the sounds of guitar-vomiting once beloved by Jeff Beck. His cheap equipment shudders under the impact and the man on the mixer retires to the foyer to look over Linda. She certainly does look good enough to eat. Howard Devoto slides onstage. He looks like the witness no one wants to call. And as he spins around the stage, between delivering little staccato bursts of lyrics, he seems to be one small step away from something he can’t quite handle.’

         The delectable ‘Linda’ eyed appreciatively by Hannett was Linda Mulvey, soon better known as Linder, an illustration student at Manchester 16Polytechnic, and lately the girlfriend of Howard Devoto. For Buzzcocks, ‘Zero’ Hannett seemed an obvious choice for producer, despite his vaguely hippyish demeanour. ‘Martin was the only person we knew in Manchester that was known as, or called themselves, a producer,’ says Devoto. ‘We thought we sounded quite good, given how quickly we did it.’

         ‘Our agent wanted to become a record producer,’ confirms Shelley, ‘so he called himself Martin Zero instead of Martin Hannett. We believed him – we were just as gullible as everybody else. He thought he could get some down-time at a studio, and because of that it wasn’t going to cost us anything. But all that fell through, so then we started researching. We found we could get a thousand copies done for five hundred quid.’ For all its cultural merits, Spiral Scratch hardly qualifies as sonic architecture. Time was short, and Hannett appeared to confuse the fader with the monitor control, thus obliging the in-house engineer to intervene. Technical gaffes aside, however, Zero remained proud of his first vinyl record. ‘It wasn’t even idiomatic when it came out. It was very raw and straightforward, it was a document. When you play it loud it sounds exactly as if you’re right in front of the stage at one of their gigs … I was trying to do things, and the engineer was turning them off when I looked around. Obviously I thought there was more, but there wasn’t time to do it with Spiral Scratch.’

         Astonishingly, Devoto quit Buzzcocks even as the EP appeared, deeming the new-wave movement already ‘old hat’ and electing to return to Bolton Institute to complete his humanities degree. While some fancied the detached singer had lost his senses, Devoto already nursed higher ambitions. ‘At the time all we had been doing was concerts, and you know how awful the sound is at concerts. It seemed to me that Buzzcocks were becoming just another punk band of the time.’ Having resigned in February, Devoto continued to work with Boon on managing Buzzcocks and running New Hormones, and took tentative steps towards forming a new group of his own after meeting guitarist John McGeoch. With Shelley on vocals, the new-look Buzzcocks played their first gig at Harlesden Coliseum on 11 March, then contributed two tracks to the Live at the Roxy WC2 compilation on EMI, and plotted a second EP for New Hormones, to be called Love Bites and featuring ‘Orgasm Addict’. However, an ultimatum from the father of drummer John Maher soon put paid to ORG 2. With a job lined up as an insurance clerk, Maher could remain with Buzzcocks only if the band provided him a regular income. Fortunately firm offers had 17been tabled by several major labels following their slot on The Clash’s White Riot tour in May, and Buzzcocks opted for United Artists, signing in the bar of the Electric Circus on 16 August, the very same day that Elvis Presley died. Sealed with an advance of £75,000, the UA deal required a shift in Boon’s priorities, with the result that pioneering imprint New Hormones was temporarily shuttered. ‘After we put out Spiral Scratch we started getting tapes from people like Cabaret Voltaire and Gang of Four,’ Boon laments. ‘But we weren’t in a position to do anything other than offer support slots. There was a governing policy behind Buzzcocks’ dates that they would try to galvanize something. Hype a scene before there was one.’

         With and without Devoto, early Buzzcocks represented a shining beacon for provincial punks across Britain. ‘By the time of the Anarchy tour there were punks everywhere,’ says bassist turned guitarist Steve Diggle. ‘Because we were from the provinces it made people aware things were happening outside London. It was about Manchester. Later bands came from Liverpool, Sheffield – scenes started everywhere. In every town where there was a run-down club, there would be a punk rock scene. For years before you never saw that. It was barren then, the world was black and white.’ In Manchester, the scene received a fillip at the end of April 1977, when the Electric Circus began to operate as a regular punk venue. Since the Pistols dates in December, sporadic shows at the Circus featuring Buzzcocks, Chelsea and Slaughter and the Dogs had been sparsely attended. However, after The Clash filled the venue on 8 May, bookers Alan Robinson and Graham Brooks began running weekly punk and new-wave nights on Sundays, soon extended to Saturdays also. Visiting artists included Wayne County, the Ramones, Talking Heads, The Jam, 999, The Stranglers, The Adverts, Slits, The Boys, Ultravox, the Models, Rezillos, and Siouxsie and the Banshees. The resident DJ was computer analyst and music head Steve Solamar, whose large record collection ran to reggae, Nuggets and The Stooges, and who dutifully spun Spiral Scratch each and every Sunday night.

         Fascinated by the developing punk movement, Tony Wilson became a regular at the rough-and-ready Circus, his enthusiasm undimmed even by the venue’s famously appalling toilets. Later, he would observe that the Circus deserved the same degree of historical reverence afforded to the Twisted Wheel, the defunct but legendary Northern Soul venue off Deansgate. That said, Wilson’s interest was professional as well as personal. ‘I put Buzzcocks 18and Slaughter and the Dogs on What’s On through the autumn of ’76 and spring ’77, but I was told I had a new series of So It Goes in autumn ’77. I would wake up every night that summer in a sweat, worried that someone else was going to beat us to it.’

         As well as visiting bands, the Electric Circus also offered a platform for local acts, including The Slugs, The Worst, V2, The Panik, The Negatives, John the Postman and The Distractions. The venue also hosted the first live performance by yet another new Manchester band, Warsaw, who opened for Buzzcocks and Penetration on 29 May. Monikered in homage to the sombre instrumental which opened landmark David Bowie album Low, Warsaw featured boyish guitarist Bernard Sumner, a complex, mercurial personality whose given surnames also included Dicken and Albrecht, along with bullish, no-nonsense bass player Peter Hook. Both born in 1956, the pair had met at Salford Grammar School and attended the first Sex Pistols gig at the Lesser Free Trade Hall in June 1976. This ‘absolutely bizarre’ event inspired Hook to buy a bass guitar for £35 and seek a life beyond his day job as a clerk at Manchester Town Hall. For Sumner, then a junior at animation company Cosgrove Hall, creative realization had dawned a decade earlier. ‘When I was ten I had a Huckleberry Hound annual. And there was this story where Huckleberry had this really boring job – a postman or something – and he kept on having to do all these really boring post jobs until one day he got this job flying parcels over a shark-infested sea – and one engine on the plane was permanently broken. And that’s when it dawned on me – that could happen to me. I could be swallowed up by the rat race. And that was the first time I realized that adults may not be right, and what your teachers told you in school may not be right. You never assume that everyone in your street could be wrong. But I did. And I was right. Damn right.’

         At the second Pistols gig at the Lesser Free Trade Hall on 20 July, Sumner and Hook became acquainted with an aspiring singer named Ian Curtis. Six months younger, and a native of Macclesfield, Curtis had won a scholarship to the prestigious King’s School, but did not excel academically and dropped out from his A-level studies, afterwards becoming a civil servant. In 1975 he married childhood sweetheart Deborah Woodruff, who accompanied her husband to the Pistols gig a year later. ‘Seeing the Sex Pistols was confirmation that there was something out there for him other than a career in the civil service,’ she wrote later. ‘Their musical ability was dubious 19that night, which reaffirmed Ian’s belief that anyone could become a rock star.’ In truth Ian Curtis was a paradoxical figure, a Conservative voter with bohemian tastes in music and literature, outwardly mild-mannered, yet who impressed Sumner and Hook with a donkey jacket bearing the word ‘HATE’ on the back and a desire to make ‘extreme music’. The following month, the young married couple hitch-hiked across France to attend a disappointing ‘punk’ festival at Mont de Marsan, and by the end of the year Curtis had joined Sumner and Hook in Warsaw, with short-stay drummer Tony Tabac completing the line-up. Warsaw’s gene pool of influences blended Iggy and the Stooges, Bowie, The Doors and The Velvet Underground, yet by May 1977 the band were still gauche outsiders with little, if any, discernible talent. Perhaps more noteworthy was the live debut of The Fall, who performed a brief set on 23 May in the North West Arts Basement, then home to the Manchester Musicians’ Collective. Formed and dominated by irascible shipping clerk Mark E. Smith, The Fall were noticed early by Richard Boon, and by the summer of 1977 were regularly supporting Buzzcocks in London and elsewhere.

         Four months after the release of Spiral Scratch, Martin Hannett returned as the producer of another raw punk rock 45. Set up by Tosh Ryan and Lawrence Beedle following the demise of Music Force, Rabid Records operated from a former grocer’s shop at 20 Cotton Lane in Withington, and opened their account in May with ‘Cranked Up Really High’ by Slaughter and the Dogs. Another basic studio production, the single explored the joys of an amphetamine high and bore the catalogue number TOSH 101, underlining the fact that Ryan rather than Hannett was the driving force behind this new Manchester indie venture. In any event, there was markedly less intellectual intent behind Rabid than New Hormones. ‘We were in it purely for the fun, the stupidity, having a laugh and a whack at major labels,’ explained Ryan, ‘and not really concerned if we were successful or not. We were successful by default. Demystifying the music industry, that was what it was all about. People making their own records and their own clothes, and putting on gigs for themselves. Bands like Slaughter and the Dogs, who were working-class kids from Wythenshawe, were the true embodiment of what punk was about. They were raucous, challenging, and shouting at the Establishment.’

         Hannett came to form a more realistic view. ‘I thought they were barking up the wrong tree, doing glam stuff. When I got Slaughter into the studio, I 20was straight into the weird stuff. Right, let’s have a tape loop. They didn’t mind, they went out for a walk with Rob Gretton, president of their fan club at the time, and bumped into Tommy Cooper. They were made up.’

         Although Rabid was run by Ryan, Beedle and Hannett, £200 towards the cost of producing ‘Cranked Up Really High’ was contributed by local enthusiast Rob Gretton. Born in Wythenshawe on 15 January 1953, Robert Leo Gretton was educated at St Bede’s College, a Roman Catholic grammar school, and after leaving took a job as an insurance clerk at Eagle Star. Gretton’s bear-like physique was matched by his penchant for oversized spectacles, often manipulated for dryly comic effect, and a strong sense of integrity. In 1975 he and partner Lesley Gilbert spent six months on a kibbutz in Israel, afterwards travelling through Europe to Greece, then eventually returning to Manchester in the summer of 1976 – missing both Pistols gigs, but quickly drawn into the developing punk scene. Previously more interested in black music and soul, Gretton now latched on to fellow Wythenshawe natives Slaughter and the Dogs. ‘They were quite a strange group,’ he observed later. ‘They used punk fashion to a certain degree, but they were more like glam rock. Their heroes were the New York Dolls, Bowie and Roxy. They ended up more like The Damned than the serious side of punk. The music they played was great, but no one seemed to like them.’ Never quite their manager, yet generous to a fault, Gretton instead produced a band fanzine and frequently travelled to gigs with the group, including to the legendary Roxy Club in London’s Covent Garden.

         Still operating as Martin Zero, Hannett took on the role of in-house producer at Rabid. In July 1977 the label issued a second single, ‘Ain’t Bin to No Music School’ by The Nosebleeds, backed with rabble-rousing ditty ‘Fascist Pigs’. Previously trading in basic rock as Wild Ram, like countless other groups The Nosebleeds had lately climbed aboard the punk bandwagon, in the process developing a rivalry with Slaughter and the Dogs, who in turn feuded with Buzzcocks. The Nosebleeds would endure through several line-up changes, but on their only single comprised Eddie Garrity, Pete Crookes, Philip ‘Toby’ Tomanov and a talented but temperamental guitarist, Vincent ‘Vini’ Reilly. Born in Heaton Park in 1953, Reilly made for an unlikely punk rocker, having studied classical piano before switching to guitar, then jamming with jazz musicians at the Band on the Wall and playing cabaret gigs. The Nosebleeds’ single on Rabid caused a ripple of interest, and on 12 August the group played a headline show at 21the Roxy, supported by Sham 69. One apocryphal tale holds that roughneck manager Vinny Faal patrolled the club with Rob Gretton, slapping soft southern punters at random, although Lesley Gilbert insists that this story is untrue.

         While Vini Reilly sensed that The Nosebleeds were second-rate, he professed to find even ‘imitation’ punk invigorating. ‘Ed would get a real response jumping across tables and confronting people. They really were the wildest lads I had ever come across. Completely, utterly mental, and this madness seemed attractive to me. It was a genuine expression. The Roxy felt like punk. We thought, the Dogs, Buzzcocks and Drones will never top this.’ Back in Manchester, the band were even invited to appear on What’s On, which is where Reilly met Tony Wilson for the very first time, though neither had any inkling that the suave television presenter would soon become his manager, mentor and father figure. ‘Many things people think were on So It Goes were actually on What’s On,’ adds Wilson. ‘So for example when I wasn’t allowed to have Blondie on So It Goes, because the producer thought they were crap, I put her on What’s On. It was a wonderful show.’ The Nosebleeds were hardly a wonderful band, and by the end of the year Eddie Garrity had departed for a solo career as Ed Banger, leaving Reilly without a group. Somewhat disillusioned, he would not feature in a subsequent, short-lived reincarnation of The Nosebleeds featuring future Cult guitarist Billy Duffy and one Steven Morrissey on vocals.

