
   [image: cover]


   
      
         
      [image: alt]
    

      

   


   
      
         

         
            
               
[image: ]
               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
      
    

         
            To old friends

         

      

   


   
      
         

            ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

         

         Although I chose not to interview any artists expressly for Fried & Justified, I did draw from interviews, email exchanges and conversations down the years with Mickey Bradley, Damian O’Neill, John O’Neill, Ian McCulloch, Will Sergeant, Les Pattinson, Julian Cope, David Balfe, Bill Drummond, Jimmy Cauty, Lawrence, David Gedge, Bobby Gillespie, Lee Ranaldo, Euros Childs, Andrew Oldham and Dee Dee Ramone.

         Except where sources are credited in the text, all other quotes are taken from my own interviews and encounters.

         Thanks to Max Bell, Jane Burridge, Keith Cameron, Andy Ferguson, David Gedge, Ian Harrison, Paul McNally, Louise Nevill, Andrew Oldham, James Oldham, John Reed, Slim Smith, Terry Staunton and, last but not least, Stuart Batsford for his unfailing help and encouragement.

         At Faber & Faber I’d like to thank Dan Papps, Paul Baillie-Lane, Ian Bahrami and especially Lee Brackstone for his support and reassurance and for helping to clear a path through the trees. I’m indebted to Dave Watkins for guiding me through the commissioning stages and making this book happen.

         Special thanks to Bill Drummond and Jimmy Cauty.

         During the years Fried & Justified covers I worked with five assistants. They don’t feature anywhere near enough in this narrative, but we shared a lot of experiences that I’d like to think were mostly enjoyable; they also got my back on plenty of occasions. So in chronological order and without whom … I’d like to thank Geraldine Oakley, who brought order to the chaos of setting up Brassneck Publicity in 1980; Mel Bell, who took over for much of the rest of the 1980s; Pam Young, who came on board for eighteen months in 1990, and Louise Nevill, who followed her. Sara Lawrence joined me in 1995. She stuck around for a good ten years before she left, but then we got married instead. So there are some happy endings. I’d never have finished this book without her love and understanding.

         And, belatedly, I’m grateful to my family. During my mum and dad’s lifetime they never understood what I did for a living, yet they were responsible for igniting my passion for pop music in the first place because we had a pile of old 78s at home that were my favourite toys. I’d sprawl on the floor of the living room in front of our hefty gramophone and pretend to be a disc jockey. It was a terrible collection of schmaltzy ballads and novelty hits by the likes of David Whitfield, Mantovani, Dickie Valentine, Ruby Murray, Russ Conway and Winifred Atwell, but sometime in 1956 my dad came home with Bill Haley and the Comets’ Rock Around the Clock LP. I was six years old, but after hearing its rim-shot percussion, driving slap-bass and frantic guitar solos and puzzling over the language of mysteriously titled songs such as ‘Razzle-Dazzle’, ‘Rock-a-Beatin’ Boogie’ and ‘Shake, Rattle and Roll’ nothing was the same again. Then, over the next couple of years, my elder sisters Beryl and Sheila began buying singles. Showing remarkably good taste for an eight-year-old, it was the new 45s by Elvis Presley, the Everly Brothers and Buddy Holly I’d play the most. I was gone … real gone, and I was never coming back.

         
             

         

         Mick Houghton

         November 2018

      

   


   
      
         

            FOREWORD:

BILLY FURY VERSUS THE WORLD

         

         There are secret histories in pop music.

         There is one particular secret history that holds that pop music in Liverpool went straight from Billy Fury singing ‘Halfway to Paradise’ in 1961 to the release on Zoo Records of ‘Sleeping Gas’ by the Teardrop Explodes in February 1979, with nothing happening in the intervening eighteen years.

         This secret history of pop music can only be glanced at from time to time, and then only by those with gifted vision.

         There are those who say, ‘What about Rory Storm and the Hurricanes, or the Real Thing, or even Deaf School?’ It is best not to listen to those people – their vision is not to be trusted.

         I am pleased to note here that Zoo Records was ours.

         The founder of Sire Records was Seymour Stein. He was from New York, and thus had never heard of Billy Fury. But I suspected he shared a parallel secret history of pop music, one in which nothing had happened in American rock between Del Shannon’s ‘Runaway’ dropping out of the Billboard Hot 100 in 1961 and the release on Sire Records of ‘Blitzkrieg Bop’ by the Ramones in February 1976.

         Come the summer of ’79, Seymour Stein was interested in signing one of our other Zoo Records bands – Echo & the Bunnymen – to his Sire Records. We sensed Sire Records might be a good place for Echo & the Bunnymen to explore the possibility of developing other channels in future secret histories of pop music.

         Stein was over from New York. We headed down from Liverpool to the Sire Records London office. This was round the back of the then derelict Covent Garden market.

         One of the people who Stein introduced us to was a man in his late twenties. As in a couple of years older than me. This man so mumbled his name, I wasn’t too sure what it was. I was told he was a press officer and we might be working with him. I assumed a press officer would be the person in the record company who oversaw the pressing of the records. As far as I knew, the main job of a record company was to press records. Bands wrote, played and recorded the songs, record companies pressed those recordings into records, record shops sold the records to people who wanted to play the records at home.

         But I was wrong on numerous fronts: mainly about how the record industry worked, but more precisely about what a press officer did. It seemed this man’s job had nothing to do with the pressing of records. His job was to put one of each of the newly pressed and soon-to-be-released records into an envelope, seal the envelope, write the address of a music paper on the front of the envelope, stick a stamp on the envelope and finally drop the envelope into a pillar box. At the time there were four music papers in the UK: the Melody Maker, New Musical Express, Sounds and Record Mirror. At most, this job would take thirty minutes per newly released record. I did not see how this could amount to a proper full-time job. With the records we had been releasing on Zoo, that is exactly what we did. And a week or so later the record in question would be reviewed as Single of the Week in at least three of those four music papers.

         But this man I was introduced to in the Sire office seemed affable enough, and we were soon discussing the merits of the Flying Burrito Brothers’ version of ‘The Dark End of the Street’, compared to the original by James Carr. He then asked me if I had recently listened to The Sound of Fury by Billy Fury. This was code. It was then I knew I was talking with a man who had a gifted vision regarding the secret history of pop music.

         This man began to turn up at Echo & the Bunnymen and Teardrop Explodes gigs, always unannounced and usually with some music journalist in tow.

         And as I became more aware of what his job was, or what it was supposed to be, I began to question his methods. If he was supposed to be convincing the journalist in tow how great the Teardrop Explodes were, why was he talking to the journalist only about the merits of Gram Parsons’s second album?

         And when Echo & the Bunnymen released their second album, why would I overhear him telling the journalist in tow that this second album was not as good as their first album?

         But then a couple of weeks later there would be a five-star rave review of Echo & the Bunnymen’s second album by the said journalist in tow.

         And so it went on.

         But this man’s attitude towards his job of putting records into envelopes and posting them to music papers got more extreme.

         In the late 1980s I was part of a group myself. Our new album was called Chill Out. When this man heard the album called Chill Out, he told us, in no uncertain terms, that he was not going to sully his reputation with music journalists by putting this record into envelopes and posting it to them. He suggested we find someone else to do the stamp-licking for us. He recommended someone called Jeff Barrett. Jeff Barrett didn’t think Chill Out was rubbish and was willing to drop the envelopes into postboxes on our behalf.

         Within weeks Chill Out was considered seminal by the said music journalists.

