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            This book

is dedicated to everyone

that appears within its pages,

the good, the bad and the ugly.

Especially, though,

it’s dedicated to my children,

Imogen and Max.

Just remember, life is not

to be taken too seriously.

Let nothing be too sacred

to take the piss out of…

            
                

            

            …least of all yourself.

         

         3

      

   


   
      
         
            [image: ]

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Contents

         

         
            
               
	Title Page

                  	Dedication

                  	Foreword

                  	 

                  	Part One

                  	The Roxy Club.

                  	My Name Is…

                  	The Finchley Job

                  	The Black Aces

                  	Kleptomania

                  	Impatience

                  	Crime and Punishment

                  	The Fear

                  	A Good Call

                  	The Holdsworth Hall, November

                  	Buzzcocks

                  	The Naming Game

                  	The Outsiders

                  	Slade

                  	Drums’n Bass

                  	The Boy with the most

                  	The Only Way Is Up!

                  	Punks at the High School

                  	The Broken Down Houses

                  	Slapp Happy

                  	The Rainbow

                  	Rotten Records Inc.

                  	Dump The Shy Boy

                  	Beat on The Brat

                  	The Runaways

                  	St Albans Handbag Job

                  	Caroline’s Friends

                  	Nora

                  	Cash Flow Problems

                  	Sid

                  	The Conspiracy

                  	The New York Connection

                  	Lou Reed

                  	Moving and Shaking

                  	Rasta DJ

                  	15 Minutes

                  	The Great Outdoors

                  	Left, Right…

                  	Gate Crash Clash

                  	The Female Touch

                  	“…But they can really play!”

                  	The Bay City Rollers

                  	Old Faces/New Faces

                  	Barbarella’s

                  	The Talisman

                  	Sex Lives of the Young and Shameless

                  	Bathtime

                  	Jumping Ship

                  	The Eater Mums!

                  	Whose band is this anyway?

                  	The End Of The Road

                  	 

                  	Part Two

                  	Tuning In And Dropping Out

                  	Jones and Cook

                  	Malcolm and Richard

                  	A Trip

                  	Rasper Road

                  	Mr M

                  	The Shining

                  	The Cult

                  	Bedlam

                  	Bob Dylan vs Sparks

                  	Spizz

                  	Cat Stevens, Muhammad Ali & Me

                  	Punk Rock Hymns

                  	The Ghost Girl

                  	Fat Boy Finlayson

                  	The Scream!

                  	Egypt

                  	Israel

                  	 

                  	Part Three

                  	Back To The Grind

                  	Changing Horses

                  	A Local Place For Local People

                  	Friends Reunited?

                  	You Stab My Back, I’ll Stab Yours

                  	Dreams

                  	A Different View

                  	A Toga Party

                  	Transmission Fades

                  	 

                  	About the Author

                  	Other titles available from Cherry Red Books

                  	About the Publisher

                  	Copyright

               



         

      

   


   
      4
         
            Foreword

            by Henry Rollins

         

         It could  be  argued  that  the most  explosive  event  in  rock music  for  a  long  while  was  the arrival  of  punk  rock.  Rock  was boring,  rock  was  damn  near  dead. Something  had  to  happen  and something  did.  As  the  1970s crawled  slightly  over  the  halfway mark  toward  the  1980s,  the change  came  crashing  in  loudly and  without  a  great  deal  of concern  about  what  anyone thought  about  it.
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[image: ]Eater  perfoming  at  the Hope  and  Anchor  in  1976  with Roger  Bullen  (aka  Dee Generate)  on  drums. © Davidson

            

         

         
            
[image: ]Press  cutting  from the  Evening  Standard, November  1976.

