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About This Book





Faber Forty-Fives is a series of six short ebooks that between them tell the story of British pop music from the birth of psychedelia in the late sixties, through electric folk, glam, seventies rock and punk, to the eclecticism of post-punk in the late seventies and early eighties. Each book is drawn from a larger work on Faber’s acclaimed music list.




  





Sex Pistols and Punk recounts the turbulent months at the beginning of the British punk revolution in 1976. Starting as four disparate teenagers thrown together by Svengali Malcom McLaren to sell trousers, the Sex Pistols quickly became both prism and mirror for a disaffected youth eager to smash the old guard and make the world in their own, Warholian image. From dodgy backroom gigs to major-label overtures, Sex Pistols and Punk charts the dramatic rise of one of Britain’s most influential and controversial bands. 
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Can’t go on/Drag along/Can’t go wrong/Sing along/Pied Piper will lead you to the water.


John Lydon for PiL: ‘Pied Piper’ (1980)




 





Trying to tart the rock business up is getting nearer to what the kids themselves are like. Because what I find, if you want to talk in the terms of rock, a lot depends on sensationalism, and the kids themselves are more sensational than the stars themselves.


David Bowie: New Musical Express (28 February 1974)





‘For their first ever gig‚’ says Adam Ant, ‘the Sex Pistols were support group to the band I was in, Bazooka Joe. I’ll never forget it. They came in as a gang: they looked like they couldn’t give a fuck about anybody. John had baggy pinstripe trousers with braces and a ripped-up T-shirt saying “Pink Floyd” with “I Hate” over it. Jonesy was tiny, he looked like a young Pete Townshend. Matlock had paint-spattered trousers and a woman’s pink leather top. Paul Cook looked like Rod Stewart, like a little Mod really.


‘I watched them play: Malcolm was at the front, orchestrating them, telling them where to stand. Viv was there. There weren’t many there: maybe a dozen of their people – Jordan, Michael Collins, Andy Czezowski. They did “Substitute”, and “Whatcha Gonna Do About It” with the lyrics changed: “I want you to know that I hate you baby.” Then John lost interest. He’d eat sweets, pull them out and suck them and just spit them out: he just looked at the audience, glazed.


‘There were no guitar solos, it was just simple songs. They did five and that was it: goodnight. The rest of my band hated them because they thought they couldn’t play: in fact somebody said as much to Glen and he said: “So what?” But I thought they were very tight. It was only John who hadn’t learned how to make the voice last, but over a fifteen minute burst, he was very clear. At the end Rotten slagged off Bazooka Joe as being a bunch of fucking cunts and our guitarist Danny Kleinman leapt from the front row and pinned John against the back wall: he made him apologize.’


‘It was fucking wild‚’ says Steve Jones; ‘I was so nervous I took a mandrax. When we started playing the mandrax was hitting me and I cranked the amp up. It was a 100w amp in a little room with no stage and it was great. Everyone was looking at us. It seemed like millions of people at the time. You could tell there was a buzz.’ ‘We had carried the equipment over from Denmark Street‚’ says Paul Cook, ‘we were all highly charged and nervous. It must have been a terrible racket, because someone pulled the plug on us, there was a big fight.’


‘The impression they left on me was total‚’ says Adam. ‘They had a certain attitude I’d never seen: they had bollocks and they had very expensive equipment and it didn’t look like it belonged to them. They had the look in their eyes that said: “We’re going to be massive.” I stood there transfixed. When Danny jumped John, I didn’t jump in to help him. I left Bazooka Joe the next day: I came out of that gig thinking, “I’m tired of Teddy Boys” and it seemed to me that the Sex Pistols were playing simple songs that I could play. I just wanted to go away and form my own band.’


‘Whether they were good or not was irrelevant‚’ says Andy Czezowski: ‘I wanted to be excited and they filled a spot.’ Performers are only as interesting as the emotions that they generate, or the situations that they catalyse: the audience gives them their power. The Sex Pistols began as a hype, a group of four disparate teenagers thrown together to sell trousers, but they quickly became a prism through which the present and a future could be clearly seen.


The power of sound is unpredictable and potentially dangerous. In the Anglo-German folk tale, the Pied Piper is hired to draw away a plague of rats from a large city: cheated by the elders of his fee, he spirits away the children of the city through the sound of his pipe. Lost in the spirit world, they are never seen again. From the very first, the Sex Pistols polarized and galvanized their tiny audiences. ‘We started getting a reaction instantly‚’ says Paul Cook, ‘so we thought we must be doing something right.’