         Although I had now learnt something of the dark arts, this man’s knowledge was at a completely different level to mine.

         There was an occasion when this man, no longer in his late twenties, told me he did not suffer fools gladly. I was very aware it was me that was the fool in question. But that was by the by, and somehow we carried on with what was more than a working relationship for what will have been more than forty years by the time you read this.

         He has a speciality, and that is troubled singers. He understands them, and they seem to understand him – as, I am sure, Ian McCulloch and Julian Cope will testify.

         As yet, I have not read this book by this man, who is no longer in his late twenties but is still only a couple of years older than me. Late last night I was invited to write a thousand words as a possible Foreword to the book. I thought it better if I did not read the book first. I will read it when it comes out. I hope you do as well. But not before you listen to Billy Fury Versus the World.

         
             

         

         Bill Drummond

         October 2018

      

   


   
      
         

            INTRODUCTION

         

         Spiritualized, the World Trade Center, 16 April 1998

         A year after the release of Ladies and Gentlemen We Are Floating in Space, Spiritualized’s World Trade Center show marked the beginning of the end of one of the most successful and satisfying jobs I’d done in twenty years as a publicist. Just as Johnny Ramone always described Ramones shows as jobs, I always thought of what I did as a job, and one that was best kept simple. I never thought in terms of elaborate press campaigns. Everything about Ladies and Gentlemen was near perfect, from its conception to its completion and the reverberations it had over the years to come. The album itself was special, and the record company let it happen without interference. We had fantastic photos taken in a disused hospital pharmacy and magnificent packaging. The CD came in a pill-style tray manufactured under strict pharmaceutical conditions, complete with an information sheet containing dosage instructions and warnings about the possible side effects of listening to the group. The concept played on the notion that Spiritualized, and singer and songwriter Jason Pierce’s previous group, Spacemen 3, had a reputation for being drug fiends. Not for nothing did Spacemen 3 release an album called Taking Drugs to Make Music to Take Drugs to, and chemical dependency was one of two themes underpinning Ladies and Gentlemen. The other was an indie soap-opera back story that jolted Jason out of his usual interview comfort zone. He couldn’t just talk about the music, about the buzz of working with New Orleans and Memphis greats Dr John and Jim Dickinson, and he wasn’t just being asked about the Cramps, the Gun Club or the 13th Floor Elevators; he had to deal with persistent prying by music journalists about whether this most heart-rending of albums was about the break-up two years earlier of his relationship with Spiritualized’s keyboard player Kate Radley, now married to Richard Ashcroft of the Verve.

         The album took its title from a chapter in Jostein Gaarder’s philosophical fantasy novel Sophie’s World, which had been given to Jason by Kate’s stepfather. Although rarely asked about the book, Jason once explained: ‘It’s all about looking at the bigger picture rather than the everyday mundane. It didn’t mean, as everybody thought, that we were “out there”.’ Of course, it meant both, but Jason always liked to deflect journalists from the obvious. From the very first interviews, journalists set out their agenda, which was to get Jason to admit that his break-up with Kate inspired songs like ‘Broken Heart’, in which he sings about being wasted all the time and driven to drink to erase the memory of lost love. The second interview we did was with James Oldham for the NME. It took place in small hotel in Chippenham. After a convivial evening of fine dining and good wine, both of which Jason always appreciated, we adjourned to James’s room at around midnight. I left them to it as James launched straight into the ‘Kate’ question, and went to my room next door. Three hours later I could still hear them talking. Maybe it was time to call a halt. The floor of James’s room was littered with discarded wine bottles, and he was still trying to wheedle an answer out of Jason to the same question. It was a battle of wills which Jason won every time with a skill and determination that would shame a politician. A year on, he was still being badgered about it and still giving nothing away.

         I wasn’t a great businessman. I never tried to build up a roster or wanted to run a PR company where I was delegating to others. So I never took risks; I just stumbled along. I could always get by. It was a struggle at times in the early days, but I always believed something would turn up, even though I never made any effort to find it. Usually something special came my way. That certainly happened with Spiritualized. I hadn’t wanted to work with the group at first. I’d been warned that Jason was a nightmare to handle. I’d been told by a number of journalists that he was unreliable and inarticulate, and famously once nodded off during an interview with his face in a bowl of soup. Spiritualized’s two earlier studio albums hadn’t really moved me – although I later saw the error of my ways – but I was working with Sara Lawrence, who was not only my assistant but had become my girlfriend, and she’d have walked out on me if we’d not taken them on. I had to pass an audition and was vetted by Kate, who came up to the warehouse space in Old Street where I lived and worked. There was no inquisition. We sat around drinking tea. I think the three cats I shared the office with won her round as much as anything persuasive I had to say.

         So I travelled down to Chippenham, where Jason was living in an idyllic, spacious house with Kate’s mother and stepfather. I thought I must have been meeting a different person to the one I’d been told about. He and I just clicked. He was friendly and welcoming, but it probably all came down to the music. It always comes down to the music. I think we bonded initially over Elvis and his 1971 album Elvis Country (I’m 10,000 Years Old). Ladies and Gentlemen had originally sampled a line from ‘Can’t Help Falling in Love’, but the Presley estate wouldn’t grant permission to use it. Jason even played me some of the demos for his new album. When I told the people at the group’s label, Dedicated, about these, they were astonished; they’d heard nothing. You can teach certain aspects of PR, but it’s totally about connecting with people – the artist, journalists, even the record label. I’ve been known to struggle with the latter. PR is about common sense above all else, and a little intuition helps.

         So I got the job, and over the next couple of months Jason would invite me along to the studio. I tended not to go there even when asked, because I knew my job didn’t start until the album was finished and, frankly, hanging out during recording was usually boring and, more often, fraught. Spiritualized were different. I had a feeling I was going to witness something extraordinary and felt privileged to be there when Jason was recording the string parts with the Balanescu Quartet at Olympic Studios in London, and when he was recording with the London Community Gospel Choir. The session with the choir had him beaming, and with good reason. The singers raised the roof, singing lines that were anything but sacrosanct. Musically, the finished record was astounding. Everything the previous ones had hinted at was magnified, and somehow Jason had managed to retain a minimalist feel but with a huge sound when called for, and all within a context of fifty years of rock ’n’ roll history.

         I have a thing about defining moments, which often become a millstone rather than a milestone. The Jesus and Mary Chain could never quite get past Psychocandy; the Undertones were stultified once ‘Teenage Kicks’ was immortalised, long after the original group had split up; and Julian Cope created a monster with Fried – not the record but its front-cover artwork. For others it was burning a million pounds. Jason might not agree, but Ladies and Gentlemen was Spiritualized’s defining moment: it presented something that was daringly different in scale and ambition, and which was often genuinely testing for its audience, but conveyed it in a way that made it palatable, to the point where it became a huge success. It topped many end-of-year polls, when it was up against Radiohead’s OK Computer and the Verve’s Urban Hymns. By comparison with those albums, it spawned only minor hit singles, but Spiritualized’s stirring, challenging live shows provided the momentum. Their Royal Albert Hall show on 10 October 1997 was as moving and momentous as any I’d ever attended, and in November they played the ‘Highest Show on Earth’, 144 floors up the CN Tower in Toronto. I made sure I had a reason to be there.

         The World Trade Center performance was the sequel to the Guinness Book of World Records-cited CN Tower gig. It was only the highest gig in New York. They played in the Windows on the World restaurant, where in the afternoon there was a clear view of the Statue of Liberty on the south side and Manhattan on the east. By nightfall it was dark and cloudy. All we could see were lights in the distance, but the thick blanket of cloud magically gave the effect that we were floating in space. Spiritualized were set up in one corner of the room on the 107th floor. Despite a capacity of only around three hundred and fifty people, they still lit up the bar with a blinding light show and an array of colours that bled out of the windows in full view of the outside world.