         Rob Gretton determined to remain self-employed after returning from Israel and worked hard on establishing a career in music. As well as dabbling in gig promotion with Vinny Faal at the Oaks, a popular pub venue in Chorlton, Gretton produced a fanzine called Manchester Rains (a punning riposte to Clash song ‘London’s Burning’) and took on management of local punk hopefuls The Panik, whose members included guitarist Eric Ramsden, aka Eric Random. Drummer Steve Brotherdale also played in Warsaw, and would later attempt to poach singer Ian Curtis, but without success. The Panik released their only single on Rainy City Records, another tentative Gretton venture, founded on a simple manifesto: ‘We’re so bored with London.’ Prophetically captioned It Won’t Sell, the EP was released in November 1977 and distributed through Rabid. Gretton co-produced all three songs, as well as acting as publisher through Downpour Music. Alas, within four months The Panik had disintegrated, victims of disorganization, non-rehearsal and a lack of transport. Brotherdale and singer Nance 22joined V2, while Random moved on to the more avant-garde Tiller Boys. Dismayed, Gretton considered his next move carefully.

         The vibrant Manchester scene was dealt a greater blow by the closure of the Electric Circus in October 1977. As punk and new wave went overground, the former bingo hall could no longer afford to book popular bands, while at the same time its rundown physical condition aroused the interest of safety inspectors. Thankfully a last hurrah was staged over the weekend of 1 and 2 October, highlights of which were recorded by Virgin Records for release on a souvenir album, Short Circuit. Writer Paul Morley, who reviewed these valedictory shows as an NME stringer, records an audience thrilled by Steel Pulse, The Drones, The Negatives, John Cooper Clarke, Warsaw, The Prefects, The Worst, The Fall, Buzzcocks, John the Postman and a short three-song debut by Magazine, the bold new quintet formed by Howard Devoto. ‘That night he showed the way forward,’ offers Peter Saville, then a second-year graphic design student at Manchester Polytechnic. ‘There was a sense of shock, and then relief that some of the pre-punk strands some of us actually still liked – glam, avant-garde electronics, canonical quotation – were okay again.’

         The end of the Circus coincided with the ground-breaking second series of So It Goes, broadcast by Granada between October and December 1977. Although Wilson and incoming producer Geoff Moore still found room for selected old stagers, including Van Morrison, Free, Dave Edmunds and local pop rock journeymen Sad Café, the emphasis was now placed firmly on new-wave talent. ‘That first series of So It Goes was a pile of shit,’ averred Wilson. ‘Except for the last show when we had the Pistols on. But the second series was brilliant.’ The nouvelle vague included Buzzcocks, John Cooper Clarke, Elvis Costello, Penetration, Ian Dury, Alberto Y Lost Trios Paranoias, Talking Heads, The Stranglers, Tom Robinson, John Dowie, Mink Deville, The Jam, XTC, Siouxsie and the Banshees, Magazine, Steel Pulse and The Clash, with much of the live footage filmed at the Electric Circus, as well as several other venues around Greater Manchester including Rafters, the Apollo, Middleton Civic Hall and the Elizabethan Ballroom at Belle Vue. For Costello, Wilson was prepared to swallow his pride and travel to Eric’s, a small but crucial basement club situated in rival north-west city Liverpool. Unfortunately on-air profanity by Iggy Pop undermined plans for a third series, as did the blunt commercial reality that the programme was taken up by only three ITV regions. Moreover, the 23show continued to polarize opinion, as did its too-clever presenter. ‘When I did So It Goes my generation turned on me with disgust,’ claims Wilson. ‘I’d go to concerts and people would sneer at me. And at those sorts of parties where people would play Bob Marley all night, with a touch of Rolling Stones, there would be enormous hostility. And suddenly punk came along, after which young people would come up to me at concerts and say, “Thanks for putting Elvis Costello on.” Other people would say, “Aren’t you a bit old for this stuff?” But there’s a whole generation of people such as McLaren, Bernie Rhodes and myself who punk revitalized. I’m sure, like me, they feel totally separated from their generation.’

         One of the sceptics was Martin Hannett, who had disparaged So It Goes in ‘particularly snide’ fashion in the New Manchester Review, leading to a confrontation between the two when Wilson compèred a gig by Slaughter and the Dogs at the Wythenshawe Forum. Meanwhile, more and more local groups were cutting records. Following Spiral Scratch and ‘Cranked Up Really High’, the second half of 1977 saw the release of lesser singles by Skrewdriver, The Nosebleeds and The Panik, as well as an entire album by The Drones, and the satirical Snuff Rock EP by Alberto Y Lost Trios Paranoias. The third single on Rabid arrived in October, an EP by punk poet John Cooper Clarke, again produced by Hannett, who also provided backing music with Steve Hopkins under the guise of The Invisible Girls. Hannett also took over management of Clarke’s career (more accurately, loose supervision), and the following February the so-called Bard of Salford signed with CBS. Meanwhile, Buzzcocks released their first single on United Artists, ‘Orgasm Addict’, while in November Magazine signed with Virgin – a deal based largely on Howard Devoto’s reputation, and tabled before plans for his new group were fully formed. Richard Boon hoped that UA might fund and distribute New Hormones as a boutique imprint, and in November paid for The Fall to record an EP at Indigo. However, UA passed on the project, and Boon lacked funds. ‘I would have put it out if I’d had the money,’ he rues today. As a result, Bingo-Master’s Break-Out! would not appear until the following year, after the interest of London indie Step Forward was aroused by The Fall’s first session for John Peel.

         New Manchester bands, as yet unrecorded, included V2, The Freshies, Frantic Elevators – and Warsaw. Anxious to progress, yet largely ignored, the gauche quartet determined to record an EP at Pennine Studios in Oldham, cutting four tracks over two days, and displaying an improved 24grasp of dynamics on ‘Warsaw’, ‘No Love Lost’, ‘Failures’ and ‘Leaders of Men’. This session should have been produced by Paul Morley, then juggling journalism with management of The Drones, but on the appointed day, 26 December, a seasonal hangover saw the future belletrist incapacitated. Warsaw’s cheap package deal with Pennine also covered production of 1,000 7-inch singles, the requisite £400 being provided by Ian and Deborah Curtis, who took out a bank loan for fictive dining-room furniture. Very much a DIY production, An Ideal for Living showed some musical promise, though the lack of studio polish and highly compressed sound on the 7-inch format meant that the finished EP arrived as a disappointment for all concerned. Worse still, the group had failed to organize proper distribution, with the result that the initial release in early 1978 on their own Enigma imprint consisted of little more than passing copies across the counter at Virgin Records on Lever Street.

         Immediately prior to the recording of the EP, Warsaw changed their name to Joy Division, a decision imposed by the sudden appearance of an album by London band Warsaw Pakt, which earned widespread publicity by virtue of having been recorded direct to acetate at Trident Studios and released for sale within twenty-four hours. For Warsaw, this development represented a ‘major problem’, following which the group played live as Joy Division for the first time at popular club venue Pips on 25 January 1978. Despite promises to the contrary, Tony Wilson failed to attend the Pips showcase, at which Curtis unveiled a frantic, windmilling new dance style, but he did at least wave the Joy Division EP before the camera on Granada Reports. Their striking new moniker was a reference to female sexual slavery in Nazi concentration camps, plucked from a pulp paperback titled The House of Dolls, published in 1955 and attributed to Ka-tzetnik 135633. While doubts persist over whether this lurid volume is a genuine memoir by an Auschwitz survivor (KZ-nik), as originally claimed, the new name would unquestionably cause Joy Division no little difficulty over the next five years, as did the artwork for An Ideal for Living. Designed by Bernard Sumner as a square quad-fold poster, the cover image featured a Hitler Youth drummer boy, while an inner panel reproduced detail from a well-known photograph of a young Jewish boy under SS guard, taken during the liquidation of the Warsaw Ghetto in 1943. Those digging further might also have recognized an extract from The House of Dolls in the spoken section of ‘No Love Lost’, and a crass reference to Rudolf Hess made by 25Sumner while introducing a live version of ‘At a Later Date’, preserved on the Electric Circus compilation Short Circuit, released by Virgin in June of the following year.

         Ian Curtis may have been a Tory voter, but no member of Joy Division was a fascist, and their immature and peripheral appropriation of Nazi imagery on An Ideal for Living reflected nothing more sinister than the zeitgeist of the punk rock era. Icons such as Siouxsie Sioux, Sid Vicious and Jordan had already flaunted swastika armbands and t-shirts in London and Paris, while the imposition of totalitarian Soviet iconography on the New York Dolls by Malcolm McLaren in 1975 was hardly less provocative – or banal. Throbbing Gristle would also appropriate Holocaust imagery, but were sufficiently articulate to pass off the ‘death factory’ logo adopted by Industrial Records as an exercise in postmodern media manipulation. Joy Division lacked equivalent intellectual candlepower, and unwisely declined to offer any public explanation until 1981. ‘We did everything at that time with instinct, not intellect,’ Sumner conceded three decades later. ‘When you do that, it’s very difficult to know when to let intellect intervene and abandon your instinct. If you can’t be stupid when you are twenty-two, when can you be?’

         Devoid of context, it was scarcely surprising that Joy Division became the subject of a whispering campaign, for which they had only themselves to blame. Their music, too, remained unpopular for the most part. Reviewing the flawed EP in the New Manchester Review, Ian Wood discerned ‘little flair’ and judged the band ‘closer to a mildly adventurous heavy metal outfit than anything else’. When the EP was aired at nightspot Pips it cleared the dancefloor with disconcerting speed, yet thanks to Ian Curtis the demoralized group did not give up. ‘We’d had enough,’ recalls Peter Hook. ‘It was like climbing Mount Everest with no shoes on. This was just after Warsaw, when we became Joy Division. We were all sitting there, going, “Fuck, I’ve had enough of this.” It was always Ian that spurred you on to keep going, he was the cheerleader. And that’s what you’ve got to do. Just keep going. As soon as you stop, then it’s over.’

         With So It Goes now cancelled, Tony Wilson felt much the same way. ‘What had seemed to be my passionate hobby had become a part of my real life. I had touched my dream world, connected, and now my fingers were being cut off. Only one thing to do. Join up.’ 26
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            28Richard Boon and New Hormones paved the way. Tosh Ryan, Bob Last and the Stiff people proved you could do it. So I rang up Alan Erasmus and we decided to do it ourselves.

            Tony Wilson

            Tony said, ‘Let’s do a record.’ Much like you and I saying, ‘Why don’t we go and have lunch in Shanghai?’

            Peter Saville

            Known hustlers and hairdressers. A sort of jive-ass fashionability for the coffee table set.
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         At the beginning of 1978, with So It Goes gone for good, the idea of McLaren-esque creative artist management seemed suddenly appealing to Tony Wilson, fitting as it did his developing self-image as an auteur. ‘Television was work to me,’ he reasoned later. ‘I love aspects of it, but I was always more passionate about music and music-orientated people. It dawned on me that no longer would wonderful and bizarre people be part of my everyday life. Elvis Costello would walk on stage and smile at me in the audience. Malcolm McLaren would give me a t-shirt and ask how things were going, even Lydon would grunt at me. Suddenly I was connected to my heroes and that art form. Then I was told, that’s it, no more. But I knew a lot of brilliant people in Manchester, and I wanted to stay involved.’

         One such brilliant person was Howard Devoto, whose new band Magazine had already been featured by Wilson on So It Goes, valuable exposure soon eclipsed by an appearance on Top of the Pops in January to promote ‘Shot by Both Sides’, their exemplary debut single. ‘There was talk at one stage of Tony Wilson managing us,’ claims drummer Martin Jackson. ‘We went to meet him at Granada. He was very enthusiastic, but you wondered if any of his ideas would really happen.’ Unfortunately Devoto has no recollection of this encounter, besides which another more basic complication arose. ‘Tony was very supportive of Magazine,’ he offers drily. ‘Until I had an affair with his wife.’

         Wilson had married free-spirited beauty Lindsay Reade only in May of the previous year, a relationship which would prove famously volatile. ‘If you play with fire …’ reflects Wilson. ‘Debbie Harry threw me a rose on What’s On. Lindsay immediately thought, “Oh, that’s really done it, he’s fucking Blondie.” So that’s why she went off with Devoto. Did I ever tell you about me and Linder?’ Not for the first time, Wilson stood guilty of embellishing the truth. Over the next three decades he would drop occasional hints at a vengeful affair with Devoto’s muse, though Linder confirms that she and Wilson were never involved in a sexual relationship. ‘Tony and I were good friends for a while, but when he made an advance I firmly 30and politely refused.’ Stung by his wife’s brief liaison with the Magazine frontman, from this point onwards Wilson took delight in disparaging his group, taking care to cover his bruised male pride by feigning modernist disdain at Dave Formula’s ornate keyboard lines.