That reaction was, at first, composed of 50 per cent indifference, 25 per cent hostility, 20 per cent hilarity and 5 per cent immediate empathy. Until their first TV broadcast in August 1976, the only way to see the group was live: for nine months they toured the country. To most of their small audiences, their music was just scraping and gnawing sounds, but at each concert, one or two people listened and, instantly converted, laid aside their previous lives to follow them.


‘It must have been very satisfying for them to get such a violent response to everything they did‚’ says Al McDowell, who was approached by Glen Matlock to put on their second concert, at the Central School of Art, the day after St Martin’s. ‘They had a mirror standing in front of them all the time. I think the media side of it was very well controlled. It was presented as a package all the time. Graphically it was all together; everything had an atmosphere. It was threatening and there was that feeling of revolt, based on the Paris ’68 approach. It was immediately attractive to anyone who was feeling hostile.’


On 5 December, McLaren organized a concert at the Chelsea School of Art. For this, their fifth, the group had no support except a disco. ‘There was a little buzz about Malcolm’s group‚’ says Ted Carroll, ‘so he contacted a lot of people and invited them to Chelsea. Roger Armstrong and I went and we thought they were great, because there was so much energy. They were disorganized but powerful. People didn’t know what to make of them: there was no definite reference point.’


Finding suitable venues for the Sex Pistols quickly became a problem, particularly as McLaren, with his ignorance of the music business, refused to take the easy route. He wanted to avoid the standard Pub-Rock circuit, with its pecking order and its stock responses, but in the pre-video age, live exposure was still the way to gain attention. After studying the music press, McLaren realized that there was still a lively college circuit, but after a few calls, he found that the name ‘Sex Pistols’ tended to trigger a reaction that, although satisfyingly negative, failed to result in bookings. The only thing to do was to lie and cheat.


The routine went something like this: McLaren would call the social secretary or some other minor college official. ‘We’re the support group. I phoned up Fred from the office and he said to come along. It only takes us ten minutes to set up and we’ll play for half an hour. OK?’ Or, ‘we’re friends of the group – they said we could come along and fill in for half an hour’. Between November and February, the Sex Pistols played about fifteen concerts in and around London: at St Albans, Ravensbourne, North East London and City of London Polytechnics and Westfield College.


‘It wasn’t very exciting‚’ says Paul Cook. ‘There would be all these hippy bands on. We just laughed at them. We’d just turn up and there’d be a few people standing round watching. It was good practice for us, and it kept us out of the way. Everyone knew to stay together at that stage because we were all nervous. John was pretty stiff but he’d have the verbals if there was any barracking. We’d get that at some of the colleges, but John handled himself so well on stage that he had everyone in stitches. We improved really well.’


‘Around Halloween a band just turned up and played at St Albans Art School‚’ says Shanne Hasler, a foundation student who become one of the group’s first fans, ‘We didn’t know who they were. We hardly even bothered watching them, but we were dancing because they were terrible. We thought they were a piss-take of a sixties group: afterwards one of them was crying because they were so terrible. They were very slow, very amateurish. It was peculiar because they had the same hairstyle as I had. That was how we got talking.


‘I hated the world. I had a terrible childhood. I came from a middle-class background, brought up in Ware, Hertfordshire. I was illegitimate and I hated that thing of everyone trying to be nice and well-mannered, and behind the scenes, people weren’t really. I didn’t want to be part of it, so I ripped my clothes, scalped myself, pierced my ears. I was dyeing my hair; I used to get old grannies’ corsets and things from thrift shops. I just wanted to be noticed, but I was very shy at the same time. It was my hatreds coming out with a sense of humour.


‘John Lydon came up to me because he couldn’t believe I dressed like that. He asked if I’d ever been in a shop called Sex; there was a girl called Jordan there who dressed like me. I went down there with a friend: we got taken out to lunch by Malcolm McLaren. He took us all around the shop and explained how all the clothes were made. Later I met Johnny; he took me back to Finsbury Park and put me on the train home. He was really well-mannered; nothing like the image.’