         I was in New York with Neil McCormick from the Daily Telegraph. In his piece Neil wrote that he’d been trying to arrange an interview with the elusive Jason Pierce for over a year. It was a touch of journalistic conceit, and I laughed when I read it. A year earlier the Telegraph wouldn’t have considered running a Spiritualized feature, but the fact that Neil was witnessing the highest gig in New York was the hook that changed their mind. In the year leading up to it Jason had given interviews to just about every other broadsheet and the music press. When I’d started out as a PR twenty years earlier there had been almost no broadsheet coverage of pop music at all. There were no significant monthly music titles either. From being dominated by four weekly music papers – NME, Melody Maker, Sounds and Record Mirror – pop music was now absolutely everywhere and in almost every publication on the newsstands. It was one of the major changes that occurred between 1978 and 1998.

         This book is my take on twenty years working as a publicist in the music business, and I’ve been dutifully reliving it for the last couple of years, even dreaming about it. I very rarely remember my dreams, but a few months ago, around my birthday, I woke with a very clear memory of being in Pete de Freitas’s hotel room. Hotel rooms are much the same the world over, so it could have been anywhere. I’d find any excuse to join Echo & the Bunnymen on tour, but I like to think this encounter took place sometime in the years between 1981 and 1984, when the Bunnymen could do little wrong and touring with them was such a joy. I’d wandered into Pete’s room and was sat in a chair by his bed, where he was sitting up, half asleep and slightly dishevelled, cradling a mug of tea. Typically, Pete’s room was a complete mess, his clothes and the rest of his stuff strewn all over the floor. He grinned the boyishly handsome grin that charmed every girl he ever met and asked me, ‘Why are you still doing this?’ I didn’t have an answer, at least not an easy one, beyond a rather clichéd ‘It beats working for a living.’ It’s what Robert Mitchum always said about acting. ‘Yeah,’ said Pete, ‘but this isn’t the real world, is it?’ I knew exactly what he meant.

         I’d like to think my encounter with Pete was mid-morning, after an Echo & the Bunnymen gig, when we were both feeling a little the worse for wear following a night of innocent reverie, ciggies, booze and pot. Hanging out with the Bunnymen was a unique experience, but as somebody who worked almost exclusively with groups, believe me, every one of them was unique. The delicate balance of personalities is always precarious; the different levels of creative input, the endless touring and travelling, tedious soundchecks, months on end in the studio, who wrote what and who played that – all these come into play. Age, class, educational background, sex, drugs, booze, dietary preferences and foibles in general: any one of these and more can upset that balance. Throw success into the mix – or a lack of it, or a reversal of fortunes – and before long everybody is at each other’s throats.

         Pete has been dead now for longer than he was alive. He was a few months short of his twenty-eighth birthday when he died in a motorcycle accident on 14 June 1989, the day before my thirty-ninth birthday. I’d been away overnight, and returned to pick up an answer-machine message from Bill Drummond saying, ‘Pete’s dead,’ and not much else. Bill’s not one for sugar-coating anything. It was the first death that really affected me, and Pete’s funeral was the first I ever attended. It sent shock-waves through a community and an extended Liverpool family I’d been part of for ten years. Pete was impossible not to like, and I can’t think of anybody else I can say that about. And, of course, he was the best drummer in any British group during the 1980s.

         I’d met Pete and the rest of the Bunnymen – Ian McCulloch, Will Sergeant and Les Pattinson – along with Bill Drummond, Dave Balfe and Julian Cope at different times during 1980. Being around them meant walking on eggshells at times for the next twenty-five years, and they crop up again and again throughout this story. There are others I’m writing about who won’t remember me at all, especially from the first few years, when I was working for the corporate WEA Records. To Gary Numan, Bill Nelson, Rik Ocasek of the Cars, or the Pop Group, people I met only once or twice, I was just ‘some bloke who worked for the record company’. I always wanted to be more than that and to have the opportunity to make a difference, which is why I struck out on my own after two years.

         A lot of the groups I worked with during the 1980s and ’90s don’t feature here. Groups were independent publicists’ bread and butter, and I like to think I took them all on in good faith, but the reality was that the best many of them could hope for was to make one great single that might earn them a ‘Single of the Week’ in one of the four inkies, or a glowing live review or initial half-page write-up in Sounds or NME, and a few plays on John Peel’s show, maybe even a session. There was no magic wand that publicists, pluggers, managers or A&R men could wave, and none of us could make or break careers. Record companies often threw money at these groups, but that rarely changed anything.

         The working title for this book was Match Me, Sidney, and for the whole time I was writing it my screensaver was a still of Burt Lancaster and Tony Curtis as J. J. Hunsecker and Sidney Falco in the film Sweet Smell of Success. The ruthless, cold-blooded Broadway columnist Hunsecker had the power to build or destroy the lives and careers of anybody in the entertainment industry, and Falco, the toadying publicist, would do anything for a few of Hunsecker’s column inches, the least of which was hovering round J.J. to light his cigarette. He wasn’t exactly a role model.

      

   


   
      
         

            1: FOUND A JOB
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               Iggy Pop and Seymour and Linda Stein, flanked by Joey and Tommy (left) and Dee Dee and Johnny Ramone (right), at CBGBs in April 1976. The Ramones had just released their game-changing debut album on Sire Records (photo: Roberta Bayley).

            

         

         12 July 1978, Sire Records Launch, Notre Dame Hall

         I’d drifted through the education system and then drifted into writing about music, and by the end of 1975 I’d established myself as a halfway decent freelance music writer. It was as if a misspent youth obsessed with pop music and with my head in the clouds during the 1960s hadn’t been wasted after all. I’d been mad about pop music as a teenager. Even at the age of eight I was badgering my sister to take me to see Buddy Holly and the Crickets at the Granada in Woolwich, and sulking when she said no. Imagine that being the first gig I ever saw, instead of which it was seeing the Applejacks on a variety show in 1964, during a family holiday in Great Yarmouth. They were a three-hit beat group whose main claim to fame was having a girl bass player called Megan Davies, a Sunday-school teacher from Solihull in the West Midlands. The first record I bought was equally inauspicious: ‘Lollipop’ by the Mudlarks was mindless novelty pop that made the Top 10 in 1958. Two years later, my taste had improved after its shaky start, mostly as a result of listening to the BBC Light Programme’s Saturday Club every week. I can hold my head up higher for the singles I remember buying in 1960: ‘Cathy’s Clown’ by the Everly Brothers, Johnny Kidd and the Pirates’ ‘Shakin’ All Over’, the Shadows’ ‘Apache’, Roy Orbison’s ‘Only the Lonely’ and Jimmy Jones’s ‘Good Timin’’. I’m still a sucker for great harmony singing, stand-out guitarists, big, moody ballads and falsetto voices. It was the beginning of the 1960s. There has never been a better decade to be a pop addict.

         Such was the limited media of the day that you had to look under every corner to discover anything. And a little knowledge could go a long way, so you’d read every scrappy item in the music press or gleaned every morsel of information from liner notes or off the back of record sleeves. Then you could join the dots, make the connections. You’d notice recurring patterns in what different record companies put out, you’d find out where people were from, what groups they’d been in before. It was a shock to discover that nearly all the musicians in the trippy, electric San Francisco groups I loved had been in folk and bluegrass bands. Even today I remember things, and people ask, ‘How do you know that?’ All I can ever say is that ‘I just do …’ I’ve never forgotten most of what I read or heard on the radio during the 1960s, and it put me in good stead to write about music.