            

         

         The  most  visible  and  enduring exponents  of  punk  rock,  that  is  to say  the  bands  whose  music  escaped the  boundaries  of  the  local  scene and  went  worldwide,  certainly  include  the  Ramones,  Sex Pistols,  Clash,  Adverts,  Buzzcocks,  Generation  X, Stranglers,  Heartbreakers,  etc,  etc.  Emphasis  is  put  on the  ‘etc’  here  because  some  of  you  are  wondering  why X Ray Spex, Stiff  Little  Fingers,  999, Vibrators,  UK Subs, Slits  or Lurkers were  left  out.  Well,  then,  you’ll  not want  to  leave  out  Siouxsie  and  the  Banshees,  the  Saints, Dead  Boys  or  Slaughter  and  the  Dogs.  Suffice  to  say, there  were  a  lot  of  bands  being  punk  rock at  the  time.  Many  of  these 6bands  are  still  regarded  as influential  to  this  day  and  for good  reason  -they  were really  great.

         
            
[image: ]Eater  publicity  photo  summer  1977. L-R:  Andy  Blade,  Brian  Chevette, Phil  Rowland  and  Ian  Woodcock.

            

         

         As  with  any  movement  or  trend  in  music,  there’s  the good,  the  average  and  the  downright  awful;  the  truly inspired  and  the  pretenders.  Punk  rock  can  claim  liberal amounts  of  each.  There  were  bands  whose  greatness  we will  defend  to  our  last  breath  or  at  least  until  someone changes  the  subject.  You  don’t  like  the  Ruts?  You  really have  to  leave.

         With  a  lot  of  bands  in  the  early  days  of  punk  rock, they  only  turned  up  for  that  one  amazing  single  and then  for  one  reason  or  another, disappeared  into  the  mists  of  time. The  Killjoys,  the  Models,  the  Panik, 7Psykik  Volts,  the  Dregs,  the  Machines,  the  Pseudo Existors  and  so  on.  For  those  concerned;  the  record collectors  and  fans  of  minutiae,  these  bands  have  a special  place.

         One  sometimes  wonders  what  happened  and  where they  are  now?  Suicide,  accidental  overdose,  adulthood, fame,  cushy  positions  in  the  entertainment  industry, criminally  normal  jobs  or  whatever  else  one  gets  up  to when  you’re  too  fat  for  your  clothes  and  tired  of  doing stupid  things  with  your  hair.

         Scholars  will no  doubt  be  quick to  point  out  that, glaringly  absent from  the  previous lists  of  bands,  is the  one  and  only Eater.  So  let’s talk about  Eater  for  a moment.  In  that classic  first  wave of  bands  out  of  the UK,  Eater  were right  there  in  the  middle  of  the  beer, speed  and  spit frenzy.

         
            
[image: ]Brain  Chevette, photographed  during  Eater rehearsals  in  1976.

            

         

         Easily  years  younger  than  the bands  and  audience  in  the  scene, Eater  fairly  snuck  into  punk  rock  by  showing  up  with stolen  gear  and  some  songs  right  at  the  beginning  of  the deal  before  all  the  rules  were  in  place  and  everything was  written  in  stone.  That’s  all  well  and  good,  but  to  be able  to  last  in  front  of  a  sometimes  very  hostile  crowd you  had  to  have  some  degree  of  talent  or at  least  amps  that  worked.8

         
            
[image: ]From  Jonh  Ingham’s  A-Z roundup  of  the  burgeoning scene. (we made up the name  of  our  bass  player,  we didn’t  have  one!)

            

         

         Eater  had  the goods.  Cool  songs,  cool band  name  and  a  lot of  attitude.  Literally kids  in  with  the adults,  they  straddled both  worlds.  They were  immature,  but engaged  in  the  chemical and  sexual  rituals  with the  grown-ups.  They recorded,  toured, enjoyed  moments  of fame  and  fought amongst  each  other  but crucially  made  some really  good  music.

         
            
[image: ]Melody  Maker,  October 1977.