         All was not lost. Wilson and Reade stayed together, and at the end of January Wilson received a timely call from Alan Erasmus, a freewheeling yet fiercely intelligent actor friend. Born in Didsbury in April 1949 to a Jamaican father and English mother, Erasmus had first encountered Wilson at a Christmas party in either 1974 or 1975. ‘I’d seen Tony on the television and thought, if I ever meet this man then we will fight. Anyway I got invited to a party at the Beeches in Didsbury. There were a couple of girls from Granada there, and Tony. He was sitting on the floor, pontificating, and rolling a kind of double joint, which he said they called a Richmond at Cambridge. I thought it looked more like a Jamaican snorkel. I let Tony have a piece off this Afghan dope ball I had with me, and he asked if I could get him one, gave me his phone number. So I did, and we met up on Kingsway the next day, and ended up talking for about an hour, utterly stoned.’

         By 1978 Erasmus had moved to a large redbrick Victorian villa at 86 Palatine Road in leafy West Didsbury, where his flatmate was Charles Sturridge, a rising Granada director. During his fateful telephone call to Wilson, Erasmus complained that after months of hard work he had just been usurped as manager of a band called Fast Breeder, with the result that the pair decided to create and co-manage a new band, retaining drummer Chris Joyce and guitarist Dave Rowbotham from Fast Breeder, and adding Vini Reilly, late of Rabid also-rans The Nosebleeds. ‘Erasmus took me to a big Victorian family house in South Manchester,’ recalled Wilson. ‘There was this guitarist, Vini Reilly. Thin, white, emaciated, with the face of an angel and probably touched by God. Anorexic body shape and exaggeratedly angular fingers and brain. He didn’t play any guitar – it seemed irrelevant. His music would clearly be him, and he was in.’

         ‘Alan brought Tony round three times before I finally agreed to take part and put a band together with other musicians,’ recalls Reilly, whose egotistical streak was already emerging. ‘I insisted that I would have control and all kinds of ridiculous things, which was just silly.’ Soon after, Wilson received an ‘ominous’ phone call from Vinny Faal, warning that the mercurial virtuoso guitarist was difficult to manage and had excused himself 31from several Nosebleeds rehearsals with notes from his doctor. Far from being discouraged, Wilson was intrigued.

         Somewhat portentously, Wilson and Erasmus named their new management project after the day the plan was conceived: The Movement of the 24th January, or M24J in abbreviated form. The result was a disparate five-piece, comprising Reilly, Joyce and Rowbotham, together with former Alberto Y Lost Trios Paranoias bassist Tony Bowers and vocalist Phil Rainford, a dapper Didsbury scenester then styling hair at Vidal Sassoon. Once complete, the new group buckled down to several months of intensive rehearsal, convening in a ‘semi-derelict scout hut’ rented by Wilson with money generated by the sale of surplus promotional albums received by Granada. Wilson also provided the musicians with some light reading material in the form of Leaving the 20th Century, a collection of Situationist writings translated by Christopher Gray.

         Often referenced, though seldom properly understood, Situationism first emerged in 1957, the product of a small grouping of artistic and political radicals who took on the identity of the Situationist International (SI). Drawing from left-wing politics, anarchism and the Surrealists, SI was active in Europe throughout the 1960s and aspired to effect major social and political transformation. Notable theoreticians included Guy Debord and Raoul Vaneigem, respective authors of The Society of the Spectacle and The Revolution of Everyday Life, although inevitably the group was fractious, and often wilfully obscure. Thus the first issue of house journal Internationale Situationniste in 1958 would define Situationist as ‘having to do with the theory or practical activity of constructing situations; one who engages in the construction of situations; a member of the Situationist International’, while at the same time explaining that Situationism itself was ‘a meaningless term improperly derived from the above’. In Britain, SI was best known for its role in the social unrest that gripped France in May 1968. Situationist strands were also evident in the promotion and packaging of the Sex Pistols, whose art director Jamie Reid boasted links with British SI mutation King Mob. Indeed, prior to settling on Never Mind the Bollocks … Here’s the Sex Pistols as the title for their only album, Reid and McLaren had toyed with a number of alternatives, one being Where’s the Durruti Column?

         A year later, Tony Wilson gleefully appropriated the same set of ideas as a pseudo-radical marketing tool. The new group assembled by the two-man 32managerial Movement would be christened The Durutti Column, a moniker inspired by Buenaventura Durruti Dumange, a central figure of Spanish anarchism during that country’s bloody civil war, killed by a bullet to the heart in Madrid in 1936. ‘Buenaventura Durruti was a cool dude,’ proposed Wilson. ‘A Spanish anarchist who led a team in the civil war against Franco, called the Durruti Column. But that isn’t where the name came from. In 1966 a bunch of proto-student revolutionaries, fired with the cult brand of anarchist theory that goes by the name Situationism, took over the student union at Strasbourg University, just by turning up for the elections. They spent their entire annual funding on creating a massive comic strip which they then flyposted overnight in their city. One of the panels featured two cowboys talking about reification. This panel was called The Return of the Durruti Column.’

         In fact, the original Strasbourg panel was titled Le Retour de la Colonne Durruti, an event Wilson and Erasmus would soon re-enact by printing their own run of large monochrome cowboy posters, copies of which were strategically positioned around Manchester – to widespread incomprehension. Wilson seems never to have mastered the correct spelling of Buenaventura’s surname, but no matter: a legend was born, and the new band gifted a memorable and superlative name. Had McLaren called the Pistols’ album Where’s the Durruti Column?, and Wilson christened the Reilly/Rowbotham group Bollocks, the landscape of popular culture might look a little different today.

         Wilson and Erasmus hoped to land a major-label deal for The Durutti Column, and for the moment paid little heed to the nascent independent scene, which in Manchester still amounted to little more than Rabid, mail order sales and the Virgin shop on Lever Street. However, even as M24J began plotting their opening move the indie landscape was transformed by the arrival of two new imprints: Rough Trade and Fast Product. Based in Edinburgh, Fast was the brainchild of Robert (Bob) Last, who dabbled in architecture and theatre design prior to taking on management of the cartoonish, retro-punk Rezillos. ‘I was just looking around for the right sort of package to communicate or use,’ reasoned Last, like Wilson never short of an abstract cultural theory or three. ‘With new-wave singles, suddenly there was the right package to put out. You could do something that was interesting without it being labelled as avant-gardist. So we became a record label. The aspect that I’m concerned with in Fast is the package, and the 33implications of the package – how you’re going to market it, how it’s going to get to people. I don’t believe in dropping out or alternative cultures or any of this nonsense. You’ve got to get in there and struggle.’

         Initially Last found himself locked firmly outside. Exactly one year after the release of Spiral Scratch, Fast Product issued ‘Never Been in a Riot’, the primitive, freeform debut by Leeds art-punks Mekons. Despite acclaim as a single of the week in NME, Rough Trade declined to distribute FAST 1, which then struggled to sell 3,000 copies. A single by Sheffield band 2.3 fared no better, but at least connected Last with two superior groups: The Human League and Gang of Four. Both were far better able to deliver on the radical Fast agenda, which Last presented as a postmodern advocate of aggressive, audacious mainstream intervention, launched from a northern provincial base. Indeed, Fast Product came to resemble the label that Richard Boon might have shaped with New Hormones had he possessed sufficient time, funding and drive. Tellingly, Tony Wilson would judge Fast far more interesting than New Hormones, Rabid or Rough Trade, not on the basis of any music delivered, but because Last came first in playing ‘a lot of high-art games’.

         Rough Trade swiftly established itself as a far more significant enterprise. Founded by Geoff Travis in February 1976, Rough Trade began life as an imports and reggae shop in boho London district Ladbroke Grove. The store quickly became a key hub for alternative music, branching out first into mail order, then distribution. Managed by Richard Scott, by the beginning of 1978 the distribution arm had expanded to become a nationwide network which linked the London parent with a number of provincial associates, including Red Rhino, Probe and Revolver. Rough Trade itself functioned as a kibbutz-like co-operative, publishing a useful booklet with advice on how to press DIY records, and offering generous manufacturing and distribution deals to innovative new labels such as Mute, Industrial and Y. The Rough Trade record label was a natural progression from distribution, and the endless flow of demos and singles arriving at 202 Kensington Park Road. Geoff Travis opened his account with ‘Paris Maquis’ by Metal Urbain, released in February 1978. ‘We had Stiff and Virgin within walking distance, so I thought if they can do it, why not us? We’d sold hundreds of singles by this Parisian electronic punk group, Metal Urbain. A&R didn’t involve a masterplan or an apprenticeship. Our signing policy was simple: if we really loved it, we would sign it. That was our single guiding principle.’ 34

         In common with Stiff, Rough Trade provided a practical template for like-minded independent labels to copy, following Metal Urbain with singles by Augustus Pablo, Cabaret Voltaire, Stiff Little Fingers, Subway Sect, Kleenex and The Monochrome Set. Like Wilson, Geoff Travis was a Cambridge graduate, yet the two budding entrepreneurs shared little else in common, and instead the arriviste M24J co-founder chose to follow the example of Bob Last and Richard Boon as creative, entrepreneurial managers, prone to cloaking their activities in postmodern pop and media dialectics. ‘We were all managers,’ remarks Wilson. ‘We all looked after artists. In a sense that’s why we had a different view from the major labels. We were all coming from the artist-manager point of view.’

         Back in Manchester, Boon and the New Hormones faction seemed briefly to dominate the scene. In March 1978 Buzzcocks released their first album, Another Music in a Different Kitchen, which climbed as high as #15 on the national chart. Although United Artists declined to hire Martin Hannett as producer, rival Martin Rushent proved a more than capable substitution, while intelligent, modern packaging by Linder Sterling and art director Malcolm Garrett continued to set Buzzcocks apart from the bulk of their London counterparts. Garrett, a friend of Linder, began designing for Buzzcocks while still at Manchester Polytechnic, leaving his classmate Peter Saville somewhat envious. Linder had graduated the previous year, providing graphics for singles and posters by Buzzcocks, as well as singles and albums for Magazine, and collaborating with writer Jon Savage on The Secret Public, a glossy collage fanzine issued by New Hormones as ORG 2. Linder was a radical feminist, and her work frequently combined pornographic images with pictures from fashion and home magazines, domestic appliances being very much a favourite, by way of comment on the cultural expectations of women and the treatment of the female body as a commodity. Broadly similar themes would inform the music and lyrics of the group formed around her in August: Ludus.

         Even Joy Division were making progress of a sort. Still freighted with unsold copies of their unsatisfactory first EP, the band now at least boasted an accomplished drummer in Stephen Morris. The youngest member of the group after Ian Curtis, Morris was also a native of Macclesfield and had attended the King’s School, from which he was expelled for drinking cough syrup. Shy, though always affable, as a musician Morris aspired to emulate the metronomic style of Can drummer Jaki Liebezeit, and joined 35Joy Division after replying to an ad placed by Curtis in the window of a local music shop. In April the newly invigorated group set about recording an album at Arrow Studio, a session arranged by the local RCA promotions man Richard Searling, who had originally approached the band to record a cover of Northern Soul staple ‘Keep On Keepin’ On’. This the band turned into their own song, ‘Interzone’, and utilized the busy session to record eleven tracks over five days, including early versions of ‘Shadowplay’ and ‘Transmission’, along with improved versions of tracks from the earlier EP. However, Joy Division announced their dissatisfaction with the recordings even before the session wrapped, falling out with producer John Anderson and suspicious of his proposal to embellish several songs with sax or synthesizer lines. Consequently, the album later referred to as Warsaw would never be given an official release.

         Rabid, too, returned to the fray. After six quiet months, in the spring of 1978 Tosh Ryan issued singles by three new signings: Ed Banger, Giro and Jilted John. Although his label was still a shoestring operation, ‘Cranked Up Really High’ by Slaughter and the Dogs had sold 18,000 copies, generating a reasonable profit. ‘Now that our initial investment has been returned we have nothing to lose,’ Ryan proclaimed in Melody Maker. ‘The big record companies still stink, and I think that it’s very important that we exist and that we are truly independent. We are outside the system, and we will always remain that way.’ Ryan delivered on this promise with Jilted John, a pseudonym of Graham Fellows, then a drama student at Manchester University, now better known as comedian John Shuttleworth. Produced by Martin Hannett, Fellows’ eponymous tale of teenage love and loss arrived in April and quickly shifted 15,000 copies, after which Rabid licensed the single to EMI and were rewarded with a bona fide hit, peaking at #4 on the national chart in August. Durutti Column guitarist Vini Reilly was invited to perform as part of John’s backing band on Top of the Pops, but declined. A suitably snotty Jilted John album (True Love Stories) followed at the end of the year, as well as a cash-in response single credited to Gordon the Moron. Neither repeated the success of the original single, but no matter: eighteen months into his career as a producer, Zero Hannett had delivered a Top Five hit.

         Profiling Jilted John in NME, Paul Morley provided a snapshot of the emerging indie label scene in Manchester. ‘Rabid’s contribution to the cracked picture of 1977 Manchester tended to be submerged in a slight 36unfashionability and a deserved reputation for ruthlessness. Elsewhere, organizations hastily promised or hinted at future developments. Valer Records signed The Drones and folded at the beginning of the year. New Hormones, the label conceived by Richard Boon and Howard Trafford as a vehicle for Buzzcocks records, began quietly to prepare more idealistic multimedia projects for the future. But because of other interests (Boon managing Buzzcocks, Trafford managing Devoto) little has happened. Rabid is, at present, Manchester’s one independent label willing to give chances to the most seemingly flimsy talents.’ Ironically, on releasing an album via Decca in June, Rabid protagonists Slaughter and the Dogs promptly split up.