         So at twenty-five years of age I was doing something that could hardly be described as a proper job, getting paid for it and being given entry – a foot in the door at least – into the music industry. I was wined and dined by record companies, invited to all the receptions and parties that came along almost daily, and was given all the free records and tickets I could wish for, whether I wrote anything or not. It was a cushy time for a well-meaning hack, but I never seriously considered that I might have a long-term career as a music journalist or get a job in a record company. I had little or no idea where things were leading.

         The music industry was a much smaller place in the 1970s, and so much more laissez-faire than it was once the marketing men moved in a decade later. It was built on layers and layers of contacts and everybody seemed to know each other, but Dave Walters was a good friend, which was less common. Dave worked in the press department at WEA, which took its name from the flagship US labels Warner Bros, Elektra and Atlantic, and was second-in-line to department head Moira Bellas. I used to marvel at the fact that Moira was on first-name terms with everybody in the music industry. She’d worked at Pye Records in the mid-1960s, and then became part of the EMI press office just as the Beatles were releasing their final records. WEA was one of the key corporates, along with CBS, Phonogram, RCA and the British giants EMI and Decca, most of which were within walking distance of each other around Soho and the West End. Dave was about as laid-back as you could get but, like all the best PRs, gave the impression of doing very little. He was knowledgeable about music too, and not just whoever was on WEA. If anybody was a mentor to me, it was him. When sometime in May 1978 he and Moira asked me if I’d fill in for a month or so as WEA’s in-house writer – the previous incumbent had been sacked for stealing – I thought, ‘Why not?’ Freelancing is a solitary existence, and I knew and liked everybody in the press department, but I had no intention of staying on once they’d hired somebody permanent. It was just another freelance gig, one that had come along when work seemed a little scarce, plus I’d become disenchanted, less about the music than the opportunities open to me as a writer. After five years, I was just treading water.

         It was Let It Rock magazine that had given me my initial break. Founded in October 1972, Let It Rock was a monthly magazine that initially favoured 1950s rock ’n’ roll icons and the history of rhythm and blues, but also took in current trends and genres – including British folk, country and soul – that didn’t usually appear under the same roof. I rang up Dave Laing, the editor, who surprised me by saying, ‘Come up to the offices and have a chat.’ I’d sent him stuff I’d written for a Leicester University magazine we’d produced called Fast & Bulbous and, while I was studying for a master’s in information science, for University College of London’s Pi magazine – pieces about the Grateful Dead, the Mothers of Invention, Kevin Ayers, Leonard Cohen and Amon Düül. I sat outside his office for a good half-hour, but as the door opened I heard him say, ‘Better let the poor sod in.’ That did little for my confidence, but I was commissioned to submit a feature, which ran in February 1973. It was a worthy, overlong piece about Tim Buckley that earnt me £25. It meant my name was among the distinguished list of contributors, most of whom I found unapproachable. I felt intimidated in the company of Simon Frith, Charlie Gillett, who had recently published The Sound of the City, and Marxist Melody Maker folk writer Karl Dallas. I’d sit in meetings in Dallas’s Tottenham Court Road flat, envious of his wall-to-wall record collection, and say nothing.

         Let It Rock was a precursor to future rock monthlies like Q and Mojo. It folded after three years, with my first and only cover story on the last of its thirty-five issues: a Q&A with Emmylou Harris, who was still torn up over the death of Gram Parsons. During that year I had become more involved in the editorial side of the magazine, which was now operating as a writers’ collective, and however alienated I felt at first, I now belonged. I’d found something I wanted to do for as long as it lasted.

         I felt good about writing the odd piece for rival monthly Zigzag, which Pete Frame had started up in 1969. Zigzag was the first British fanzine dedicated entirely to music, and it was inspired by American folk magazines such as Sing Out and Little Sandy Review. Its forte was lengthy Q&As and almost genealogical features, which Frame took to a logical conclusion by creating wonderful, intricate, hand-drawn family trees. With its passion for American West Coast rock and the UK underground scene, it was much more my spiritual home. Let It Rock was a little too knowing, whereas Zigzag looked at music from a fan’s point of view and had been the reason why a bunch of us at Leicester University first began writing about music.

         In the broader scheme of things, it was more significant that I’d started writing for Sounds in 1975. The newest of the four major weekly music papers, Sounds was often the first to pick up on trends, but its content veered from heavy metal to punk to prog and mainstream rock from one week to the next. My contributions would have been just as confusing to readers since they included pieces about artists as diverse as John Denver, Justin Hayward and John Lodge of the Moody Blues, Mike Nesmith, Queen, Led Zeppelin, Dr Feelgood and the Stranglers during 1976 and 1977. I wrote one of the first live reviews of the Stranglers after they performed at the Hope & Anchor in London, and observed that most of their bass lines were lifted straight from the first two Love albums and the keyboard sound was entirely ripped off from the Seeds. Next time I saw them at the Hope, Jean-Jacques Burnel came at me with the neck of his bass. It summed up the boorish behaviour and snotty attitude of British punk that I hated.

         At twenty-six I was in danger of thinking, ‘I’m too old for this,’ although I was younger than two of the Stranglers. I found myself grumbling that I’d heard it all before. I’d also seen first-hand how much of punk had been a consequence of pub rock. Journalists liked the idea of watching an undemanding good-time band while propping up a bar with a pint in their hand. Groups such as Bees Make Honey, Roogalator and Brinsley Schwarz were all a little too revivalist and comfortable with their surroundings. Of course, punk swung to the other extreme; punks were more likely to gob in a journalist’s beer than buy them a pint after their set. I interviewed Wilko Johnson for Sounds in January 1977, and was clearly not the first person to ask him about Dr Feelgood being hailed simultaneously as godfathers of punk and pub rock. Wilco gave me a withering stare: ‘With a lot of these new wave people,’ he snarled, ‘it seems that as long as you can put across that aggression and excitement it doesn’t matter what you fuckin’ play. Or how badly you play it.’

         The problem for me when UK punk exploded in the summer of 1976 was that I was always going to be a bystander. As a journalist, I had no outlet and could only watch as former International Times editor Mick Farren nailed his and the NME’s colours to the mast in an article that ran in June headlined ‘The Titanic Sails at Dawn’. It tore into ‘materialistic and decadent superstars’ like Elton John and Rod Stewart, and declared that ‘the sooner the Titanic founders with all hands, the better’. It provoked an angry response from readers, but over the next year the music press seized every opportunity to boost circulation figures by intensively covering a phenomenon that was now less about the music and more a hollow threat to the nation’s established order. The pop press were happy to conspire with Sex Pistols’ manager Malcolm McLaren in his shrewd media manipulation, and soon the tabloids couldn’t get enough either.

         I had no platform from which to rail about punk. I now look back on an embarrassing list of people I interviewed during 1976. It included affable Welsh rock trio Budgie, who that year released an album called If I Were Britannia I’d Waive the Rules, Judas Priest, Peter Frampton, Rick Wakeman and the short-lived so-called supergroup Rough Diamond, which brought together a gaggle of B-list rockers in David Byron from Uriah Heap, Clem Clempson, late of Colosseum and Humble Pie, and ex-Wings drummer Geoff Britton. Much as I might chastise myself for being such a hack, record labels were no less guilty. They all wanted a piece of punk but continued to hedge their bets: it was Island Records who signed Rough Diamond in the same year they signed Eddie and the Hot Rods, a young Canvey Island R&B band smart enough to see the change ahead, even if it just meant they played faster; and it was A&M, riding high all over the world with Frampton Comes Alive!, who went after the Sex Pistols after they were dropped by EMI. We were all hypocrites.