            

         

         Four  singles,  one  EP, an  album  and  thank  you  very much,  Eater  was  done.  It  was  still only  1978  and,  while  still teenagers,  the  band  were now  bona  fide  chewed  up and  spat  out  veterans  of the  music  scene.  Without even  enough  time  to  say, “What  the  hell was  that?” it  was  over  and  everything was  changing.  Sid  was dead,  Rotten  was  back  to Lydon, Jones and  Cook  were laughing  stock  and  the  Clash were for-real world-conquering  rock  stars.9

         
            
[image: ]Eater  lyric sheet  from  1976.

            

         

         In  some  ways  it  was  over  but  of  course  life  goes  on, which  brings  us  to  The  Secret  Life  of  a  Teenage  Punk Rocker:  The  Andy  Blade  Chronicles.  Andy  Blade,  Eater’s frontman  and  vocalist,  has  gone  to  great  lengths  to  tell the  tale  of  how  it  went  down  and  what  happened afterwards  with  a  steel-trap  memory  and  with  an alarming  lack  of  restraint  or  self-congratulation. Punches  are  not  pulled  and  I’m  sure  there  will  be  a  few ruffled  feathers  after  the  book  has  had  some  shelf  behind it.  It  was  a  time  of  intensity  and  attitude  in  the  face  of 10established  conformity  that  did  not welcome  change.  So,  best  to  tell  it like  it  was  and  not  worry  about  hurt feelings  too  much.

         
            
[image: ]Dee  Generate  wields  the  axe during  an  Eater rehearsal in 1976.

            

         

         
            
[image: ]Photo  booth  fun  in  1977, Andy  Blade, Ian  Woodcock  &  Gavin.

            

         

         And  what  a  time it  was!  The  Pistols, the  Clash, the  Damned, the  Ramones, Johnny  Thunders Sid  Vicious Lou  Reed…11People  who  are  now  acknowledged  as  punk-rock  deities pass  through  the  pages  of  this  book  as  just  the  people  who were  at  the  bar  at  the  time.  As  far  as  punk  rock  goes, this  was  it.  The  Sid  and  Johnny  stories  in  Secret  Life  are worth  the  price  of  admission  on  their  own.  Shows  that are  the  real  stuff  of  legend, like  the  first  ever  UK appearance  of  the  Ramones,  were  just  the  shows  you went  to  at  the  time.  Incredible.

         
            
[image: ]Eater’s Roxy Club debut, Jan 1977. “Ian, please don’t wear flares anymore!”
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[image: ]Woman’s  Own  1978.  Mum holding  Herbert  the  tortoise

            

         

         The  awkwardness  and  naiveté  of  kids  who  ran headlong  into  one  of  the  most  enduring  and  direction-changing  moments  of  music is  clearly  and  sometimes painfully  rendered  here along  with  the  triumphs  of making  good  music  and being  part  of  something that  was  so  very  alive  and pretty  much  doomed  from the  start.

         
            
[image: ]Hass  and  Brian, East  Finchley platform, looking  for ticket  inspectors.13

            

         

         
            
[image: ]Roger  Bullen acting  as Dee  Generate for  the  NME, February 1977.

            

         

         As  well  as  this,  Andy’s  post  Eater  fallout, dissipation  and  eventual  resurrection  to  a  not-so-destructive  truce  with  life  is  detailed  here  with  equally compelling  narrative.

         
            
[image: ]Sex  Pistols  flyer  autographed  by  the  Ramones  but mistakenly  dedicated  to  Peter  instead  of  Eater.

            

         

         When  one  considers  what  has happened  in  the  music  world14since  1977,  Secret  Life  makes  a  well-focused  and fascinating  time  capsule.  When  one  considers  what passes  for  punk  rock  now,  we  won’t  even  bother  to  list any  of  those  bands  because,  by  the  time  this  book  goes  to print,  no-one  will  remember  them.  At  this  point,  punk rock  is  as  tired,  disposable  and  safe  as  any  other  music. There  are  a  lot  of  friendly  and  well-adjusted  people  in the  music  world  now  and  music  suffers  for  it.