As the group appeared unheralded and unannounced, they picked up supporters from London’s dormitory towns. The dreamscape of suburbia has a powerful and unrecognized place in England’s pop culture. ‘Bromley is perfect‚’ says Simon Barker. ‘It’s a twenty-minute train ride to London, so even when I was thirteen it was quite easy to get a day return to London. You’d walk down the King’s Road and see it, then come back to Bromley. Living in the suburbs gives you a bigger and better perspective on things. If you go to London and see people wearing flares, you’ll come home and you’ll want your mum to sew triangles in your trousers and stuff; then you’re more fashionable than anyone else in Bromley.’


The Sex Pistols’ performance on 9 December plugged them into a network of teenage stylists, who would, more than anyone else, create a subcultural ambience around the group. ‘It was Saturday night and there was nothing to do‚’ says Barker. ‘We went to Ravensbourne College: there was a band on called Fogg, but we didn’t go to see them. I got there and saw Malcolm: I’d seen him in the shop and I thought, “Wow, what’s he doing here?” Then the Sex Pistols came on and I was the only person clapping. All the students were going mad, shouting and crap. The group were awful but it was visually really brilliant. You could tell what they were trying to do with the sound.


‘We had this group of people. Steve Bailey and I went to school together, the Bromley Technical High. Billy Broad went to another school in Bromley: I met him through college. Siouxsie, we met going to a Roxy Music concert We liked to be noticed: we were influenced by Bowie, Roxy and Clockwork Orange but we were doing it in our own way. Bowie had dyed his hair red, but we went into a hairdressers and saw all these tubes of crazy colour and went mad.


‘When Bowie and Roxy came along that was a focus for me, the way I wanted to look and the ideas on style, but parents hated them. It was really brilliant. You started to realize that it wasn’t just you and your friends, that it was more than just music and clothes: it was what films you saw and everything. It became a lifestyle. Roxy perpetuated that: seeing Eno have tea with Salvador Dali. Bowie had paved the way but they took it a little further: he didn’t understand what he was doing half the time.’ 


‘I always gravitated to the city‚’ says Siouxsie, ‘I hated suburbia.’ Born Susan Janet Ballion, she was brought up strange in Chislehurst: ‘I hated the street we lived in, bordering on middle class. More puritanical than proper middle class in a way, almost spiteful. My sister was a Go-Go dancer; that was one of my routes for getting out. I used to go with her on her dates, to the Gilded Cage, the Trafalgar: I loved it, bright lights, total unreality. Some of the pubs would be half gay, half straight. It was Disco Tex and the Sex-O-Lettes, Bowie and Roxy; Barry White was huge.


‘After school, I went to a secretarial college for a few months. I’d go round to the model agencies, and already I was into heavy make-up, bright colours. They said I was too skinny and too made up. They wanted busty and natural models. So I worked in pubs and clubs in the West End: the Valbonne. At night it was disgusting, full of Arabs, but during the day it was businessmen, pretty much just the local punters. I’d bring my record collection and dance to it on the floor by myself: Bowie, Brass Construction, “Hard Work” by John Handy.


‘I’d been to the shop before I knew about the group: I’d bought some fishnet tights with gold and black tassels on them. I remember Vivienne, she looked gorgeous: she had blonde hair with purple pink lips. I was really attracted. Simon told me about the Pistols: the first time I saw them, there was just a few students wandering about and everyone kept their distance. It wasn’t aggressive. They just played their music. Rotten didn’t glare at anyone the way he did later. Glen was the loudest. I thought he was trying too hard. He was the one who’d be decked out in the Sex gear and it would look squeaky clean on him.’


The appearance of these oddly dressed teenagers at every concert gave the Sex Pistols a boost. Internally, they oscillated between arrogance and bickering, but the tide was beginning to turn. The group had mastered the basic level of competence, they had fanatical supporters, and a hustling manager. At Christmas, McLaren and Rhodes made an abortive trip to Paris to stimulate interest about the Sex Pistols in the Punk centre of Europe, but London was acquiring an allure of its own. ‘I left everything I had in France at the beginning of 1976‚’ says Chrissie Hynde: ‘I could smell something was happening in London. When I saw the Sex Pistols, I remember thinking London was the thing.’


The Sex Pistols’ first wider impact was as the harbingers of a new sensibility, within a very specific London milieu. On 4 February, Malcolm and Vivienne gave a talk about their clothes as part of a season called ‘Fashion Forum – New Designers’ at the Institute of Contemporary Arts (ICA); the group sat in the audience. Others on the bill included Swanky Modes, Howie and Miss Mouse. ‘The idea at the time‚’ says Max, one of the ICA staff, ‘was the whole fashion, art, anthropology, popular culture crossover which has become quite common since.’