         The paucity of active labels in the city was underlined by an enthusiastic showing at the so-called Stiff/Chiswick Challenge, an audition night held at popular cellar venue Rafters on 14 April. Essentially a talent contest, the event had already stopped off in London, Liverpool and Glasgow, and promised the winning artist the chance to record for a London label. At Rafters the Mancunian candidates included several acts from the Rabid stable, including Jilted John, Ed Banger and Prime Time Suckers, as well as Fast Product outfit 2.3, along with an array of unattached hopefuls including Joy Division, Fly, V2, The Yo-Yos, Time Out, Mike King and the Tunes, and even The Negatives, the latter a joke punk gesture featuring Paul Morley, Richard Boon and photographer Kevin Cummins. Joy Division performed last, at two-thirty in the morning, but failed to convince the judges. Sounds, too, were left unimpressed, Mick Wall dismissing ‘mock heroics all round from Iggy imitators acting out their sons-of-WW2 histrionics’. Despite becoming involved in a fierce running-order squabble backstage, Morley offered a more positive appraisal in NME. ‘They’re a dry, doomy group who depend promisingly on the possibilities of repetition, sudden stripping away, with deceptive dynamics, whilst they use sound in a more orthodox hard rock manner than, say, either The Fall or Magazine. They have an ambiguous appeal, and with patience they could develop strongly and make some testing, worthwhile metallic music.’

         Metallic, not metal. Still struggling to perfect ‘the next music’ in a derelict scout hut, The Durutti Column were notable absentees at Rafters, although Wilson did deign to attend, along with his wife Lindsay Reade and M24J partner Alan Erasmus. As the smart Didsbury set trio descended the stairs of the cellar venue, a bystander demanded to know when So It Goes might 37return to Granadaland screens. The answer came not from Wilson but Rob Gretton, who overheard the exchange from the DJ booth: ‘He doesn’t want it to come back. He wants it to be gone for ever. Then it can grow into a legend.’ If Wilson was amused, he was less pleased on being accosted by Ian Curtis, who handed over an abusive letter before calling him a ‘fucking cunt’ for failing to showcase Joy Division on What’s On. Whether or not Gretton was privy to this forthright exchange, he would be profoundly impressed by the three songs performed by Curtis and Joy Division later that night. ‘I thought they were the best group I’d ever seen. There was something really weird about them. I’d met them before, because they used to come to Rafters and ask me to play records by Kraftwerk. They always asked for pretty weird stuff. It was around then that people first said “Fascists” because they dressed so differently. They were smart, punky, but not scruffy; it was unusual. And the music was absolutely wonderful.’

         The following day Gretton spied guitarist Bernard Sumner in a city centre phone box. ‘Barney was on the phone to me,’ recalls drummer Stephen Morris, ‘and said that the bloke from Rafters was outside. He didn’t mention anything about Rob wanting to manage us, so when Rob came down to the rehearsal room it was all a bit awkward. Terry Mason, our roadie, had tried a bit of management, but basically Rob was first in a queue of one.’

         Failure to communicate would remain a modus operandi for the band that preferred instinct over intellect. ‘We never talked about the music,’ confirms Sumner. ‘We had an understanding which we never felt the need to vocalize. We felt that talking about the music would stop that inspiration. In the same way, we never talked about Ian’s lyrics or Ian’s performance.’ In terms of songwriting, no single member took a dominant role in Joy Division, though Curtis emerged as their principal editor. ‘He never wrote any music but he was a great orchestrator,’ Sumner continues. ‘I’d arrange the songs and we all wrote the music, but Ian would give us the direction. I’m more rhythm and chords, and Hooky was melody. Steve has his own style which is different to other drummers. To me, a drummer in the band is the clock, but Steve wouldn’t be the clock, because he’s passive. He would follow the rhythm of the band, which gave us our own edge. Live, we were driven by watching Ian dance; we were playing to him visually.’

         Curtis even influenced Peter Hook’s distinctive bass style, which led with high, melodic lines rather than simply underlining the beat. ‘Maybe it was because we had such terrible equipment,’ Hook offers by way of 38explanation. ‘The only way you could hear yourself was to play up high, to cut through everything. Ian spotted most of the high bass riffs. You’d just be playing along, jamming away, and he’d say, “Oh, that one’s good. Play it again.”’

         Dropping all other projects, one of Gretton’s first acts as manager was to write to Wilson at Granada, who replied in encouraging terms that Joy Division were ‘the best thing I have heard in Manchester for about six months’. Gretton also set about cancelling the unsatisfactory album deal made with RCA, as well as arranging a superior 12-inch pressing of An Ideal for Living in a revised sleeve, and shifting the remaining unsold copies of the original EP through Rabid. However, co-owner Lawrence Beedle recalls that Gretton encountered a degree of resistance at Cotton Lane. ‘Rob took myself and Martin Hannett to meet Joy Division and he wanted them to sign to Rabid. Martin was quite keen, and I thought we could sell some records. Then Tosh saw the Nazi iconography and said, “No way.”’ According to Bob Last, this early flirtation with ‘fascist iconography’ also caused Fast Product to lose interest in recording the group several months later. It hardly helped when Sounds ran a late but prominent review of the original EP in June, appraising Joy Division as ‘another Fascism for Fun and Profit mob’.

         Before then, on 9 May, Wilson again wrote to Gretton to repeat that he ‘adored’ the EP, and asked if Joy Division might be interested in playing at a new Manchester venue. Elaborating further, Wilson explained that ‘the band I am involved with are promoting a new venue at the Russell Club’. Here, at last, The Durutti Column would be unveiled to the public. As well as launching their ‘new psychedelic’ protégés, in promoting a new-wave club night Wilson and Erasmus also hoped to fill a gap in the market following the temporary closure of Rafters and the demise of the Electric Circus. In this new endeavour the pair were assisted by Roger Eagle, a Manchester-born veteran of the legendary Twisted Wheel club now booking gigs at key Liverpool venue Eric’s. Indeed, the new Manchester venture took the form of a reciprocal agreement, and was initially written up in the press as an outlet for ‘wayward sounds and noises inspired by the ideals of Tony Wilson and Roger Eagle’. The venue itself was located by Erasmus, and sat in the shadow of the grim concrete high-rise crescents of Hulme, artlessly constructed a decade earlier. ‘We had a group, we needed a place to play,’ wrote Wilson. ‘Alan had been checking the Russell Club, a West 39Indian night-spot on Royce Road in Hulme, where his dad used to take him. The Russell was a big, black room, low ceiling rising over a rudimentary dance floor in the centre, and a fair-enough stage diagonally cutting the far corner. Peeling wooden stools and tables, the bisexual perfume of stale beer and dope smoke.’

         Erasmus and Wilson approached colourful Russell Club leaseholder Don Tonay and booked four Friday nights in May and June, electing to rebadge what was widely known as a Caribbean club as the Factory. Then, as now, the suspicion remains that the name was adopted in overt homage to the celebrated Factory studio run by Andy Warhol between 1962 and 1968, with Durutti Column as Wilson’s very own Velvet Underground. Another possible source was the Paddington Printshop in London, also known as the Factory, which boasted links to various activist and community groups as well as Malcolm McLaren, who printed an early Sex Pistols poster there. However, any charges of retrograde appropriation were strenuously denied. ‘With my background in radical art,’ claimed Wilson, ‘you would have thought that it would have occurred to me that the name Factory and Warhol was a wonderful thing. In fact, it was nothing to do with that. Erasmus saw a sign somewhere saying “factory closing” and he thought we’d call it the Factory, and have a Factory opening.’ In a rare public statement, Erasmus regaled much the same story. ‘I was driving down a road and there was a big sign saying “Factory for Sale” standing out in neon. And I thought, “Factory, that’s the name”, because a factory was a place where people work and create things, and I thought to myself, these are workers who are also musicians and they’ll be creative. Factory was nothing to do with Andy Warhol because I didn’t know at that time that Warhol had this building in New York called the Factory.’

         Whatever the truth, the exploding plastic inevitable convened by Wilson, Erasmus and Eagle offered a radical but smart programme of provincial post-punk talent, designed to position the as yet untried Durutti Column at the centre of a new movement of Northern Modern. The first Factory event, on 19 May, showcased Durutti and coming hitmaker Jilted John, as well as Margox and the Zinc, a Liverpool group fronted by actress Margi Clarke, then a regular contributor to What’s On. With entrance costing just seventy-nine pence, the first Factory night was well attended, although M24J and ‘the next music’ earned just one review in the national music press. Stringing for Sounds, New Manchester Review writer Ian Wood observed that ‘the 40Warholian name of this enterprise must seem like something of an enormous joke to the local residents of Hulme, Manchester’s disastrous answer to Stalinist architecture, and what the regular clientele of the Russell Club think of the whole affair can only be guessed at, since the place normally serves up a mixture of roots reggae and US soul to a largely black local audience. The Factory is the dreamchild of one-time presenter of So It Goes, Tony Wilson. As one who enjoyed that show, it must be said that one of its consequences was to imbue all manner of upcoming and little known acts with a sort of jive-ass fashionability for the coffee table set. So it comes as no surprise to find the Factory packed out by not merely half the musicians in town, but also a fleet-load of media people, semi-fashionable figures and known hustlers, hairdressers and even, according to the Word, hordes of A&R men. This may all be quite irrelevant, but it does provide a pointer for the reason why the bands on met rather less enthusiasm than the reggae toasters and disco between the sets, doing the ethnic hustle doubtless being a whole lot more credibility-inducing than actually trying to work out where a bunch of completely unknown new bands are going.’

         Wood missed Jilted John and poured scorn on the notion that Margox might yet become ‘Kirby’s answer to Patti Smith’. As for the main event: ‘Durutti Column were making their debut this evening in the belief that agitprop psychedelia is the next big thing. The Column have taken the title of a revolutionary group, put out posters with entirely meaningless cartoons in French and handbills with the message “White Liberation”. As Tony Bowers, late of the Albertos, is the group’s bass player, one is tempted to think all this some enormously funny joke. Unfortunately this doesn’t seem to be the case. The only humour in the whole set occurs when they dedicate a number called “Police State” to one Anderton, Manchester’s God-fearing man in blue. Otherwise they sounded much like Generation X, with the addition of Bowers’ copyrighted silly walks, though their guitarist [Vini Reilly] was interesting with an odd, angular, surreal style. In fairness, everyone else thought they were very impressive. Perhaps they were, perhaps I was reacting negatively due to the oppressively fashionable vibe in the club?’

         Back at the office of the New Manchester Review, Wood spoke more freely, resulting in more caustic jibes aimed squarely at Wilson. Declining to write up the first Factory night in detail, Steve Forster sniped: ‘My informants tell me that “the Didsbury set” were out in full force for the opening 41night of Tony Wilson’s “Factory” at the Russell Club on Friday 19 May. Not having been there I cannot comment on the night but colleagues tell me that Durutti Column were, ahem, “a load of wank”. Needless to say it would be churlish to suggest that plugs for the Factory on Mr Wilson’s What’s On programme were in any way less than fair.’

         The second Factory happening, on 26 May, offered Big In Japan, Manicured Noise and the Germs, as well as more toasting and reggae between sets. Another Liverpool group dispatched east by Roger Eagle, Big In Japan offered shambolic, cartoonish new-wave performance art, populated by a host of future notables including Jayne Casey, Ian Broudie and Holly Johnson, along with Bill Drummond, later a founder of Zoo Records. Highly regarded by many, Manicured Noise dispensed spiky, angular, experimental jazz-punk and took their name from a Buzzcocks flyer designed by Linder. Early Noise members included singer Owen Gavin and guitarist Jeff Noon, although the group would soon be transformed by the arrival of Londoner Steve Walsh, who had previously played in hypothetical punk supergroup Flowers of Romance and boasted little or no local allegiance.

         ‘I remember the Rastafarians in the audience laughing uproariously at our pretentious attempt to combine Russian Futurist poetry and spiky art-funk,’ recalls Owen, ‘sticking their fingers in their ears to block out the noise.’

         The last two Factory Fridays fell on 2 and 9 June. The first of these again showcased The Durutti Column, this time matched with FC Domestos and Cabaret Voltaire. Yet to release a record, Cabaret Voltaire were a resolutely experimental electronic trio from Sheffield comprising Stephen Mallinder, Chris Watson and Richard H. Kirk. A tape submitted to New Hormones had earned them a London support slot with Buzzcocks at the Lyceum in March, followed by a feature in Sounds in April, written by Jon Savage. Chris Watson recalls: ‘We got invited over to play at the Factory night in a West Indian club in Hulme. That was just great. At the time Factory just had it for one Friday night each month, and so there were all the elements there of what it was like the rest of the time. You could get Red Stripe and these fantastic goat patties. It just had a brilliant atmosphere, and because it was a West Indian club they also had a great sound system.’

         The New Manchester Review begged to differ, but at least had learned to love The Durutti Column. ‘The venue was great,’ enthused Paul Miller, 42‘but the sound system is crap and the bands suffer for this. Cabaret Voltaire were … different. However, after twenty minutes of distorted vocals and a very poor light show they started to become slightly monotonous. The second band, FC Domestos, were obliterated by the PA. Next were three reggae toasters with their overdubbed dub who went down well with the mainly white punters. Meanwhile, Tony Wilson walked around and generally enjoyed being the centre of attention. The evening climaxed with The Durutti Column. They play psychedelic punk with a strong reggae rhythm and their classy pedigree – the Albertos, Nosebleeds and Fast Breeder – creates a lethal line-up, with strong songs that belt along at cracking pace. Destined for great things as the latest Manchester band, they should have no trouble securing a record contract in the near future.’