         That  being  said,  there  was  a  time  in  punk  rock,  a flashing  moment  when  there  was  no  irony  and  the  moves weren’t  choreographed  and  no-one  knew  where  it  was  all going  and  it  was  all  very  real.

         This  book  is  a  heartfelt,  bracing  and  page-turning look  back  into  those  times,  and  much  more  besides.

         May  history  make  us  look  more  clearly at  the  present.

         Henry Rollins,
March  2005

         
            
[image: ]Hass,  Dee  and  roadie  Nick, Soho  Square,  1977. © Blade.
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         This  is  not  a  story  of  rags to  riches,  or of  riches  to  rags.  There  is  no  tragic closure  here,  there  is  no  triumphant  fanfare at  the  end, either.  No  Rock‘n’Roll  Hall of Fame  for  me.  Unlike  some  of  the  characters in  this  book,  I’ve  never  been  asked  to  appear on  a  reality  TV  show  or  to  endorse  a commercial  product.  I  never  ended  up  mates with  Jude  Law  or  Johnny  Depp.

         I  realised  that  my  band  were  but  the tiniest  plankton  in  an  ocean  of  different-sized  creatures.  We  were  under-achievers  of the  highest  order.  Naive  chancers.  Kids having  a  go.  I’m  under  no  illusions  here;  it was  the  having  the  go  that  counted.  It doesn’t  matter  whether  you  were  a  fan  or not.  It  doesn’t  even  matter  whether  you’ve ever  heard  of  Eater.  That  is  totally  irrelevant to  this  tale.

         Within  these  pages,  things  just  happen. I’ve  written  them  down  as  I  observed  them at  the  time  and  remembered  them  later.  I might  have  winged  it  a  little  as  far  as  actual conversations  went,  but  I  do  have  a  good memory  and  the  gist  of  it  all  is  pretty accurate.  I’ve  tried  not  to  be  judgemental, just  observational.  If  anyone  in  my  book comes  out  of  it  looking  like  a  bit  of  a  wanker, I’m  sorry.  I  didn’t  mean  it  to  seem  that  way and  I’m  sure  you  didn’t  either.  All  of  us  can be  found  guilty  of  doing  some  rather  stupid or  embarrassing  things  at  one  time  or another.  It  doesn’t  matter,  though.  You  live and  you  learn.  It’s  best  not  to  keep  secrets.

         
             

         

         Andy  Blade,  March  2005
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         The Roxy Club.

         The dark and crowded basement was no place for a schoolboy. Junkies, musicians, fags, transvestites and hookers descended upon the Roxy along with a smattering of regular gig-goers as though it were a lifeline. Drinking overpriced, warm cans of lager, some sloping off to the toilet to indulge in the less gregarious pastime of splattering the sink with blood from the syringe they’d just shared. Everyone present had one thing in common; they belonged here. It was theirs.

         I was with Roger, the drummer in my band, Eater. Everyone loved him, especially young girls and old men. He looked cute, but was as wily as a fox. You wouldn’t want to go cuddling him, he’d bite your fingers off. Or anything else that got too close, come to that. Roger was barely 14 and was already well experienced in using his tiny adolescent frame to get himself what he wanted. Generally, that was often little more than a drink or a drug. He might have appeared the victim to social services but, truly, Roger Bullen, aka Dee Generate, was no fool. He and I had merrily traded in our Innocence for self–indulgence a long time ago. Innocence wasn’t an adjective we related to much anymore. Our childhood was getting well and truly fucked up. We were too busy having fun to notice.

         A couple of northern guys, who, like many others here tonight, had evidently followed one of the tabloid newspapers instructions on the new craze – ‘How To Be A Punk Rocker’ – pogoed manically whilst holding on to each others shoulders. Even inbetween records. Spilt drinks trickled down their home made, safety pin adorned, bin liner outfits. The doctored flares, ponytails and crudely applied mascara and black lipstick did nothing to conceal the fact that they almost definitely owned Status Quo albums and worked behind the counter of a butchers shop in Halifax. They could have at least shaved their beards off. Make up and facial hair just don’t go. The Daily Mirror really ought to have made that clear.