         I’d landed a job as the London correspondent for the US magazine Circus, for whom the UK punk scene didn’t exist. Circus was little known in the UK, where it had no proper distribution. It wasn’t as big and well respected as Rolling Stone or as countercultural as Creem, but it came with a monthly retainer. It focused on British hard rock, prog and metal acts for content, which opened up doors for me, if not the right ones. So I spoke to all four members of Queen for ‘The Queen Tapes’, to Jimmy Page, to Black Sabbath’s Tony Iommi and to the pre- and post-Peter Gabriel members of Genesis. They were all disarmingly charming fellows, but I never put their records on at home. Obliged to cover the latest personnel reshuffles in Yes or absurd offshoot solo albums by the Moody Blues, I could occasionally sneak in stories about Graham Parker, Kilburn and the High Roads or Dr Feelgood that reflected the fact that something else was happening. Even when punk gave way to new wave in the US, Circus played it safe. They preferred Kiss over the Ramones, Rush over Talking Heads, and Grand Funk Railroad over the Clash; new wave meant Nils Lofgren and Tom Petty.

         I was soon writing regularly for Time Out. Working regular shifts there covering for absentee writers for the music section was as close as I came to a staff job. My then partner Cornelia was the magazine’s picture editor, and although I only wrote about music I felt like a part of something that was politically and culturally significant working alongside a great pool of writers across the arts and politics, such as its then editor Richard Williams, Duncan Campbell, Chris Petit, Dave Pirie, Steve Grant, Brian Case and, not least, regular music contributor Giovanni Dadomo. Time Out was a competitive environment and I did some of my most satisfying work there, such as writing about Tom Waits ahead of his first UK dates at Ronnie Scott’s, a cover story about Fleetwood Mac’s Rumours tour, and a piece about DIY indie pioneers Desperate Bicycles that led to a regular column reviewing the independent singles that were proliferating in 1977. The Desperate Bicycles mantra was: ‘It was easy, it was cheap – go and do it!’ And there were plenty who did. In 1976 the best punk records had all come out of the US, or even Australia. The Saints’ ‘Stranded’ was streets ahead of anything released in Britain, but by 1977 DIY labels were grabbing the initiative with genuinely classic singles as good as anything released anywhere else, anytime, like the Mekons’ ‘Where Were You?’ or the Only Ones’ ‘Lovers of Today’.

         It was the independent rather than the punk ethic that I bought into. I felt out of place at punk gigs but I could listen to singles from the comfort of home, and if at first labels such as Stiff and Rock On – and in their wake Beggars Banquet and the great Walthamstow-based Small Wonder – were metropolitan, it soon became clear that punk had inspired a nationwide boom of kids ‘going out and doing it’. Among the first home-brewed labels were Raw Records, run out of a Cambridge record shop called Remember Those Oldies, Rabid Records in Manchester, Zoo Records in Liverpool, Good Vibrations in Belfast and Fast Product in Leeds. For all its limitations of style, punk had triggered a new crop of fascinating bands that were anything but London-centric and who were proving to be far more interesting than the movement that had inspired them. My introduction to a number of bands I was soon to work with – the Undertones, the Rezillos, the Teardrop Explodes, Echo & the Bunnymen – came via memorable independent singles that made them more widely known nationally. As it turned out, everything I later worked on was post-punk in so far as it was inspired by punk and had the energy of punk, but was then transformed into something more complex and colourful.

         Punk scenes soon developed across the globe, but the key one coming out of the US had actually pre-dated British punk. It was a scene that evolved in the Bowery area of New York during 1974/5, and it centred on CBGBs, a run-down tunnel of a dive situated at 315 Bowery that had opened in late 1973 to serve up beer and folk (the initials stood for ‘Country, Blue Grass and Blues’). The first I knew about it was from reading a couple of pieces in the NME in 1975 written by Nick Kent and Charles Shaar Murray, and it was Television who seemed to be the front-runners. They released the scene’s first single, which arrived in the UK in October as an import. Hearing ‘Little Johnny Jewel’, released on their manager Terry Ork’s label, Ork Records, at the end of 1975 confirmed that Kent and Murray were on to something. It was easily the most exciting single I’d heard since the Byrds’ ‘Eight Miles High’ or the Kinks’ ‘You Really Got Me’.

         Then, during 1976 and ’77, everybody Kent and Murray had name-checked – Patti Smith, the Ramones, Talking Heads, Richard Hell, Blondie and Television – was playing these shores and had released dazzling and distinctive albums. I thought of them all as, quite simply, great 1970s American bands doing what they did far better than any UK groups, and as such they were part of a line that went back to Steely Dan or Little Feat. You couldn’t say the Ramones had the same instrumental chops, but so-called American punk always had a great sense of rock history as well as a degree of art rock, compared to the one-dimensional UK model. In the US punk was more musical statement, whereas in Britain it was more social commentary. John Collis, the music editor at Time Out, would say British punks were ‘musically illiterate’. He probably thought the same about the Ramones, but they had a strong conceptual element; their sense of black-humoured fun and pop sensibility didn’t trivialise or reject classic rock ’n’ roll but revelled in it. It was Giovanni Dadomo who first told me about them, and I bought an import copy of their debut album a couple of months before they made their now-historic UK debut at the Roundhouse on American Independence Day, 4 July 1976. It wasn’t pretty, but it was unforgettable.

         At the Roundhouse, after a false start, Dee Dee yelled, ‘One–two–three–four,’ and the Ramones crashed straight into ‘Blitzkrieg Bop’, before unleashing their entire debut LP so fast you’d think the world was about to come to an end. It was hard not to make fun of the Ramones or wonder if they were actually taking the piss. Today everybody writes that they blew headliners the Flamin’ Groovies off stage, but fewer than half the people there thought that. The rest of the audience mocked and jeered, or just shuffled off to the bar. Even those of us who’d heard the Ramones’ album were still thinking, ‘This lot can barely play.’ It didn’t matter. We didn’t expect they’d emulate the record, but it was the sheer, uninhibited, loud relentlessness of their performance that was such a shock. What nobody could dispute was that they’d seen nothing like it before. It was a spectacle capped by Dee Dee leaking blood over the Prince Charles T-shirt he was wearing after splitting open a finger. It was shambolic and energising, but it took a while to sink in.

         Everyone I knew had gone along to see the Flamin’ Groovies, one of those bands who were more popular in Europe than back home, but who were on a hiding to nothing trying to follow their new Sire Records label-mates. After the primitive force of nature that was the Ramones, the Groovies were too premeditated, right down to their Cuban heels and Beatle jackets. Did I think I’d seen the future of rock ’n’ roll in the Ramones? Absolutely not, no more than I could have foreseen my own future, in which, two years later, I’d be looking after press for the label that had snapped them up.