         The final Factory night on 9 June paired Joy Division with The Tiller Boys, an experimental loop and Krautrock-informed trio featuring Eric Random, Francis Cookson and moonlighting Buzzcock Pete Shelley. Paul Morley attended, noting that ‘there were a few more people in the club than on the stage, but not many. In my memory, this is when and where Joy Division became the Joy Division you would recognize as Joy Division. Joy Division assaulted our senses that night. Ian Curtis quite easily spiralled off the stage into our midst. The music seemed to lift him up and fling him about, as if he was possessed by its power. He was being carried somewhere.’ Morley also rated The Tiller Boys, who stacked chairs across the front of the stage to obscure the view, then joined the queue at the bar while loops took care of the music. ‘A visionary alternative to support groups and DJs.’

         The first four Factory nights were promoted – at least in theory – by means of a now iconic poster designed by student novice Peter Saville. Born in 1955 and raised in a middle-class household in Hale, Saville was about to graduate in graphic design from Manchester Polytechnic. ‘I was not that connected to the scene,’ he admits. ‘I didn’t live in the city. I lived in the kind of greenbelt stockbroker area outside, in Cheshire. I was a dreamer out in the semi-rural belt around those industrial cities, where the whole notion of the city and of industry has a kind of romantic dimension to it.’ At the Polytechnic his contemporaries included Linder as well as Malcolm Garrett, a school friend who was already applying dayglo constructivism to Buzzcocks. ‘Malcolm had a copy of Herbert Spencer’s Pioneers of Modern Typography,’ recalls Saville. ‘The one chapter that he hadn’t reinterpreted 43in his own work was the cool, disciplined “New Typography” of Jan Tschichold, and its subtlety appealed to me. I found a parallel in it for the new wave that was evolving out of punk. In this obscure byway of graphic design history, as it seemed at the time, I saw a look for the new, cold mood of 1977–78.’ Thus far, his only commission had been a broadsheet for a local audio firm, Amek. Frustrated, the young aesthete buttonholed Wilson at a concert and offered his services as a general designer. ‘I was desperate for work other than college things, and jealous of Malcolm working on Buzzcocks covers. So I approached Tony on hearing of the Factory club through Richard Boon.’

         The pair arranged to meet in the canteen at Granada, a regular venue for summits with Wilson. In loquacious sophisticate Saville, the pseudo-Situationist Durutti co-manager perhaps hoped to procure his own Jamie Reid. ‘The crucial thing about graphic design is that you have to impart a message, information,’ Saville concludes. ‘If that means simply putting a name on a piece of paper in the right type at the right size, then that’s what you do. I showed him the Tschichold book, and he liked the ideas. Although Tony’s sensibilities were always literary rather than visual. He would never have opened a hip clothes shop like Malcolm McLaren.’

         Tschichold aside, appropriation would become almost an article of faith for Saville. In part, this postmodern creative approach was inspired by Kraftwerk, whose 1974 album Autobahn was the first record purchased by Saville with his own money. Having long admired the ‘found’ motorway sign on the cover, he now based the first Factory club poster on a found object of his own, namely an industrial safety sign displayed at Manchester Poly, warning workers to use hearing protection. ‘Practically speaking, the inspiration for the first poster came from a sign I saw every day on a workshop door at college,’ admits Saville. ‘The charm of this sign came to my mind quite quickly, and I was keen to distance the identity and the event from the notions of pop and sixties culture. I had reservations about the Factory name because of the Warhol connotations. So I became quite determined to use the sign, and to suggest the industrial context for Factory, and its place in the north-west. I had to resort to removing the sign from the door one evening.’

         Despite receiving a fee of £20 for the striking yellow, black and white design numbered Fac 1 by Wilson, Saville delivered the poster only after the first two shows had taken place in May. Unlike the perplexing cowboys 44poster intended to promote The Durutti Column, none were fixed to walls in public places. ‘It probably was quite late,’ he allows. ‘Most of what I did usually appeared quite late.’

         Following the opening run, the next Factory promotion at the Russell Club was a gig by Fast Product radicals Gang of Four on 14 July, followed a week later by Jamaican roots reggae band Culture. Joy Division returned to the club to support visiting American electronic duo Suicide on 28 July, while on 4 August punters were invited to ‘dance and dream’ to The Durutti Column, Cabaret Voltaire and Feathered Version, an evening advertised as ‘toasting and the new psychedelia’. Future music aside, reggae and dub remained a constant at the venue, as Alien Tint guitarist and Factory regular Martin Moscrop confirms. ‘The agreement was that Factory had to use their DJs, so in between all these bands you’d have a heavy dub sound system and proper reggae DJs. Their sound system was better than the PA the bands used.’

         Viewed purely as a commercial venture, the Factory was only partially successful, and failed to secure a deal for The Durutti Column. Meanwhile, Magazine, whom Wilson might have managed in a parallel universe, released their panoramic first album Real Life through Virgin in June, sleeved in a monoprint collage by Linder. The following month Manchester gained another independent label, Object Music, founded by former Electric Circus DJ Steve Solamar as an outlet for his own band, Spherical Objects. The group made their live debut on 28 May at the Band on the Wall, a regular Manchester Musicians’ Collective gig, and after playing just two more shows cut their debut album. The progress achieved by M24J and The Durutti Column was rather less decisive. In July the group performed two further live dates, with an appearance at Deeply Vale Festival followed by a slot at Leeds Roots Club, opening for Joy Division. Shortly afterwards, vocalist Phil Rainford found himself excluded from the group. Says Vini Reilly: ‘I threatened to walk out unless Tony sacked the singer we had at the time, because he was so bloody awful.’ The news was broken to Rainford by Wilson, who also selected his replacement, a budding actor named Colin Sharp. In truth, the original Durutti project was deeply flawed, as Wilson would later admit. ‘That band was crap. We all knew it, but nobody dared to say anything. There was a kind of “Oh well, it will all come good in time” mentality. Of course it didn’t. No direction, no harmony, no fucking idea – and yet there was Alan, Vini and 45me all completely blind to such obvious shortcomings. We thought they would conquer the world.’

         Meanwhile, the Factory at the Russell became an established port of call on the northern post-punk circuit. Following the patchy opening run, at the end of which Joy Division and The Tiller Boys found themselves performing to a near-empty club, Factory promotions were run by Wilson and Erasmus in partnership with Alan Wise, who had also promoted at Rafters. ‘When we got kicked out of Rafters, Tony Wilson went to the Russell Club,’ elaborates Wise, then as now a jovial survivor. ‘He was doing the Fridays, and we took the Thursdays. I got on quite well with Don Tonay. He didn’t like their noisy music on Fridays, so he asked me to run it. So we were kind of compelled to be partners in a thing called Shop Floor Entertainments, trading as the Factory. Alan Erasmus and I did most of the work, and I did bookings with Tony Bagley. Tony Wilson just came in on Fridays. He was earning his living from Granada TV. Generally it was a genuinely exciting and pleasurable night, with very good stuff on and a great atmosphere. But it was a venue much more than a club. If we put a weak band on, nobody came.’

         Unfortunately, few Factory live recordings survive, although a Rabid package would visit the venue in August, resulting in the album Live at the Factory by a reconstituted Slaughter and the Dogs. Wise soon took over the lease on the venue, which continued to operate as the Factory until October 1979. While the club remained the strategic centre of a vibrant local scene for some time to come, Erasmus and Wilson’s vision of it as a workshop for ‘the next music’ quickly gave way to the demands of orthodox commerce. ‘The booking policy was whatever the agents offered us,’ confirms Wise. ‘Whatever was trendy. We tended to do the modern, arty groups like The Human League and The Only Ones, although The Damned virtually had a residency. There were lots of groups around who seemed to be at a middle level, with artistic pretensions, who could draw a thousand people.’ Notable gigs at the Factory and Russell in the second half of 1978 included Magazine, The Fall, The Passage, Ultravox, Wire, Pere Ubu, Ludus and Penetration, while 1979 saw visits from Gang of Four, Crass, Stiff Little Fingers, The Cure, Cabaret Voltaire, Skids, Throbbing Gristle, The Human League, Mekons, Pink Military, The Raincoats, Simple Minds, The Cramps, Teardrop Explodes, Echo and the Bunnymen, B-52’s and Joy Division. To this enviable list may be added a secret show by Iggy Pop and a short-notice 46set by Public Image Limited, both linked to Granada television appearances arranged by Wilson. Years later the scrappy PiL set would emerge as a bonus disc within an expanded edition of Metal Box.

         ‘It was a great meeting place,’ avers Chris Watson of Cabaret Voltaire, who returned to the club for a third time on 20 October 1978, this time performing with Joy Division and The Tiller Boys. ‘You could go and actually share ideas. Not in any grand sense, but just hanging out with people. It was a good environment to be in.’

         ‘The Factory was a really easy place to be,’ confirms Gretton’s partner, Lesley Gilbert. ‘Not disco, and not like the Electric Circus, which had always been a really heavy place to go.’ Not that Royce Road in Hulme counted as a cakewalk either. ‘At the time Hulme was a really rough part of town,’ recalls Ann Quigley, then a teenage school-leaver producing a fanzine called Swamp Children. ‘The Russell was really seedy, but great, though. Up to that point I’d been going out to discotheques in the centre of Manchester. There was the Electric Circus, the Ranch and the Oaks. These places put bands on, but at the Russell Club you just felt there was some sort of scene going on. Everyone went there and you’d clock faces, in the same way as the early days of punk.’

         One such face belonged to Simon Topping, a thoughtful and somewhat reserved eighteen-year-old who had recently formed an experimental noise duo with friend Peter Terrell, taking the name A Certain Ratio from a favoured Brian Eno track, ‘The True Wheel’. Other early influences included Wire and the seminal Velvet Underground. By the time Topping’s group played with Joy Division at the Band on the Wall on 4 September, fresh-faced Ratio had doubled in size to include bassist Jeremy Kerr and guitarist Martin Moscrop – but no drummer. ‘We were trying to be rhythmical, not trying to be weird,’ Moscrop insists. ‘It just came out the other end like that. Everyone was looking for alternatives. We were white boys who couldn’t play. Rob Gretton saw us play with Joy Division at the Manchester Musicians’ Collective and he told Tony Wilson about us. Tony put us on at the Factory to come and see us.’

         ‘I was quite old,’ smiles Jez Kerr. ‘I was nineteen. Pete and Simon were about seventeen, eighteen. Simon was the main instigator of the band, the main lyric writer, and they looked sort of good. Musically we couldn’t play at all, but we made a noise. The bass was basically keeping the rhythm. I remember playing a song at the Russell Club called ‘Genotype/Phenotype’, 47which we used to end our gigs with. It was a bit monotonous. There were all these Teddy Boys at the front, and one of them leaned over to me and said, “Play something fast!” Punk was fast music, it was all about energy. We quite enjoyed annoying people, playing this dirgy song – it went on for ages as well. It was awful. I remember the barmaids at the Russell going, “Oh fucking hell, not them again.”’

         Equally significant was a gig at the Factory in October, at which Cabaret Voltaire were joined by an unusual electronic duo from the Wirral called Orchestral Manoeuvres in the Dark. Previously known as The Id and VCL XI, Andy McCluskey and Paul Humphreys had performed their first gig as OMD at Liverpool club Eric’s a month before, backed by a Teac reel-to-reel tape machine named Winston. Cautiously impressed, Roger Eagle suggested the pair might usefully travel to Manchester to play at the Factory. ‘We weren’t made to feel unwelcome at Eric’s,’ allows McCluskey, ‘but we were always the outsiders, because we came from the other side of the river, and also because the music we were making was different, more electronic and German-influenced than the guys in town. Hearing Autobahn on the radio was the most significant moment, and seeing Kraftwerk at the Liverpool Empire on 11 September 1975 was the first day of the rest of my life.’

         The notable show on 20 October featuring Joy Division, Cabaret Voltaire and The Tiller Boys gave rise to the second Factory artefact, a serif font poster designed by Peter Saville, printed in stark monochrome and numbered (non-sequentially) Fac 3. However, while for many the club served as a crucible and melting pot, at bottom it was a small provincial venue in a rough part of Manchester, from which Wilson and Erasmus now chose to step back. Running a regular club night proved less exciting than they had anticipated, and also less remunerative. Wilson complained: ‘There is no more painful experience than when you’ve got a club and you’ve got a band on, you’re paying £40 for the club and £110 for the band, and there’s two people bought tickets. It’s so depressing.’ Equally dispiriting was the fact that an NME Book of Modern Music published that autumn chose to ignore the Factory entirely.