         “Hello boys fancy a drink?” A man crept up behind us and slipped his arms around our shoulders. His name was Gene October, he sang in a band 18called Chelsea. I was a bit scared of him. I’d heard stories. We followed him to the bar anyway. He might’ve looked a bit shifty, but he was affable and generous with it. He sang a song called ‘The Right To Work’, its title being self explanatory; the unemployed need jobs. If anyone had actually offered Gene a job, I’m sure he would have run a mile.

         “Mind you, it’s just the beer I fancy, Gene! Don’t get me wrong!”

         Dee was always cracking asides that, had they tumbled out of anyone else’s mouth, might have got them into trouble. Maybe it was the fact that his voice hadn’t quite broken yet that helped him get away with it. I wouldn’t dare even try. Whether Gene fancied us or not, I wanted a drink. Dee didn’t need any conjecture.

         “Gene Cocktober, fucking bender!” he added, as a rather too loud whisper in my ear. I don’t think he intended to be overheard, it was just that the 10-inch difference in height between the two of us ruled out discreet communication, unless I stooped or Dee stood on his toes and craned his neck. For a second Gene looked embarrassed, then he started to laugh. It wasn’t as though he was hiding a dark secret or anything. The thing about the Roxy Club was that everyone knew everything about everyone else. Like the suburbs had come to W1. But dressed up a bit.

         “You’ll be begging me later, you little tease!”

         He bought us a beer, then we quickly slipped away from him and his unwanted attention.

         The Clash had just taken to the small stage and were donning guitars. A cheer went up, a shard of feedback pierced the air.

         “Someone sort this fucking PA out!” Joe Strummer pleaded from the stage as they launched into ‘White Riot’. All of a sudden the Roxy erupted into a frenzied blur of pogo dancing, coloured lights and noise. It felt like someone had tossed a grenade into the room.

         We made our way closer to the front, three giggling schoolgirls in their carefully ripped uniforms recognised us from the latest edition of Jackie magazine and asked for our autographs. I chatted to the prettiest one amongst them. She took my hand and tickled my palm.

         “Do you come here often?”

         “Only every night, that’s all.”

         “Well, you are a lucky boy!”

         I didn’t mean to sound smutty, but I think she did. Smiling, she pulled me close and pressed her lips to my mouth. She then steered and manoeuvred me out of the room and onto the fire escape stairs, sat me down and undid my belt. Oh well. I’d seen the Clash before anyway.

         The Roxy Club, Neal Street, Covent Garden, was punk’s first true club. It was the  mecca for punk stars, punk non-entities and young runaway punks from all over the country, of which there was a steady stream – much to the 19delight of all the sexual predators, of which there were many. Besides acting as the official meeting place for us all, it was also one of the few clubs in London where, inside anyway, we were unlikely to be beaten up by gangs of soul boys, Teddy boys or even just an enraged Joe Public.

         In its previous incarnation, the Roxy had been, unsurprisingly, a gay bar. It was now run by a strange looking bloke called Andrew Czesowski and his girlfriend, who had a penchant for wearing bow ties and dressing like a boy. Andrew also used to manage the Damned and had a gold tooth. If you didn’t know him, he appeared a little frightening. In fact he was alright. Just trying to earn an honest bob exploiting the new scene. Although he knew exactly what went on in the club, he turned a blind eye to a lot of the shenanigans. Some of his blindness included the fact that a great deal of his punters were well under age. The fear of being busted for under–age drinking, though, was only one of his worries. Staff employed at the club were mostly, for some strange reason, Puerto Ricans, all of course without work permits. On top of the unwanted attention punk rock was receiving from the establishment, this was a risky management strategy.