‘There had definitely been a feeling in London for the previous six months‚’ she adds. ‘I remember noting two boys wearing leather jackets and bleached blond hair. Now that sounds so ordinary, but at the time people were divided into being gay and tough Rocker fifties revivalists, so the combination of the two was a real development. You’d be walking down the street and there’d be a thread that was emerging: straight trousers, not wearing jeans at all, or if you did, 501s. The whole idea of men having short hair again, of women dyeing theirs: that mixture of gay, Soul boy and Rocker styles.’


On 14 February the Sex Pistols played a ‘Valentine’s Ball’ at Andrew Logan’s studio in Butler’s Wharf, appearing on a set that had been constructed out of materials from the children’s department of the dismantled, Biba superstore – closed in late 1975 – and some scenery from Derek Jarman’s film Sebastiane. This was an important test for the group. It was a good opportunity for wider exposure – many people were there with cameras of all types – but this exposure had to be specific: because all concerned with Sex were so close to the Logan’s world, they had to find a way forcibly to disassociate themselves from it.


Logan’s parties were a gathering of the clans for a particular generation, too young to benefit from the full sixties explosion but old enough, by 1976, to have established themselves as London’s leading artistic/Bohemian circle. They were as concerned with style outrage as McLaren and Westwood: indeed, they formed a significant proportion of Sex’s clientele. Later that year, Peter York codified the group as ‘Them’ (after the 1950s science fiction film) just at the point when their influence was beginning to wane: ‘An awful warning was sounded in November 1975 with the closing of big Biba.’


This was the generation that had dominated the King’s Road since the early 1970s. Their aesthetic was a mixture of Pop Art and retro: Duggie Fields’ fifties living room had been photographed for Bevis Hillier’s Austerity Binge, but his large paintings unblinkingly created their own modern world. Andrew Logan made sculptures and installations out of broken mirrors: they were decorative, but they also had a real wit and warmth. They ‘pushed the boat out for the new sensibility‚’ York wrote: ‘Self-conscious, equivocal, eclectic, PostModern.’


These qualities were exactly what McLaren and Westwood had built on and had already reacted against – in the cast list for the ‘Which side of the bed’ T-shirt – as they searched out the generation gap (and what better way was there of creating one than turning on your peers?). Never mind that there had been real kindness, manners and talent in that milieu, these were qualities that would be swept away in a new, committed age. The ‘Them’ striving for effect would be superseded by a new shock aesthetic.


‘All that crowd loved Vivienne and Malcolm for what they were doing‚’ says Simon Barker, ‘but Vivienne and Malcolm held them in contempt. They didn’t like that set-up, everyone patting each other on the back. Malcolm used that, got them to play at Andrew Logan’s party, and then invited everyone. Logan was freaking out because he had this nice space and there were all these people. John was shut outside and finally he persuaded them to open the door and he was so mad: by the time he got in all the drink had gone. He said to Vivienne: “Where’s our fucking drink?” He gave Vivienne the biggest black eye she ever had in her life.’


‘Malcolm was really excited‚’ says Jordan. ‘He rushed up to me saying, “The NME are here!” It’s funny to think of it now. “The NME are actually here. Do something Jords!” He wanted to get them a bit of outrageous publicity. He said: “Take your clothes off, girl.” “Naw, I’m not going to.” “Go on, we haven’t got much time.” “I’ll do it if John knows and we can do some sort of act.” I jumped onstage and John ripped my clothes off. The photos were used everywhere.’


‘John Lydon was on three trips of acid and god knows how many grams of speed‚’ says Nick Kent. ‘It was the first time anyone had confronted me like that. It was “Nothing’s happening at the NME, is it?” I agreed with him, but he had this look on his face which said: “I’m going to really shove you down; your time has come.” It reminded me of when I used to stay in All Saints Road and I’d always have to walk past these black guys who would never touch me, but it was running a gauntlet. That’s where he got it, from listening to Reggae and hanging round with those guys.