         Playing to his strengths, Wilson continued to showcase new music on the small screen, including the television debut of Joy Division, who performed ‘Shadowplay’ for Granada Reports in September. Wilson also fronted a piece on independent labels, in which he chided Tosh Ryan of Rabid for licensing Jilted John to EMI. Ryan argued back, accusing Wilson of living in 48a past coloured by Spiral Scratch, and pointing out that, in order to survive, small indies had little option but to function as nurseries or talent scouts for majors, and manage or license their talent accordingly. Despite the fact that much of Rabid’s output left him very cold indeed, Wilson listened carefully. Over in rival city Liverpool, early Factory associate Roger Eagle now wished to reactivate his own label, Eric’s, dormant since the release of a so-so single by Big In Japan a year earlier. ‘Roger studied music and bands the way a gambler studies racing form,’ notes former partner Pete Fulwell. Wilson having emerged as a sympathetic north-west player, with added media clout, Eagle suggested they collaborate on an eight-track 12-inch sampler EP featuring two rising bands from each city. Among the groups discussed were The Durutti Column, Joy Division and Pink Military, a new group centred around former Big In Japan singer Jayne Casey.

         By his own account, Wilson found the idea of a regional compilation album too prosaic. Far more appealing was the serendipitous notion of a non-standard double 7-inch package, heat-sealed in plastic. ‘I’d been tripping round at Chris Joyce’s house, who was our Durutti Column drummer. I picked up a Far East copy of Santana’s Abraxas, and in those days in the Far East they couldn’t afford cardboard, so they printed the sleeve on almost tissue paper, which was then sealed in plastic. So, off my head on hallucinogens, I was feeling this and thinking – wow!’

         It is likely, too, that along with the LSD tab Wilson had absorbed a little Fast Product packaging theory from Bob Last. Whether his decision to reject Eagle’s offer was also informed by petty territorial rivalries is harder to determine; in any event, the marked cultural difference between Liverpool and Manchester in 1978 is more sensibly explored by Paul Morley. ‘Eric’s was one of the best music clubs of the period, so a few of us in Manchester would often make the journey in less than an hour, but the way the two cities’ music developed during the few years after punk was vastly different. You can tell by the names of the groups. Liverpool names were eccentric, told stories and showed off: Echo and the Bunnymen, Teardrop Explodes, Big In Japan, Wah! Heat, Lori and the Chameleons, Orchestral Manoeuvres in the Dark, Dalek I Love You … The Manchester names were more discreet and oblique: Magazine, The Fall, Joy Division, Ludus, Durutti Column, The Passage … The music, while it shared the same influences, and was inspired by the same English punk personalities, sheared off in different directions. Only the Bunnymen and Joy Division retained any 49kind of remote atmospheric contact.’ Morley notes also that the Liverpool scene started a little later. ‘Perhaps Liverpool was in some ways slow to get going because they didn’t have the Sex Pistols visit twice. The closest the Pistols got was Chester some time in the autumn of 1976. The big change in Liverpool happened when The Clash played Eric’s on 5 May 1977, and Joe Strummer spent hours talking with half of Liverpool.’

         Holly Johnson of Big In Japan offered a different take. ‘Tony Wilson was a regular daytime visitor to the Eric’s office, where he would hole up with Roger and smoke heavily scented cigarettes. Roger was a real visionary and Tony the disciple, who rushed back to Manchester with Roger’s manifesto, opened a music venue and started a record label, Factory.’

         Applying praxis to Abraxas, Wilson took a supererogatory decision to set up his own independent label: Factory Records. ‘I realized that Tosh Ryan, Bob Last and the Stiff people had proved you could do it, it wasn’t all that difficult. I rang up Alan and we decided to do it ourselves. So we started off there, thinking we’d put a sampler out and see what happened. Peter Saville, the poster designer, was very enthusiastic, and Martin Hannett was beginning to drift away from Rabid. I just wanted to put together the optimum label for the time. There came a point in Manchester where there was no Rabid or New Hormones to put things out, and certainly none of the majors were going to do it. Groups like Ludus and Manicured Noise should have had music out straight away during vital times.’

         Saville, the graduate poster designer, still chronically underemployed, admits to a different agenda. ‘Tony said, “Let’s do a record.” Much like you and I saying, “Why don’t we go and have lunch in Shanghai?” It seemed an unlikely and adventurous proposition. I’d done some posters, and they’d put a few nights on. I, selfishly, supported the idea because it meant a record cover. I didn’t have a clue how to do a record cover, but there would definitely be one to do, and it would escape the region and be a piece of work that went further afield. So I said I thought it was a great idea! Then Tony said the three of us would be partners in the project. Although the partnership was to some extent a charade, an altruistic gesture from Tony, I came away from that meeting feeling very elevated.’

         As for Buzzcocks two years earlier, Martin Hannett seemed suitably qualified to produce the first Factory record, his burgeoning reputation as a sonic innovator now enhanced by a hit single with Jilted John. However, Hannett’s initial involvement in Factory was simply that of a favoured 50freelance, and he would remain a director at Rabid for some time to come. Wilson tended to denigrate Rabid as a label, declaring in the press that Tosh Ryan no longer seemed interested in serving local artists and interests. While this was untrue, much of Ryan’s novelty-heavy roster now looked increasingly passé, and the benighted label would cease operations the following year. Already, Hannett was embracing the larger budget available through CBS, whose deal with punk poet John Cooper Clarke was contingent on Hannett and Steve Hopkins providing musical backing as The Invisible Girls, a collaboration heard to great effect on debut album Disguise in Love, released in September. Furthermore, Zero now wished to invest in costly new digital recording technology, gadgets which Rabid could ill afford. Nonetheless Ryan felt aggrieved, and according to Hannett ‘hated’ Factory and Wilson from this point onwards. These machinations stopped short of open hostility, and despite the personal animus between Ryan and Wilson, Alan Erasmus was allowed to visit the Rabid office to pick up practical tips on how to operate an independent label.

         ‘There’s an awful lot of incest goes on,’ mused Hannett. ‘Intrigue and stuff.’ Wisely, Rob Gretton remained neutral, financing a 12-inch pressing of An Ideal for Living on Anonymous, distributed through Rabid, while at the same time agreeing that Joy Division could appear on the first Factory record, the novel double 7-inch package designated Fac 2 by Wilson, and titled A Factory Sample.

         Together with The Durutti Column, Joy Division were an obvious choice for the EP and contributed two tracks, ‘Digital’ and ‘Glass’. Both were recorded at Cargo in Rochdale, a basic studio owned by John Brierley and equipped with an unusual two-inch, 16-track machine. As a cameraman Brierley had shot location footage for So It Goes, but on 11 October was surprised to find the producer’s chair occupied by Hannett. This single-day session marked the first collaboration between Zero and Joy Division, an event made even more notable by Hannett’s judicious use of a brand-new AMS digital delay, a revolutionary effects unit designed by former aerospace engineers based in Burnley, and soon an essential component of his signature production sound. The results were sharp and exceptional, and light years ahead of their primitive self-produced EP, or the botched recordings for RCA. ‘We had picked up a bit of studio know-how,’ says Stephen Morris, ‘but we had no real idea how you went about doing things. Rob brought Martin down to see us rehearse before we recorded the tracks for 51the Factory Sample. He seemed a nice enough kind of hippy person (we had several interests in common …) and left suitably impressed. At Cargo things got a little tense, as Tony hadn’t told John Brierley that Martin would be producing. I think some reassuring words from Tony eventually did the trick, as they usually did. Martin spent a lot of time getting a drum sound because he did each drum separately, but once that was out of the way he recorded the songs quite quickly. Martin told us to clear off for the mix, since he didn’t want any interference in what was for him a creative process. He could be a stereotypical Mad Professor type, but only briefly. I was really excited about the finished tracks. Martin had taken the two songs and, without changing them musically, made them into something different sonically. They sounded like a real record.’

         Hannett was equally impressed by Joy Division. ‘There was lots of space in their sound initially,’ he told Jon Savage. ‘They were different from punk. It might have put me off if I’d seen them in that Warsaw period. Steve Morris was good so immediately they had a red hot start. Ian Curtis was one of those channels for the Gestalt, the only one I bumped into in that period. And they were a gift to a producer, because they didn’t have a clue. They didn’t argue.’

         Unlike The Durutti Column, whose contributions ended up sounding as dull as Joy Division’s did brilliant. Both ‘Thin Ice’ and ‘No Communication’ were recorded first with Laurie Latham, an accomplished arranger–producer with eclectic credits, including Manfred Mann, Monty Python and Ian Dury. The tracks were then remixed by Hannett at Strawberry Studios, a state-of-the-art 24-track facility in Stockport owned by artful hitmakers 10cc, though the imposition of Zero served to trigger the demise of the contrived Durutti quintet. According to Wilson: ‘The row took place in the front room of the flat shared by Alan Erasmus and Charles Sturridge. The original Durutti Column band broke up because we were so pleased with Martin, and so impressed by him, whereas they didn’t want that particular thing to go out. And we did. So we simply went our separate ways.’

         Chris Joyce and Tony Bowers remember things differently. ‘Tony didn’t like Phil Rainford’s voice and got in some guy called Colin Sharp,’ Joyce insists. ‘None of us knew him, we weren’t consulted, and there was no discussion. The lyrics he added to the tracks we’d recorded at Cargo sounded like some junkie from Didsbury. Basically Tony made the decision on his 52own and then told the rest of us, “Take it or leave it.” So we left. It felt like a stab in the back, to be honest. In my mind the band hadn’t even got properly started yet. Tony put people together, but in the case of the original Durutti Column he also broke us apart.’

         ‘The new singer duly arrived, dressed as a punk rocker, which had already gone out of style by then,’ recalls Lindsay Reade. ‘Colin Sharp was actually an actor, so perhaps this was the part he’d been given.’

         ‘It wasn’t an argument about Hannett,’ adds Bowers. ‘Martin was a friend. Colin Sharp was just fucking forced on us. He wasn’t even a singer – he was an actor, and it was all about pose. Tony had some sort of moment and thought he’d discovered some sort of raw talent, but it wasn’t even good craic. The band hadn’t done enough yet and things were cut short. Then again, that was pretty much par for the course in those days. Ultimately the problem was that Durutti Column couldn’t find a singer of the same quality as the musicians.’

         ‘I ran into Tony Bowers right after he left that meeting,’ recalls Bruce Mitchell, who would himself join the group a few years later. ‘Wilson was demanding they do exactly what he said, claiming he hadn’t made a single mistake since August 1976, when he put the Sex Pistols on the telly.’

         Like McLaren and the Pistols, Wilson saw himself as the Duruttis’ directing mind. ‘I just think that in a good, in an interesting, working environment the manager is an associate of the band, another member. It doesn’t matter if the band don’t feel that. It’s better if the band feel you’re a cunt and hate you because you’re older than they are … There are arguments and discussions.’

         Joyce, Bowers and Dave Rowbotham went on to form The Mothmen, and later still would form the nucleus of an early version of Simply Red. Meanwhile, Vini Reilly and phoney vocalist Colin Sharp struggled on as a duo, though by the time A Factory Sample was released in January 1979, Reilly too had tired of the muddled Durutti project. ‘Tony found this actor with dreadful pretentious and portentous lyrics, which bore no resemblance to anything I felt or wanted to say. After that first Factory Sample, I was so disappointed with how flat and ordinary the music was, as I was trying to write music that was interesting. It became predictable, and too obvious.’

         The Tiller Boys, Ludus and Manicured Noise may well have been considered for the third and fourth sides, but these plans were derailed by various feuds and rivalries, not least Richard Boon’s declared intention to resurrect New Hormones as a going concern. Instead, Wilson settled on Sheffield 53unconventionalists Cabaret Voltaire, who were already set to release their first single through Rough Trade, but possessed a sizeable backlog of spare tracks. Stephen Mallinder explains: ‘We’d already done “Baader–Meinhof” and wanted to get it out, but it didn’t really fit on Extended Play, so it was a good opportunity. But “Sex in Secret” was done specifically for Fac 2. I think both tracks, and specifically the titles, which were intended to provoke a response, seemed to fit with Factory’s sensibilities. Tony wore his Situationist heart on his sleeve.’

         While Cabaret Voltaire were avowedly experimental, Wilson’s fourth choice for Fac 2 was arguably even less orthodox. Birmingham native John Dowie was already an established stand-up and musical comedian, having gigged regularly with Alberto Y Lost Trios Paranoias, performed routines on So It Goes and released a flop EP on Virgin. ‘Astonishingly, and unprecedentedly, they chose me,’ laughs Dowie, who duly reported to Cargo and cut three short sketches (‘Acne’, ‘Idiot’ and ‘Hitler’s Liver’), a hilarious triptych produced by C. P. Lee, with fellow Albertos member Bruce Mitchell guesting on drums. Three decades on, Dowie remains bemused by his surprise inclusion on the landmark Factory Sample. ‘I lived near Manchester at the time and used to play gigs at the Russell Club. Not many laughs, but plenty of gob. I think Tony Wilson had a side going spare because they only had three bands. He asked if I had any tracks. Unfortunately for him, I did.’

         While Factory Records was notionally a three-way partnership, Wilson alone underwrote the cost of producing Fac 2, staking £5,000 inherited from his mother, who had passed away in 1975. Lindsay Reade confirms that this decision was entirely selfless. ‘Tony was wondering if his mother would object to a good portion of his inheritance being spent on what was – to all intents and purposes – something of an artistic frippery. We were lucky in that we didn’t need to dip into that fund to survive, and I said that, unlike the dead, money did not belong in a stone vault. I thought, therefore, that his mum would approve. However, I don’t think either of us seriously expected the money to return.’ The actual bill for manufacturing 5,000 copies of the double-EP package was £3,600. ‘Tony’s income and profession were fundamental elements in the formula of Factory happening,’ adds Peter Saville. ‘Alan and I could only contribute in kind.’