         When the club officially opened at the beginning of January 1977 to a packed house, with Generation X topping the bill, queues went right around the block. Everyone who was anyone in the scene was in attendance, slagging off each other’s favourite bands and adopting the glazed, psychotic look of a deranged psychopath famously patented by Johnny Rotten Esq.

         
            [image: ]

         

         
20My Name Is…

         Fifteen years prior to the Roxy Club opening its doors, I was born. My father decided to call me Ashruf, which neither suited the Essex backwater in which we lived, nor did it sound very punk rock. I didn’t like it. My surname, Radwan, was okay, I thought, because it sounded like Batman, but I could never get my head around Ashruf. My dad, who was born in Egypt, thought it would do just fine – he loved it.

         There’s nothing wrong with an unusual name, of course, if you like that sort of thing, and, as I was to point out, so many times, to my classmates over the coming years, Ashruf is the equivalent of being called John if you happen to live in Egypt, and that there really was nothing very funny about it at all.

         “But this is England, no-one’s called Ash-Ruff here. Not unless they’re foreign.”

         My friend, Martin, wasn’t trying to be nasty, it just came naturally.

         “You ought to have brown skin or something with a funny name like that, like that new boy in reception, Jabia or Javelin, or whatever his name is.”

         Politically correct notions such as racism, didn’t hold much water in the 1960s.

         “Look, I told you! It’s not a funny name! Alright?!”

         Martin screwed his face up in concentration and toyed with the two syllables.

         “Ash Ruff. Ruff Ash. Ashy. Ruffy. Ash Puff. Fag Ash!”

         He laughed.

         “Yes it is!”

         Just to make sure that the rest of the school didn’t miss out on the endless wheeze of taking the mickey out of children with odd names or miss the opportunity to single out the Radwan kids as weird, my dad decided he didn’t want my brothers and I sitting in on the school assembly. He didn’t like the idea of us being imbued with Christian values, so we’d have to sit it out in a classroom with the smattering of Jewish and Asian kids whose parents also denied them this particular part of the school day. As the hall filled up each morning, we’d have to sit cross-legged on the floor with our classes until a teacher made the announcement for us misfits to make our way to a designated classroom, where we’d furtively dot-to-dot or colour in until assembly was over. It was usually a fairly quick exodus from the hall, lest any of us became infected by the words; Jesus, the Bible or Harvest Festival, but it was never quick enough and it gave all those that had no idea my brothers and I didn’t ‘fit in’, the necessary ammo needed to capitalise on this as and when required.

         Most of my brothers and sisters called me ‘Ashie’ for short. I much preferred this, but I didn’t dare ask my dad if he’d ask my teachers to put me 21down in the school register using the diminutive. Eventually, after I’d established myself at secondary school, everyone called me Ashie anyway. After I formed Eater, gave myself a punk name and began mixing with people that had never known me previously, the transition from Ashruf Radwan to Andy Blade was a complete…

         …Catharsis

         If my parents hadn’t got divorced when I was 11, and if I’d had to live with my strict headmaster father then, there was no way I would have been allowed to run amok and form a band in the first place. No way. Luckily for me, I, along with most of my seven brothers and sisters, were allowed to live with my mum who, because of the stress of bringing up so many kids on her own, was a pushover. Ever since I’d withdrawn into my shell after my parents began fighting, music became my salvation. From the age of 10, after a brief obsession with ornithology and football, in that order, there was never any looking back.

         I didn’t so much develop an interest in pop music, rather it became  my world, my escape route out of that cloying, claustrophobic world of school prisons, arguing parents, bullies, educational psychologists, Sunday afternoons and wet bank holidays. School topped the list of hates though, it made me want to die. I couldn’t figure out why parents would choose to send their kids to such horrible places.

         Alice Cooper, Sparks, Bowie and Bolan, along with a host of other minor players, brought me back to life. They resuscitated me into a private fantasy land where it didn’t just not matter that you looked skinny and a bit strange – it was actually compulsory.