‘Lydon had got so out of it. They were doing this version of “No Fun”, kept doing it over and over. Lydon got it in his head to start smashing the equipment: flying around with this mike stand, throwing things around. It wasn’t aimed at the audience: they didn’t matter. Lydon was in this state, it was obviously drug-induced but he clearly wanted to get completely out of himself. He wanted to go straight into the eye of the hurricane, and the group was backing him up.’
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(left to right) Jordan, John Lydon, Helen Wallington-Lloyd and Vivienne Westwood, Butler’s Wharf, 14 February 1976 (courtesy of Joseph Stevens)










I’m interested in anything about revolt, disorder, chaos‚ especially activity that appears to have no meaning. It seems to me to be the road toward freedom.


Jim Morrison of the Doors: Time (24 January 1968)




 





To me‚ the most haunting, prophetic cry of the nineteenth century is Theophile Gautier’s ‘plutôt la barbarie que l’ennui!’ If we come to understand the sources of that perverse longing, of that itch for chaos, we will be nearer an understanding of our own state, and of the relations of our condition to the accusing ideal of the past.


George Steiner: In Bluebeard’s Castle (1971)





It quickly became clear‚ as they moved out into the world‚ that the Sex Pistols were programmed for confrontation. McLaren was ambitious for this group: as his instrument, they would act out his fantasies of conflict and revenge on a decaying culture. From the very beginning, their attitude polarized their peers: soon the name of the game was for the group to stay on stage as long as they could, to ram their noise home. This taste for chaotically staged events would soon become an addiction.


No matter how antagonistic they were, the Sex Pistols still had to make some concessions to music-industry practice. Now that they had mastered the rudiment of performance, they would be tested in venues around the country. And as they gathered momentum, they would soon be encountering the press. McLaren began casting for the group’s infrastructure.


First to be hired was Nils Stevenson, as the group’s road manager, or, as he has claimed, the group’s co-manager. A self-styled King’s Road casanova, Nils was only a year or so older than the group, but wise beyond his years. Brought up in Dalston, he had lived on his wits and his appearance after quitting Barnet Art School in the early 1970s. ‘I ended up working for Richard Buckle, ballet critic at the Observer. That was great fun: dress up in this mad purple Edwardian suit and high heels and open the door for Frederick Ashton, and pretend to be his boy. 


‘Alan Jones had taken me in the shop. I got to know Vivienne first: I used to hang around with her a lot because I used to really fancy her. Nothing ever came of it, because I got to know Malcolm as well: the two of them would come to my house in Barnes. They’d bring Chrissie Hynde along with them, and the four of us would go to Andrew Logan’s parties. Eventually Malcolm asked me to come and work with him on the Sex Pistols.


‘I’d met Steve and Paul in the pub already. They were being very nice to me and I just thought: “Why are they being so nice?” They were being nice because they were nice, and I wasn’t used to it in the King’s Road: people were all starfuckers in one way or another. These two cockney boys being pleasant made me feel odd. They didn’t look anything, just a couple of football hooligans. So I thought I wanted to see the group first. I hadn’t seen Rotten until I went to the Marquee: when I saw him I just knew I had to be involved.’


Two days before the Logan party, the Sex Pistols were booked in to support their Street Rock rivals Eddie and the Hot Rods in the Marquee, the heart of enemy territory. It was another test for the group, and they rose to the occasion magnificently. ‘It was like Iggy when he played King’s Cross‚’ Nils says. ‘The band were all over the place. Rotten said: “I’ve always wanted to watch this group play.” He just walked offstage with this long microphone lead and sat in the audience. He threw Jordan across the floor, threw chairs about: they smashed Eddie and the Hot Rods’ equipment.’


Nils also brought in his older brother Ray, a photographer who had cut his teeth on the mid-sixties folk scene and emerging hippie superstars like Marc Bolan and David Bowie. Apart from a trickle of reportage shots, the group had already posed individually for Hipgnosis employee Peter Christopherson, but his concept of the group as psychotic rent-boys was unsuitable. With his rock experience, Ray Stevenson was perfect. ‘There was also an element of me working for free, which obviously made me interesting.’


There was some urgency for photographs, as the Sex Pistols’ kamikaze approach had immediate results. Six days after the group’s first proper London date, they had a national publicity splash, when the New Musical Express printed a review of the Marquee concert. Staffer Neil Spencer had wandered in and, struck by the Sex Pistols’ arrogance, talked to them backstage. The result was a review that, unusually, carried interview quotes. From a manager’s point of view, it contained everything required: there was a picture, an arresting caption and best of all, it didn’t mention the headliners, the Hot Rods.