         The initial division of labour at Factory was simple. Wilson provided funding and selected the talent, while Erasmus took care of general organization from a makeshift office at Flat 4, 86 Palatine Road. Peter Saville 54directed art, his design concept for A Factory Sample repeating the style applied to the first Factory poster, including the ‘use hearing protection’ motif removed from a Polytechnic door. ‘It was based on the Fac 1 poster,’ explains Saville. ‘To a certain extent Fac 1 was the default identity for Factory, and it seemed appropriate with the first record to stay within the context of that. I was working to convey not the music, but the mood, the sense of a new movement. I hadn’t heard any of the tracks before I did the cover, and the only one that really moved me was “Digital” by Joy Division.’ Saville also liked the packaging idea, despite its origins in budget jazz fusion. ‘It was very clever. It provided a sort of do-it-yourself record sleeve manufacturing process. You could easily print the piece of paper within the context of everyday printing, slip it inside the polythene, fold it over a couple of times and heat-seal it.’ However, this was easier said than done, as Wilson soon discovered. ‘I thought putting a piece of silver paper into a plastic bag, flattening it, folding it, sealing it and cutting it – times 5,000 – would take a few weeks. It took several people, including me and Lindsay, about four months, night after night, loads of us doing it.’

         The labour force included journalist Jon Savage, who moved from London to Manchester to work with Wilson at Granada early in 1979. ‘I recall sitting in Wilson’s house in Charlesworth folding thousands of those things. It was such a tricky thing to do. There would be a folding party – everyone who attended would take 500 sheets of paper, 500 plastic bags and 500 singles.’ Other invitees included Joy Division. ‘We helped to make the sleeves and were paid fifty pence per hundred,’ says bassist Peter Hook. ‘We were skint. Coming from Salford, we viewed Factory as another world. Tony seemed an impressive figure mainly because he was middle class, and we’d never really had anything to do with anyone who was middle class before. The day-to-day running of Factory he’d leave to Alan, but Alan (unlike Tony) wasn’t very good with people. I suppose they complemented each other’s weaknesses in that respect. Ideas were Tony’s thing, but he glossed over details. They slowed him down, bored him, and stopped him moving on to the next project, which he had this compulsion to do.’

         In addition to the cost of recording, pressing and sleeving Fac 2, Wilson also funded a sheet of monochrome stickers. Each group contributed an abstract image: a sailor marionette (Joy Division), a deep-sea diver poised before a urinal (Cabaret Voltaire), a Dadaist word collage (John Dowie) and the original 1966 cartoon panel Le Retour de la Colonne Durruti, 55featuring the drifting Situationist cowboy pair. According to Reade, the stickers were the single most expensive element of the package, yet while undoubtedly amusing, they revealed less about the artists than did the credits on the inner panel. While Cabaret Voltaire listed their recording equipment in exhaustive detail, Durutti Column gestured towards radical political chic, listing former members alongside their date of exclusion, as if victims of a purge. Recording date and location aside, Joy Division and manager Rob Gretton chose to reveal nothing at all. No matter, for the music, design and packaging coalesced to make the Factory Sample an almost perfect debut, as Wilson apprehended. ‘Hand-making the sleeve was to do with this amazing thing, to actually be putting records out. If to make the record what you wanted involved making them by hand, you would do it. It was something wonderful, a sacred task.’

         The duration and complexity of the sacred task also meant that the 4,700 copies of A Factory Sample earmarked for sale at £1.50 trickled out in batches. According to Wilson, Fac 2 should have been released on Christmas Eve, 24 December 1978. However, with few finished copies available by then, the EP instead appeared in two main instalments in January and February 1979. This delay meant that Fac 2 was missing from a year-end round-up of leading independent releases published in NME, but thanks to Manchester correspondent Paul Morley it benefited from a generous preview. ‘Incorporating the diversity of Rough Trade with the sharply eclectic marketing processes of New Hormones, Factory Records is run by co-directors actor/tramp Alan Erasmus and graphic designer Peter Saville. With the ever-enthusiastic Tony So It Goes Wilson inevitably involved, it will release an attractive double EP sampler of acts and artists who have appeared at the club over the last few months. A devious sampler out both to seduce and introduce, its packaging is thoughtful and unusual, its implications exciting.’

         Indeed, December proved to be a busy month. In addition to the feverish activity surrounding Fac 2, Fac 4 emerged in the form of a third Factory club poster, tabulated boldly by Saville, and announcing a string of gigs by The Adverts, The Distractions, The Damned, The Human League, The Undertones and Magazine, as well as a Christmas party. Two of these shows, The Distractions and The Human League, were billed as M24J presentations and represented a last hurrah for Wilson and Erasmus as live promoters. Already the label project seemed far more important, 56and helped secure Joy Division their first London gig. On 27 December the group performed to a handful of people at the Hope and Anchor, a cramped cellar venue in Islington more generally associated with pub rock. That Sounds slated Joy Division as ‘awkward, contrived and mundane’ was bad enough, but paled into insignificance after Ian Curtis suffered his first recognizable epileptic fit. ‘We were driving back home in Steve’s car,’ recalls Sumner. ‘I was really ill with flu, shivering, covered in a sleeping bag. Ian just grabbed the sleeping bag and pulled it off. He’d been moaning about the gig, the audience, the sound: he was in a really negative mood. So I grab the sleeping bag back, and he grabbed it back again and covered himself with it, and started growling like a dog. It was scary. He suddenly starts lashing out, punching the windscreen, and then he just went into a full overblown red-stage fit, in the car. We pulled over on to the hard shoulder, dragged him out of the car, held him down. Then we did about a hundred miles an hour to the nearest hospital, somewhere near Luton. We were in this horrible casualty ward, and the doctor said, “You’ve had a fit; you’d better go and see a doctor when you get back.”’

         Curtis was given Phenobarbitone tablets before the group resumed the long drive back to Manchester. ‘We took it for granted that the incident had been a one-off,’ wrote Deborah Curtis. ‘And that if there was any illness, it could be cured.’ Before long, however, her husband’s seizures would become increasingly frequent, and alarmingly violent. ‘With Ian it was the full-blown grand mal,’ says Stephen Morris. ‘They put him on heavy tranquillizers. The doctor told him the only way he could minimize the risk was by leading a normal regular life, which by that time wasn’t something he wanted to do. He liked to jump around onstage, and to get pissed. It was one of the reasons he got into the band in the first place.’

         Disaster also visited the depleted Durutti Column, around whom the entire Factory project had been built. According to short-stay vocalist Colin Sharp: ‘After the recording sessions, Dave Rowbotham left, leaving Vini and I to work together briefly on some “songs” – more ambient poetic stylings, really.’ The mismatched duo performed at the Factory Christmas party on 22 December, along with Manicured Noise, Margox and the Zinc and Pete Shelley, but drew scathing reviews. Writing in Sounds, Mick Middles was at least charitable. ‘Vini Reilly is busily creating his own biting/slicing cold sound. On this night it reminded me of the guitar that makes the Banshees’ “Overground” so irresistible. Over the top of this the 57singer (or actor, whose name eludes me) recited lyrics that could have been read straight out of the pages of Sniffin’ Glue. Either hopelessly out of date or sticking true to the early principles, depending on your point of view.’ The NME found even less to admire, leaving Wilson furious. ‘Now down to a two-piece, Durutti Column make a sordid attempt to liven up the show. The singer bellows grossly amidst the meticulous flash guitar trickery of one-time Nosebleed Vini Reilly, and the beat is aided and abetted by the singer occasionally hitting the tom-toms. But this duo can be rejected as yet another drab bunch of pretentious poseurs trying to inflict the audience with an inferiority complex.’

         ‘A bad review in a paper would wind Tony up like fuck,’ notes Bruce Mitchell. For Reilly, too, this critical drubbing in the national press marked the end of the line. ‘Those first two tracks on the Factory Sample were a mess. It was complete and total rubbish – and not me, more importantly. I don’t even see them as my work at all. I disowned them, very disillusioned. I was so disappointed with how flat and ordinary the music was, predictable and too obvious. So then I left the band. I wrote a note to Tony and Alan, and a note to the band, and went home and concentrated on being depressed.’

         Where next for the Next Music? With the increasingly fragile Reilly now missing in action, Wilson and Erasmus found their situation changed almost beyond recognition. Within twelve short months of 24 January the arriviste management project had expanded to become first a club, and then a boutique record label with national reach, gaining a design partner and an artsy new name along the way. More astonishing still, for Factory Records the future was clearly signposted not by the faux radical Durutti Column, but by rank outsiders Joy Division. 58
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            60I just realize that I’m playing with pop culture and it’s good fun, and because I come from Manchester I can do a damn sight better than those idiots in London.

            Tony Wilson

            You get bands that are given huge advances – loans really – but what is all that money going to get? Is it going to make the music any better?

            Ian Curtis

            The headmaster told me that, ‘Where you come from, you’ll end up working in a factory.’

            Bernard Sumner

         

      

   


   
      
         61

         
             

         

         
             

         

         Factory marked the release of the Sample with package dates in Manchester and Liverpool, presenting Joy Division and John Dowie at the Factory on 26 January, then adding Cabaret Voltaire for a show at Eric’s on 16 February. So long shunned as crude and uncouth, Joy Division now began to build a national profile, thanks to an NME cover story and a four-song session for influential BBC radio DJ John Peel. Unlike Wilson, Peel – a native of Liverpool – was not distracted by petty territorial rivalries, but did concede that he was slow to appreciate their talent. ‘The best and the most interesting bands seemed to be coming out of Manchester, which is something of course I deeply resented. I didn’t at the time think Joy Division were a band I was going to prefer above any others. They were just one of a whole handful of bands whose work I was quite enjoying at the same time. In Liverpool the influences were easier to see, predominantly The Doors. With the Manchester bands, you felt they just appeared to have arrived from nowhere, and that’s something which has always appealed to me more.’

         Peel also supported Fac 2 with airplay, and although Wilson would later denigrate A Factory Sample as ‘form over content’, the only weak aspect of an otherwise perfect debut release was the second side of obsolete Durutti Column tracks. Viewed in the round, the double-disc EP was a triumph, selling all 4,700 copies within four months despite no real promotional spend, and generating a profit of a few hundred pounds. Writing in Melody Maker, Jon Savage praised an ‘intelligent, attractive, surprisingly homogenous sampler’, while Record Mirror discerned an uncommon degree of sophistication (‘I bet they all speak French’). Sounds alone was dismissive, Sandy Robertson traducing a perceived Warholian throwback. ‘After rock comes the proletariat concept of art: hippies making funny noises. There’s even a comedian, John Dowie, and three collectives. Check the “song” titles: “Digital”, “Glass”, “Baader–Meinhof” … John Cale and his pals did all this shit about ten years ago, and more efficiently too.’

         Over at rival weekly NME Paul Morley reviewed the EP as an album, most copies having been sold by the time his lengthy appraisal ran at 62the end of March. For Morley, Fac 2 was an imperfect but important record. ‘Factory Records’ first release is a nine-track sampler of acts and entertainers who have been associated with the club, smartly packaged in shimmering silver, the design a tender, indulgent Situationist parody. None of the acts complement each other … Four compartments. Four noises. For anyone. Joy Division: two patient, intent pieces … More proof of Division’s intelligent development. How much longer before an aware label will commit themselves to this individual group? The Durutti Column: two rough, restless examples of an ambitious music the group spent many months attempting to perfect before splintering and all but disintegrating in the latter few months of last year … John Dowie: three irrational, indignant little snaps … Cabaret Voltaire: the NME editor opines this Sheffield trio are a bunch of pretentious berks. Me, I think the theoretical input is more attractive than the musical output … The sampler’s sound is often untidy, and in a way the selections seem like leftovers – but leftovers that invite search. In five years’ time rock and pop will be utterly different in form and content to what is foolishly accepted as being pop and rock now. And it’ll still be changing. Factory helps it along its way.’

         Despite failing to turn up to produce their first single, and rowing with the group backstage at Rafters, Morley was also happy to help Joy Division. On 13 January Ian Curtis appeared on the cover of NME, inside of which Morley championed the ‘new sounds’ offered by three promising new Manchester groups: Joy Division, Spherical Objects and The Passage. In a lengthy piece Morley predicted this trio would achieve the same impact in 1979 that Magazine, Buzzcocks and The Fall had managed the previous year. ‘I guess I was right about one in three,’ he would later reflect in an essay collection titled Joy Division: Piece by Piece. ‘Although at the time, if I’d gone on the quality of the conversation, and based future success on how the musicians articulated their views and presented their mission, I would have suggested that Joy Division would not break through. They seemed a bit baffled by their status and trajectory. Not much was said about not much. My questions seemed to nudge the group into deeper and deeper silence. On the other hand, Steve Solamar of the gracious, almost gothic Spherical Objects, and Dick Witts of the desolate, lacerating Passage, talked with penetrating persuasiveness and an intellectual rigour that seemed positively Eno-esque.’ 63

         According to Peter Hook, this marked reluctance to open up to the press was a diktat from manager Gretton. ‘Rob thought the music was such a beautiful notion that he didn’t want us daft bastards fucking it up for anyone.’