         Television’s first album, Marquee Moon, didn’t appear till a year after the Ramones’ debut; the Ramones’ second release, Leave Home, had already arrived the month before. When Television made their London debut at Hammersmith Odeon at the end of May 1977, it was obvious that this was a classic ensemble rock band, whereas the Ramones had looked close to falling apart at any point. These guys knew how to play, and how to play together. This wasn’t the Allman Brothers, although Television also relied upon a classic twin electric-guitar sound, but songs like ‘Marquee Moon’, ‘Venus’ and ‘Friction’ were so daring. Guitarists Tom Verlaine and Richard Lloyd were trading rhythmic and melodic lines that took off into free-ranging solos. They improvised, but not in the way the Grateful Dead did, and they weren’t rhythmically metronomic like the Velvet Underground either. They were icy cool too, stretching certain songs to fifteen minutes of free-jazzed-up rock ’n’ roll that blew away hackneyed British prog and hard rock. At Hammersmith, Television had been supported by their CBGBs peers Blondie, whose more superficial, guileless garage sound was too pop for punk and too punk for pop. They didn’t look at home on a big stage, but Debbie Harry looked stunning and repeatedly had to cope with predictable shouts of ‘Get ’em off’. ‘Same old story the world over,’ she sighed with great dignity.

         If Television and the Ramones and Blondie were very different from each other in approach, then Talking Heads were different again. Their debut album, Talking Heads: 77, had a clipped, uptight sound and a danceability that sounded like a deliberate attempt to avoid what all the other New York bands had done on their debuts. Talking Heads had been late arrivals to the CBGBs scene, not playing there till June 1975. The album was six months away when they played the cramped Rock Garden in Covent Garden in mid-May, before continuing on a UK and European tour with the Ramones; their debut single, ‘Love Goes to Building on Fire’, was all that had been available. It was on Sire too, and they opened with it, David Byrne playing a twelve-string acoustic guitar, which was decidedly un-punk. They upped the volume by the close, with a first hearing for most of us there of ‘Psycho Killer’, the song which initially characterised the group and singer David Byrne. His distinctive prating vocals and jerky guitar may have stood out, but recent recruit Jerry Harrison added spirited 1960s garage Farfisa keyboard fills, and the surprise element was a tight rhythm section straight out of the classic Stax review. They also had a female bass player, Tina Weymouth, who everybody fancied. Megan Davies was long forgotten.

         Like the Ramones, like Television, they were unpredictable and unclassifiable, and all three trashed anything that was coming out of Britain. For me, almost all the great music of the 1970s came out of the US, and it didn’t stop with this trio of bands; releases by Richard Hell, the Modern Lovers, Suicide and Pere Ubu were just as revelatory. It intensified my disappointment that I was going nowhere as a writer, frustrated by not having the opportunity to write about any of them. But I was about to become part of the action.

         While I was at WEA, tucked away in a small office that intermittently smelt like rotting fish, Sire Records shifted from Phonogram in the UK to WEA. The New York-based label had become the most significant label in the US in the two years since releasing the Ramones’ debut album. I was beside myself with excitement, but nobody within WEA’s Broadwick Street offices other than the lads in the post room had a clue what Sire Records was about. WEA had been the only major label not to sign any UK punk groups during 1976 and 1977. Suddenly they had Sire and they had Radar, a new label formed by Andrew Lauder and Jake Riviera. Lauder was one of the most forward-thinking and most desperately unassuming figures in the music business, who had nurtured the disparate likes of the Bonzo Dog Band, Man, Hawkwind, Can, Dr Feelgood and the Stranglers at Liberty/United Artists. Riviera’s instant cred had come from co-founding Stiff Records in 1976, and he’d brought Elvis Costello and Nick Lowe along with him. Radar’s first two albums in March 1978 were Lowe’s Jesus of Cool and Costello’s This Year’s Model.

         ‘Maybe I should stick around,’ I thought. Moira Bellas had the same idea; she couldn’t have failed to pick up on my enthusiasm for Sire and asked if I’d like to stay on as the in-house writer but also handle the press for Sire. I hadn’t seen it coming because I’d never considered a job in PR and wouldn’t have done so had the carrot being dangled not been Sire Records. If I had any doubts, it was because I thought I was thoroughly unsuited for the job – softly spoken and anything but outgoing, pushy and confident – all of which, it transpired, worked in my favour. In the end it was too tempting, especially the prospect of working with the Ramones and Talking Heads, who I knew had albums on the way, and within weeks I was tasked with organising a Sire Records launch party. So, on 12 July 1978, two years since seeing the Ramones at the Roundhouse, my new life began.

         In truth, I merely helped Dave Walters organise the event, which was held at Notre Dame Hall, Leicester Square, where Sid Vicious had made his first appearance with the Sex Pistols. I’d never organised any sort of party, let alone one for three hundred and fifty people. The hall had a dancefloor, so we found somebody to make a huge chalk drawing of the yin/yang Sire logo in the middle. We also decided on a buffet comprising multicoloured food that was more appetising than it looked, and the main attraction was a special appearance by the Flamin’ Groovies. They were in London, staying in a houseboat on Cheyne Wharf and recording their third album for Sire. I’d loved the Groovies since their classic 1971 album Teenage Head and a couple of singles they released for Andrew Lauder, notably a bluesy garage-rock anti-drug anthem called ‘Slow Death’. They suffered from the curse of being perpetually championed by leading rock critics, but were largely ignored by the record-buying public. They were stoned and distant at the soundcheck in Notre Dame Hall, perhaps with good reason. They were homesick after several months in the UK and, having been in the right place at the right time when Sire released Shake Some Action, they were quickly sidelined once the label signed so many of the new Bowery bands. The group felt short-changed that their second album, Flamin’ Groovies Now, released at the tail end of the Phonogram deal, wasn’t given enough of a push. It had failed to click with fans, who felt it was weighed down by retro covers of songs by the Beatles and the Byrds. The Groovies’ set that afternoon reflected this, with ‘Shake Some Action’ the only original song in a rusty set that included two classic 1960s Stones songs in ‘19th Nervous Breakdown’ and ‘Paint It Black’, and closed with two Chuck Berry rockers from the early Stones’ repertoire, ‘Let It Rock’ and ‘Around and Around’. It was a perfect party set. These days you’d probably book a tribute band, which was more or less what the Flamin’ Groovies were that afternoon.

         We gave away a green vinyl promo LP that I’d helped compile and written notes for. It came in a cushioned, vile, pinkish orange PVC sleeve, on the back of which ‘The Sire Story’ was printed in orange text on black plastic. Only four hundred copies were made, and everyone who attended the launch party was given a copy. It featured ten tracks by Sire’s finest: the Rezillos, Talking Heads, the Paley Brothers, the Flamin’ Groovies, the Dead Boys, Radio Birdman, DMZ, Richard Hell and Tuff Darts. We also included the Ramones’ ‘Carbona Not Glue’, which had been left off UK pressings of Leave Home. The other giveaway was a see-through plastic case stuffed with dayglow press releases and photos of the key Sire acts, retro sweets – blackjacks, flying saucers and shrimps – novelty games and a plastic mac. If there was a reason for the plastic mac, it’s a mystery to me now.

         I met Sire Records’ boss and founder Seymour Stein for the first time at the launch. His wife Linda was there too; she was co-managing the Ramones with Danny Fields, and she paraded a forlorn-looking Joey Ramone around Notre Dame Hall like a dog on a very short leash. I met him briefly. He mumbled something like ‘How ya doing?’ and we shuffled around each other for a few minutes, both trying to avoid eye contact, before Linda tugged the chain and dragged him away. Seymour, far from being the vociferous character I’d expected, wasn’t enjoying the celebration of his label. He was ill-tempered, and his mood was not helped when he was confronted by Scottish art-school group the Rezillos, the first UK signing direct to Sire, who were determined to give him grief. I’d met them the week before to write a new biography and then had to supervise a photo session, where I felt as uncomfortable as half the group at being herded around, while feisty vocalists Fay Fife and Eugene Reynolds played to the camera. At the launch Eugene snared Seymour to complain about their album having been delayed for five months. It wasn’t the time or the place to whine, but he did – it was Eugene’s forte. Seymour gestured despairingly with his hands: ‘What can I say? Believe me, it was for the best.’ He found their boisterous behaviour irritating and was even less happy when they pelted him with gaudy-looking food from the buffet.