Spencer caught the group’s appeal in a series of slogans. Under the banner headline, ‘Don’t look over your shoulder but the Sex Pistols are coming‚’ coded references leapt out at the reader: ‘Iggy and the Stooges’; ‘moronic’; ‘a musical experience with the emphasis on experience’. The picture of Johnny Rotten, all hair and staring eyes, said almost everything, but best of all was the quote at the end, supplied by Steve Jones: ‘“Actually we’re not into music,” one of the Pistols confided afterwards. Wot then? “We’re into chaos”.’


This was small beer: the main live reviews were of Emmylou Harris and Alice Cooper. Patti Smith might have been on the cover, but features inside concentrated on James Last, Gong, and Genesis. The Sex Pistols were a long way from a full page, but they had the first taste of publicity’s power. ‘I was sitting in a café in Kensington High Street‚’ says Glen Matlock: ‘I had just bought the NME when I saw the review. It didn’t mention the Hot Rods; it just said Sex Pistols. I thought “Whoooo – here we go!”’


The impact was immediate, and it was remarkable that the Sex Pistols got instant feedback, not only from the media, but from the next stage in the process: the media’s consumers. The references in Spencer’s review leapt out at those who, provoked by boredom, were attempting to tap the same archetype. ‘I wished to annoy, to be exhibitionist, to be self-destructive‚’ says Howard Devoto. ‘Listening to the Stooges’ records, it sounded easy to do. Iggy’s personality and the music attached to some unfortunate trait I had. In my mind it didn’t get much beyond performing at college, but it had to be confrontational.’


Together with a fellow student at Bolton Institute of Technology, Peter McNeish, Howard Trafford (as he was then known) tried to carve some modern music out of the air. ‘Howard was doing a video project and needed some electronic music‚’ says Peter, ‘The next thing was, there was an advert on the college notice board which said “Wanted: people to form a group to do a version of ‘Sister Ray”’. I was well into Glam and I knew all the Velvet Underground albums back to front, so I gave him a ring.’


‘We tried Eno’s “The True Wheel”‚’ says Howard, ‘and “Your Pretty Face Has Gone To Hell”. It came to nothing, but we stayed in touch, such that we were reading the NME in the bar together, when we read the first review of the Sex Pistols. It was the fact that they played a Stooges song, and said “We’re not into music, we’re into chaos”. Oooh, that’s interesting, and off we went down to London.’


‘I’d known Howard from Leeds Grammar School and Peter from Bolton‚’ says Richard Boon. ‘Howard phoned up after the NME review, saying “Did you read this? I just called the NME and it seems that they’re playing this weekend and I’m coming down with a friend, can you put us up?” I was very glad someone had organized something like that for me, so we all went down to Sex to get the details from this bemused character, Malcolm, who was very struck that these two people had turned up from Manchester wanting to see them. We went to see them in High Wycombe and Welwyn Garden City.’


‘It was great‚’ says Shanne Hasler, ‘High Wycombe was the first big fight.’ According to McLaren, ‘We were supporting Screaming Lord Sutch and the microphone which Rotten was using suddenly went dead and you couldn’t hear what he was singing. He was aware of this and suddenly got incredibly embarrassed. He got hold of the microphone and smashed it to the ground, jumping on it. The PA guys and roadies swarmed on stage from every direction but Big Jim, Steve’s mate, was there very pissed, and as they came on stage he was holding them back. The audience was wondering what was going on.’


‘There were all these louts who really couldn’t relate to the Sex Pistols at all‚’ says Boon. ‘They were very disappointed: they were sitting along the front of the stage as Johnny crept along the front of the stage and tousled their hair. One of their mates from the back came running and picked Johnny up and threw him on the floor. The Sex Pistols’ friends started piling in and – this was during “No Fun” – there was this throng of thrashing people.


‘Johnny kept on singing and crawled out from this mêlée and crept back onstage and finished the number. It also ended the show: this terrible DJ came on and said, “Oh yer, in the NME they say we’re not into music, we’re into chaos and I think we know what they mean. Har har.” We got chatting to them afterwards: Johnny was very twitchy and charismatic and off in a corner: not hostile, but totally wired. The lads were interested that two people had travelled two hundred miles to see them. It must have been the first time it had happened, so a link was established.’