         ‘Their story is pitiful and sorry,’ Morley wrote of Joy Division at the time. ‘None of the group has the articulation or assertion of a Witts or a Solamar; they’ve had to struggle spitefully to survive.’ Reviewing their several false starts over two long years, the group declared collectively: ‘Sometimes we felt like finishing, but it was because everyone ignored us or interfered that we kept thinking, we’ll show them. Now we’ve reached a point where we all work (at day jobs) and we need to give up work to continue. But it’s not worth signing to a record company unless they can supply you with a living. We’d like to stay on the outside. We’d love it if Tony Wilson said he’d pay us to do an album on Factory. That would be great. We can’t afford to do it ourselves, which we’d want. But you either stay outside the system, or go in totally and try and change it.’

         For the moment, Gretton was content to remain an outsider. Seeking to order their tangled business affairs, he arranged to buy back the masters of the unreleased RCA album for £1,500, but soon abandoned plans to remix these with Martin Hannett. Gretton also created a bespoke publishing company, Fractured Music, through which Joy Division songs were treated as if their manager were a fifth and equal member of the group. Wages, however, were another matter entirely. With Fac 2 barely released, and packaged in such a way that little real profit would be generated, Factory was unable to put Joy Division on any kind of retainer, and so the idea of recording an album for the new label was placed on hold. Gretton instead maintained a dialogue with several other interested parties, including Fast Product and Genetic, while Wilson set his sights on further singles. Ironically, none of the four artists featured on A Factory Sample was in a position to move the label forward. The Durutti Column remained in limbo, while a single by musical comedian John Dowie would have done little to establish Factory as a serious post-punk imprint. Like Joy Division, Cabaret Voltaire were also now looking to move up to the next stage. ‘It would have been nice in some ways to have stayed with Factory,’ the group told NME. ‘We didn’t know what we were going to do at that time. We wanted to do an album, though, and Rough Trade asked us.’

         ‘In retrospect, it was the right choice,’ adds contrarian member Richard H. Kirk. ‘I liked the fact that Rough Trade let us do all our own artwork. 64If we’d gone to Factory, we’d have had Peter Saville foisted on us and been moulded into the Factory brand.’

         As yet, there was no Factory masterplan. ‘Independent labels are a one or two year thing,’ Wilson proposed to the New Manchester Review in February. ‘After that they either go bust, or start getting stale.’ Wilson badly wanted to record Linder and Ludus, who in February recorded a demo produced by Howard Devoto, while a Factory catalogue number was temporarily attached to a Tiller Boys 12-inch. However, Factory and New Hormones now found themselves in friendly competition, with singles by both groups eventually appearing as ORG 3 and ORG 4 at the end of the year. ‘Tony Wilson was very keen to record Ludus as early as possible,’ recalls Linder. ‘However, I had divided loyalties at that time. My formative punk years were spent with Howard Devoto, Pete Shelley, Richard Boon, so when Richard announced he intended to restart New Hormones I stayed loyal to that, and turned down the offer from Factory – not realizing it would be such a long wait.’

         Factory also missed out on Manicured Noise, now shifting from avantgarde abstraction towards a more accessible sound, and who seem to have considered Wilson’s untried label too provincial. Wilson was also fond of The Distractions, a more traditional guitar pop quartet, who opted instead to release ‘You’re Not Going Out Dressed Like That’ through TJM in February, earning them single of the week in NME. ‘There were different factions, and antagonism between different factions,’ offers Peter Saville. ‘In Manchester at that time Factory and Tony were just another clique. A lot of people didn’t like Tony, because he was sort of … irritating. He wasn’t their generation, and he was already an establishment figure. There was always a degree of pretentiousness around Tony, and he was easy to laugh about. If you look at So It Goes, he was still wearing a denim shirt and had shoulder-length hair. It was the complete antithesis of, say, Howard Devoto.’

         With Factory Records still more dream than reality, and Fast Product unwilling to commit, Gretton had little alternative but to seek an album deal for Joy Division in London. Enter Martin Rushent, an established producer/arranger with astute commercial sense, who had already achieved chart success with Buzzcocks as well as Generation X, The Stranglers, XTC and (incongruously) Shirley Bassey. After building his own studio in rural Berkshire, Rushent was invited to set up his own label, Genetic, funded 65by Radar Records, an operation bankrolled in turn by Warners. ‘They wanted to disguise their corporate image,’ explains Rushent, ‘and generate more street credibility with boutique imprints like Radar, which had Elvis Costello, Nick Lowe, the Pop Group, Pere Ubu, La Düsseldorf and others. But it was all financed by Warners on a drawdown basis. I had an office in Covent Garden, above the Blitz club, which I could see was the beginning of something big, because punk was dead in the water, so I signed Visage very early on. I had an assistant, Anne Roseberry, who had good ears and did a lot of networking, and she told me she’d seen an amazing band in Manchester, Joy Division. So we went up to see them live and my jaw hit the floor. I talked with Rob Gretton, and he agreed to record a demo and see how it went.’

         Joy Division duly recorded five songs with Rushent at London studio Eden on 4 March. ‘I got on really well with Ian in particular,’ continues Rushent. ‘He was easy to work with, as long as you told him exactly what to do. There was a good level of communication. I played the demo to Andrew Lauder at Radar, and everybody thought the band could be huge. It generated a buzz around the band, and as I recall the deal on offer was worth £40,000. Probably I would have recorded the Joy Division album at Olympic, which had a huge sound. But within a very short space of time there was internal strife at Warners, and Radar moved elsewhere. I then had a meeting as Genetic with an A&R guy from Warners, and played him my recordings with the so-called New Romantic groups and Joy Division. He said I had my head up my arse, and told me to look for bands like the Angelic Upstarts. So basically Genetic folded in that form. It all happened very quickly, and that’s why Joy Division recorded Unknown Pleasures for Factory instead.’

         Rushent persevered, and would go on to achieve considerable success with landmark productions for The Human League, Altered Images and a solo Pete Shelley. Had Joy Division recorded Unknown Pleasures with Rushent and Genetic, rather than Hannett and Factory, the group would have undoubtedly created a classic album, and still broken through. Certainly the New Romantic peacocks demoed by Rushent in 1979 – Visage, Ultravox and Spandau Ballet – all charted strongly the following year. However, Joy Division and Gretton were far less malleable, and far less pretty. It’s worth noting also that while in London to record the Genetic demo, Joy Division were invited to open for The Cure at the Marquee. 66At this stage The Cure were merely a promising new-wave trio signed to Polydor subsidiary Fiction, whose underwhelming first album Three Imaginary Boys appeared in May, with a running order chosen by mentor Chris Parry, and freighted with a limp Jimi Hendrix cover. ‘I heard Joy Division on the radio on John Peel,’ recalls singer Robert Smith. ‘They were so powerful – we went on after them and we had to try hard to match what they did. That was our best show that year, I think.’

         Two weeks earlier The Cure had performed at the Factory in Hulme. Whether Gretton knew of their dissatisfaction with Three Imaginary Boys is unknown, but to some extent it echoed Joy Division’s experience with RCA the previous year, and may have made him wary of a multi-tiered deal with Warners/Genetic, which offered a substantial advance but little creative control, and a miserly sales royalty of just 8 per cent.

         Gretton and Wilson also noted the success of Inflammable Material, the debut album by Belfast punk band Stiff Little Fingers, and itself the first long-player issued on the Rough Trade label. Released at the beginning of February, the album quickly climbed to #14 on the national chart and sold a remarkable 100,000 copies. By the end of March Gretton had decided to reject the £40,000 deal on offer from Genetic, setting out an alternative manifesto in his diligent managerial notebooks. ‘Any contract we might sign should leave us free to choose our own producer, artwork. No gimmicks unless we approve, e.g. no coloured vinyl, no long tours, no TV and radio unless we agree, no press interviews/photos unless we agree, no publicity/promo unless we agree, e.g. posters, badges, t-shirts.’ Gretton even supervised the group’s clothes and haircuts, imposing a short prison camp crop. ‘Personally I would rather adopt a different role with regards to everything, try to approach everything from a different viewpoint, not having everything dictated by money.’

         In the meantime, Wilson and Erasmus decided to move Factory forward with a brace of singles by two promising new groups: A Certain Ratio and Orchestral Manoeuvres in the Dark. Greatly influenced by German electronic bands such as Kraftwerk and Neu!, Orchestral Manoeuvres had opened for Cabaret Voltaire at the Factory the previous October, after which manager Paul Collister sent Wilson a demo tape recorded in his garage studio. ‘We were watching Granada Reports and saw The Human League,’ says singer and bassist Andy McCluskey. ‘We thought, “Well, if The Human League can get on there …” We were just being cheeky, and 67sent him a tape of “Electricity”.’ When Wilson cued the OMD cassette on his car stereo, Lindsay Reade found herself pleasantly surprised. ‘As soon as he played it, I said I thought it was a hit. So we played it again, and I still thought it was a hit. So Tony said he’d release it, for me, because he was much more into punk than I was, and less into pop.’

         Saville, too, was immediately enthused. ‘Tony played me the tape, also in his car, but said he didn’t really like it. And because they were from Liverpool he was instinctively antagonistic towards them. When Tony played “Electricity” to me I thought of Kraftwerk, and as soon as he told me they were called Orchestral Manoeuvres in the Dark I wanted to do it, because straight away I had a sleeve in mind. What I had in mind was based on a poster by Jan Tschichold, for a season of orchestral concerts in Basel in 1966.’

         Wilson preferred abstract art to figurative pop, and after booking A Certain Ratio at the Factory invited the austere yet cute quartet to join the M24J management stable. Of this challenging, demob-suited first incarnation he would later recall: ‘The four pieces of A Certain Ratio were Peter Terrell and Martin Moscrop on guitar – that’s really on guitar, driving their fists up and down, grinding the fretboard. Then young Jeremy Kerr on bass, and enigmatic Simon Topping, the leader, the singer, intoning more than singing, and turning occasionally to a 4-inch square white noise box which he held in both hands, twisting the single knob to raise or lower the pitch of his white and ugly noise … Everyone’s rock dream, to have your own Velvet Underground.’

         Lindsay Reade was less enamoured. ‘They were terrible. I remember going to see ACR in a rehearsal room – these little lads. Tony got so enthusiastic and excited about his protégés. Driving back, I told him, “They’re rubbish, they can’t play anything.” He said, “Yeah, but they’re fantastic, you don’t understand.” I said, “No, I don’t really understand, actually.”’ Julian Cope, of emerging Liverpool contenders Teardrop Explodes, was only slightly more enthusiastic. ‘We’d play the Factory in Manchester all the time. There’d be weird shitty new-wave support groups. One time, A Certain Ratio supported us. They were just these four little guys, three with guitars, and one with a noise machine. They were crap, but unusual.’

         Both singles were cut with Martin Hannett at Cargo in February, then mixed at Strawberry. While the recording of ‘All Night Party’ by ACR proved relatively straightforward, OMD disliked Hannett’s version of ‘Electricity’, a 68song which all concerned saw as a potential hit. McCluskey and Humphreys also objected when Zero recast flipside track ‘Almost’ as a slow lament. ‘Our version of “Almost” was really tight and poppy,’ says McCluskey, ‘but he’d laid it back and covered it in echo. It was a pop song, and he turned it into this totally lethargic ballad … Hannett was weird and scared the hell out of us. At one point he just climbed under the desk and went to sleep. We had a bass drum which was basically a synth tuned down, and he was putting it through all these graphics, and we thought, “This is taking bloody hours, what the hell’s going on?” We hated both the versions that were done. It’s very ambient, and he selected certain of the tracks to be more important than others, and a completely different vision to the one we had. I have to say, it took me months to get my head around it.’

         Indeed, the Hannett version of ‘Electricity’ was rejected by OMD, and their original demo recording issued as Fac 6. Hannett’s singular production style had already alienated some of the original Durutti Column, and the problem of artist (dis)approval would remain a source of regular conflict around Hannett and Factory for the next three years. However, this issue was not yet significant, and the next major recording project for both would be Unknown Pleasures, the first album by Joy Division. Having rejected the Genetic deal at the end of March, and with most copies of A Factory Sample now sold, Gretton promised the album to Wilson at a gig at the Band on the Wall. ‘Basically it was to do with changing the way things operate,’ Gretton explained. ‘I was in my do-it-yourself frame of mind. The punk ideals appealed to me, but nobody else believed in them. To McLaren, signing with the majors fitted in with his Situationist philosophy – getting in there and creating havoc. We were the opposite. We’d broken big in Manchester and realized that if we signed to Factory, a Manchester label, it wouldn’t harm us. We were convinced it would work, if not on a sales level then on a cult level. The music was so good, it had to work.’

         Joy Division deferred to their manager. ‘We did flirt with Genetic and Martin Rushent before we did the album for Factory,’ says Peter Hook. ‘Basically I don’t think they spoke enough sense for Rob, he found it all a bit gobbledygooky, and once you got the lawyers involved it made it all worse. Whereas what Tony was offering was much less complicated. Also it was home-grown, and if anything, it meant that Rob would keep the power. Or we would keep the power, if you want to be democratic. As soon as you went to London, you felt you’d somehow given it away.’ Speaking 69to NME in August, Ian Curtis agreed. ‘We don’t want to get diluted, really, and by staying with Factory at the moment we’re free to do what we want. There’s no one restricting us or the music – or even the artwork or promotion. You get bands that are given huge advances – loans really – but what do they spend it on? What is all that money going to get? Is it going to make the music any better?’
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