         That evening, the more civilised Talking Heads played the Lyceum, a one-off UK show that was part of a third European tour. More Songs About Buildings and Food was released just days later. I was introduced to them that night. I tried desperately not to be overly effusive about how much I loved the band and their new album. ‘Just be cool, Mick,’ I said under my breath. They were slightly self-conscious too, but friendly and polite as they were presented to a bunch of WEA execs much higher up the food chain than me, including one middle-management exec who days before had described the album as ‘jungle music’ and said that David Byrne ‘sounded like a cat being strangled, and he probably should be’.

         I’d spent much of that long day on my feet and in a daze, still unsure of what I was doing but getting more and more excited about what lay ahead. I already felt part of something, in a way I never had as a journalist. The Lyceum gave me a breather, time to gather my thoughts. I just wanted to lose myself in the audience and watch Talking Heads. And they were incredible. A year on since the Rock Garden, they had stepped up beyond belief. Jerry Harrison now looked like he belonged; he was playing a lot more guitar and had switched from the Farfisa to what I was told later was a Prophet synth, which soon became integral to their sound. David Byrne was no longer tentative; he’d turned into a singularly commanding frontman and an effective but ungainly guitar hero. I’m surprised I didn’t melt when I met Tina Weymouth. Her bouncy, animalistic bass lines defined Talking Heads’ sound as much as anything else. It was hard not to have a crush on her. She was married to drummer Chris Frantz, and, boy, was he good too.

         I can take no credit for the brilliant reviews their second album received. Talking Heads had always been a critics’ band, but More Songs About Buildings and Food pushed them in popularity beyond a knowing clique of music-business insiders and critics. I wasn’t kidding myself; I knew it had little to do with my efforts. I just happened to be the person whose name appeared at the foot of the press release when it was serviced to the British music-press cognoscenti: ‘For further information contact Mick Houghton.’
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               It’s not punk, it’s new wave. Talking Heads began eclipsing the Ramones after More Songs About Buildings and Food. Jerry Harrison, David Byrne, Chris Franz and Tina Weymouth in London in 1979 (photo: Chalkie Davies).

            

         

         12 July–31 December 1978

         When it first moved over from Phonogram, Sire Records UK comprised only two people: Paul McNally and Andy Ferguson. Both had history with WEA. It was Paul who ran Sire day to day, and he had hired Andy as the label’s radio and TV promotions man. Andy had previously been sacked by WEA’s head of promotions, Bill Fowler, for stepping out of line once too often. Paul had little doubt that Linda Ronstadt, the Eagles, Jackson Browne and Fleetwood Mac would still be the priority acts within WEA, just as they had been when he was general manager for Elektra several years earlier, before moving to Phonogram. Neither he nor Andy particularly relished being back, nor did they expect WEA to be overly excited at Sire coming under its umbrella.

         The lack of interest in Sire had been a real eye-opener for me, even though I wasn’t so naive as to believe that working for a corporate label was always going to be as much about music as business. I could never figure out what the label managers did, other than take long lunches and bark orders at their long-suffering assistants. I soon discovered that WEA’s recently appointed chief marketing man, David Clipsham, had come straight from Nabisco and knew as much about music as I did about Shredded Wheat. Luckily, in my first six months at WEA I worked closely with Paul and Andy and had little interaction with anybody else there outside of the press office.

         I’d never worked in any kind of office environment before, but I knew everybody in the press department and, despite my inexperience, Moira Bellas gave me a free hand. I learnt so much from just being around Moira, who never seemed to be fazed by anybody or anything. She could charm and placate the biggest egos in the business, but she was also was very protective and reassuring, and whatever the provocation I never saw her lose her temper. There’s an art to taking shit from somebody and then getting them to see things your way without them realising. So from Moira I learnt that the best way to persuade anybody to do anything was to hoodwink them into thinking they’d come up with the idea themselves. It’s one of the fundamentals of the PR game.

         Dave Walters was Moira’s back-up man, and he was happy not to have her level of responsibility and answerability. He was too easy-going for his own good, and was becoming more so now that he was doing less press, partly as a result of my arrival. He was moving towards a more vague artist-liaison role. Dave ‘Monster’ Jarrett was the other main press officer. He could deal with whoever or whatever was thrown at him. He could sell a veal steak to a vegetarian. Everybody liked Dave. He didn’t take himself at all seriously, and journalists, far from being irritated by his nonsensical patter, liked his no-bullshit approach. We couldn’t have been more different.

         We sat opposite each other, and I learnt by not following his example, because I never had his effrontery. Whoever he was looking after, Dave would make the same calls, whether it was clean-cut chart duo Dollar, anti-fascist South Shields skinheads the Angelic Upstarts, punk-friendly Aussie hard-rockers AC/DC or French disco group Sheila B. Devotion. Where Dave would make the same thirty calls, it struck me pretty quickly that you needed to make only ten. ‘Black Echoes will never write about the Angelic Upstarts,’ I’d say, but it was never say never with Dave; he just liked chatting to people. I’d be trying to think of angles, agonising over the right thing to do or say while trying to summon up the courage to ring people I didn’t know. Cold-calling never got any easier.

         I took my role very seriously. I was being given the responsibility of handling one of the most important aspects of somebody’s career. Coverage in the music press was the first step up the ladder once you’d made a record, effectively the first line of both defence and offence. In the first six months after I joined WEA, from July to the end of the year, I was handed four major Sire acts: the Ramones and Talking Heads, and two UK signings, the Rezillos and the Undertones. My job as I saw it was not just to get them in the press, which was never going to be difficult, but to get them the right sort of press. There is a distinction.

         Being a press officer – I’ve always preferred ‘publicist’, which sounds more dignified somehow and less like working for the Gas Board – isn’t a tough job. The basics are obvious, and the rest is common sense. Anybody can pick up a phone or stuff a record into a mailer; what matters is getting to know and understand the people you work with, both artists and the media. Bad publicists always saw it as a case of ‘them and us’. It’s not; we’re all part of the same process, and that’s something else that Moira and Dave instilled in me. The music business is no different to any other; it’s all about supply and demand.

         Music was the only common link between the four Sire groups. It was a complete culture shock, working with people from different backgrounds, classes and cultures. At times I doubted we even spoke the same language, and of course all artists mistrust record labels – or come to do so very quickly – so from the start I had to win them over. I never found it difficult talking to journalists because I never stopped thinking like one. That was to my advantage, but I still had trouble getting over the stigma of being a press officer for a record label and no longer a journalist.