‘Rotten was certainly being very abusive and moody‚’ says Devoto, ‘we thought they were fantastic: it was, we will go and do something like this in Manchester.’ They returned with an increased sense of urgency: ‘After we’d seen them, Howard and I were sleeping in the living room‚’ says Peter, ‘as we were going off to sleep Howard was quizzing me, like if we got our band started, what was my commitment. Would I stick with it? Was it a hobby or was I into living the life? And I said: “Yeah, I’m into living the life”.’


There was already an element of showbiz schtick in the Sex Pistols’ performances but that confrontation was rooted in reality. While they might unite in the face of a common foe, relations within the group were very volatile. Cook and Jones were close to each other and with McLaren: Matlock tended to be left by himself and Lydon was barely tolerated by all the rest of them, including McLaren. ‘Once everything was working‚’ says McLaren, ‘John felt cool and one of the lads, but not before he told Jones he was a member of a Hell’s Angels gang. It was in the Cambridge: everybody stopped themselves from laughing as they ordered another Pils.’


‘What kept on winding me all the time in those early days was that I never felt part of the band‚’ says Lydon. ‘I was very insecure. I got on OK with Steve and Paul, particularly Steve. He’s hilarious; he’ll never change. Although he’s a tea leaf, Steve is one of the most honest people I ever met. If you ask him something outright, he cannot lie to you. Glen was a bit of a mummy’s boy. I spent a lot of time with the friends I already had: John Grey, Sid, Wobble.


‘But it would always be with Malcolm and Vivienne that, if they were going out after a gig, I wouldn’t be invited. A lot of the fashionables, Little Nell and that lot, would always be around but I wasn’t allowed to know them. I was never introduced and they always looked at me as scum. Until of course the Sex Pistols started to take off and then it was: “Oooooh Hiiii!” Jones and Cook knew all these people because Malcolm had taken them out all the time but not me. They wanted me to be this mystery figure that they could hide in the cupboard and spring out like a Jack-in-the-box. Close the lid when it’s not needed anymore.’


A positive result of the High Wycombe fiasco was firm interest from Ron Watts, who booked them into his club at the end of March. Watts ran the 100 Club, a nondescript basement near the Centre-Point end of Oxford Street, which had a long and illustrious history as a jazz and folk venue. ‘I don’t know what we did right‚’ says Glen Matlock. ‘Everyone was going apeshit after the Sutch gig and John totally denied that he had smashed anything: “Oh I didn’t.” But everybody had seen him do it. In the end both Sutch and Ron Watts just burst out laughing. 


‘At the first 100 Club, John was out of his box: he always used to have quite a bit to drink before we went on anyway, but this night I don’t know what he was on, but it sounded abysmal. He was singing the right words but to the wrong songs so I just went up to him and said, “Look you’re acting like a cunt now, you’re doing it deliberately.” This was in the middle of a song. He says, “Do you want to fight?” I said, “No, not particularly, I’m playing the bass you know, we’re doing a gig.” He said, “Come on.” I said, “John just get on with it.” So he just stormed off the stage.’


‘John was just fed up with it and he started to leave‚’ says Nils Stevenson, ‘he walked up the stairs and started waiting for a bus to go home. Malcolm saw, and shouted in front of everybody – mind you there wasn’t many people there: that was part of the reason that John was fed up, because everybody there had seen them before. Malcolm shouted “You get back on that stage or you’re over.” John did: finished the set and even did a couple of encores.’


The group just avoided breaking up that night and their situation was still parlous that early spring. The Sex Pistols’ earnings were purely from concerts (when they were paid at all). The shop had to underwrite any extra costs. The rehearsal rooms had already been paid for out of Sex and McLaren also had to pay for petrol and occasional hall hire. Equipment was no problem, as it was stolen. Likewise, living expenses for the group were no problem: there weren’t any. All four members were either squatting or living at home: Paul Cook had a job, and the others were living off sporadic dole money.


‘None of them had any money,’ says Nils. ‘Steve was really hustling about: I lived in Denmark Street on and off for nine months and Steve used to support us by stealing. We lived on baked beans: it was what you could nick easiest. Malcolm’s priority was the shop. If the group happened, well fine, but it was all advertising for the shop. He wanted to quit the group many times, as did Rotten. In that period, Malcolm was all right because he could just get rid of the group and not lose money.’
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