         Sire had been set up in 1966 by Seymour Stein and Richard Gottehrer, a writer-producer for the McCoys and a former member of the Strangeloves, a Brooklyn band that scored a hit in 1965 with ‘I Want Candy’. In 1977 he produced the debut albums by Blondie and Richard Hell and the Voidoids. Seymour, a compact, shrewd, Jewish New Yorker, is one of the great old-style record men and without doubt a complete one-off. I’d certainly not met his like before – nor have I since. By day he’d be harassed and quite tetchy, but outside office hours he’d be checking out groups around the country with Paul McNally. Not many in his position would bother, and that was one of Seymour’s strengths: to strike first and make a deal before the competition upped the price. He never paid huge advances. He was a hard-nosed businessman, and if you challenged him about anything, he would feign astonishment and in an exaggerated Brooklyn accent plead: ‘What are you trying to do to me? Oh, you’re killing me, you’re killing me.’ The other side of Seymour was the gregarious bon viveur who always seemed to be around when the more cultured Talking Heads were playing in London. You can’t dine out with the Ramones, he’d say, ‘even Italian food is too exotic for them’.

         I could never resist that epicurean side of Seymour, which drew on a music-industry past in the US that went back to the late 1950s and early ’60s, the real good ol’ days of chart rigging, payola and crooked deals. The names alone would have me salivating: Syd Nathan at King Records, Red Bird Records and the Shangri-Las – ‘Nothing I can tell you about those girls is repeatable,’ he’d tease, but he never did tell – Shadow Morton, Phil Spector and Bert Berns. He also possessed a profound, encyclopaedic knowledge of all music genres and had an ability to recall just about any lyric you could name. He could give full Billboard chart details if asked, but never took any prompting to burst into song – usually doo-wop and Brill Building classics and Broadway show tunes. With his voice, he would never have signed himself.

         I’ll admit to being blinkered about Seymour. He reminded me of a Damon Runyon character, but where the petty hustlers in Guys and Dolls hung out at Lindy’s by day and then came up against a more sinister world of hit men and gangsters from Brooklyn and Harlem by night, the teenage Seymour went from high school by day into the corrupt, cut-throat music industry. He was Brooklyn-born and was brought up in an Italian and Jewish neighbourhood. He was almost as much a caricature New York Jewish record company boss as the Ramones were cartoon New York punks. He enjoyed playing and living the part of the wheeler-dealer hustler that’s something of a cliché, but the entertainment industry was dominated by Jews, whether in television, motion pictures or music. The great songwriters whom he loved were Jewish – Irving Berlin, the Gershwins, Rodgers and Hart, and Jerome Kern – as were many of the greatest writing teams – Leiber and Stoller, Goffin and King, Barry Mann and Cynthia Weil.

         When he was just fifteen and still at high school, he persuaded the editors of Billboard to give him a part-time job, and he stayed there till after graduation. Alongside music editor Paul Ackerman, he was responsible for establishing the familiar Hot 100 format, rating singles according to their sales and airplay, and for compiling the overseas charts. Seymour noticed the hits coming out of Europe and never forgot that music from other territories was a source of revenue. Yodelling Dutch prog band Focus gave Sire a hit in 1973 with ‘Hocus Pocus’, and then its first gold album. He picked up the Euro-punk anthem ‘Ça plane pour moi’ by Plastic Bertrand from Belgium, which became a UK Top 10 hit in 1978 and was Sire’s biggest-selling pre-Madonna single.

         R&B was Seymour’s major influence, and he saw at first hand that it was controlled by small independent companies all over the States, and that’s what he wanted: his own label. It was the upsurge of Bowery bands in the mid-1970s that eventually put Sire on the map worldwide. Until 1976 it had built up a bizarre catalogue of singles and albums by such strange bedfellows as traditional folk singer Jean Ritchie, the Bob Marley-produced Martha Veléz and Sire’s meat and drink, European blues rock and progressive groups such as Focus, the Climax Blues Band, Renaissance and Barclay James Harvest. Once alerted to the new punk scene in his native New York, Seymour was smitten by the Ramones’ fast and off-kilter take on old-school hit-factory teenbeat. He signed them immediately, which placed him in pole position to snap up many of the other Bowery bands on his doorstep: Richard Hell and the Voidoids, Tuff Darts, the Dead Boys, DMZ and, after a year of dogged pursuit, Talking Heads.

         This was the beginning of a new era for Sire. Seymour had bought out Richard Gottehrer, and once Warner Brothers agreed to worldwide distribution in 1977, he had the muscle of a major behind him. ‘Seymour was definitely an arch manipulator,’ says Paul McNally, ‘and would try and get the meanest deal, but that’s how everybody operated. He was always open about it. When he signed some of those New York bands, like the Dead Boys, Tuff Darts and DMZ, it didn’t matter if they were shitty deals he was offering. Nobody else wanted to sign them, and a Sire album really gave those groups a kudos they wouldn’t have got from any other label.’

         Seymour was in Britain so much that he acquired a flat near Baker Street. ‘He’s a collector by nature,’ says Paul, ‘and he discovered art deco furniture in London as well. I’d be running round picking up bits of furniture; you couldn’t move for the stuff piled up in his flat.’ It was while checking out antiques on Portobello Road that he stumbled into the new Rough Trade Shop, which had opened in 1976, and that fed his other great love: collecting records. Collecting British DIY punk singles led to friendships and eventually deals with Geoff Travis at Rough Trade, Martin Mills at Beggars Banquet, Bill Drummond at Zoo and Daniel Miller at Mute. Primed by Paul, and with a full hand of strong calling cards, Seymour was in the box seat when it came to signing British bands. Sire’s UK signings brought him some success, but it was the British groups he signed to Sire in the US during the 1980s, including Echo & the Bunnymen, the Smiths, Depeche Mode, the Cure and the Pretenders, among others, that really increased his stock.

         Seymour first set his sights on the UK when he signed the Rezillos in late 1977. He’d heard ‘I Can’t Stand My Baby’, released on their local Edinburgh label, Sensible Records, which was run by their first manager, Lenny Love. It was Scotland’s first punk single and had cost £300 to record. By the time the Rezillos’ second single, ‘My Baby Does Good Sculptures’, was released, the group were on Sire and touring with the Ramones. They recorded their debut album in March 1978 in New York. The band had been formed in 1976 by a bunch of friends from Edinburgh who were all studying either art or architecture. From the start, DC Comics, pop art, tacky 1960s fashion, flying saucers and bug-eyed monsters were their cultural reference points. Their early repertoire consisted entirely of covers: Eddie Cochran songs, 1960s girl-group songs, Johnny and the Hurricanes instrumentals and beat-group hits. By 1977 they were playing around two hundred gigs a year. They didn’t give a shit whether people liked them, but that’s what drew an audience to them.

         Things became more serious once they began introducing original songs, mostly written by guitarist Jo Callis. They were never punks, but the existence of the genre gave them a sense of direction outside of Edinburgh, which led them to Sire. When I inherited them, the music-press groundwork had already been firmly laid. Fay Fife was the chief visual draw, her looks, gaudy miniskirts and a wild, madcap stage manner casting her somewhere between Lulu and Poly Styrene of X-Ray Spex. Eugene Reynolds, meanwhile, commanded the stage, a solid four-square counterpoint with cool shades and a curling lip, Elvis Presley meets Gary Glitter. The Rezillos’ controlled chaos and cartoon-strip fun was clever without being contrived.

         They released their third single, ‘Top of the Pops’, and the delayed album Can’t Stand the Rezillos, in August; both went Top 20. Although the single mocked the programme, they were duly invited to appear on Top of the Pops. I went along to TV Centre, where it was recorded. It was a TV institution, and I’d never had the chance to attend before. Nobody was ever cool about being on the show for the first time. There were payphones lining the corridor by the studio, where even the most cynical of artists could be found ringing family and friends to say, ‘Hey, we’re on Top of the Pops!’ I’m sure Eugene phoned home, but he hated that the Rezillos were conforming to the requirements of the record label and the music business.
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