         My parents were sickened by certain aspects of my new-found interest. My dad was convinced I was going to grow up queer if I continued collecting pictures of men in make-up with girls’ names. Or if posters of Ziggy Stardust with his testicles hanging out of one of his skimpy stage outfits kept on appearing on my bedroom wall. It made me so happy to know that the territory I’d marked out in my life, fanatically, was a place that the grown-ups around me would never understand, let alone ever dare tread.

         I’d regularly use dinner time as an opportunity to wind my parents up. Alice Cooper and Lou Reed provided a cornucopia of linguistic gems to frighten them with.

         “Daddy, what does necrophilia mean?” Pushing away his plate, my dad would reach for his packet of Guards cigarettes. Lighting up, he’d squint at me, go all serious and speak in a whisper denoting the gravity of his concern.

         “Where did you learn that word, Ashie?”

         “In an Alice Cooper interview. Just wondered.”

         Of course I’d already looked it up, I just wanted him to know I knew and 22to pass on the information that one of my heroes sang songs about having sex with dead bodies. I didn’t need to say any more, he didn’t need to answer my question, I’d already achieved my aim. But I carried on anyway. Lou Reed’s ‘Walk On The Wild Side’ was rich with ambiguous-sounding phrases and words. Perhaps my mum might be able help me decipher the code. Dig in wherever you like and start mining.

         “What does it mean if someone is ‘giving head’, Mummy?”

         My younger brother, Lutfi, stifled a giggle, I don’t know why, he didn’t know what it meant any more than I did. My mother certainly didn’t know, nor did anyone else around the table. Rather than it being a wasted crack at outraging grown-ups, though, just the very mystery of its meaning served to heighten its, no doubt, disgusting literality.

         “What’s Valium, then?”

         ‘Valium would  have  helped  that  bash’,  went the song, I explained. It had to be hard drugs, like heroin or something. But no.

         “Ah, I know what Valium is. It’s a tablet used to calm your nerves. My doctor prescribed me some once. It isn’t a pain-killer though, so I don’t know why it would’ve ‘helped that bash’.”

         Shit! Shot myself in the foot with that one. A medicine that family GPs prescribe to mums and dads! The absence of any implicit controversy, coupled with Lou’s apparent mis-diagnosis of its prescription, equal one stinker of an own goal. I might just stick to Alice Cooper in future. You knew where you stood with Alice.

         After being recognised as school-phobic at nine years old, unable to even contemplate thinking about attending that dreaded institution without becoming paralysed with fear, it seems ironic that it wasn’t the system and its succession of mental-health flunkies, but these weird, dysfunctional miscreants, that some form of catharsis was performed and I was, after two years of home tutoring, able to return to full-time education. Albeit it was a disruptive return.

         The Finchley Job

         My best friend at school was a boy called Brian Haddock, aka Brian Chevette, a wiry, oddball kid with curly hair and a suitably developed sense of humour. We’d sit at the back of class dreaming of being pop stars, writing lyrics, inventing logos and generally giving our teachers a hard time. We’d named our imaginary group ‘Eater’ after a Marc Bolan lyric -‘Tyrannosaurus Rex the eater  of cars’. We hand picked appropriate bass players and drummers from among our friends who looked the part. We couldn’t actually play anything, but that didn’t matter. Fortunately punk rock was about to kick off with that great ethic that musical ability was secondary.

         23Neither did we have any instruments: my mum certainly couldn’t afford to buy us any even if she had been inclined to encourage us in our passion, which she wasn’t. For a while, it seemed the closest we we’d ever get to a guitar was by flicking through the pages of a mail order magazine.

         Luckily my younger brother, Lutfi, aka Social Demise, was something of a dare-devil. One day, in the playground, we challenged him to steal us a guitar each for Brian and I, and a bass for our, as yet, undiscovered bassist from a local music shop. He agreed, with the proviso that we act as lookouts during the robbery and he be our drummer.

         Lutfi rose to the occasion, managing the task in hand, twice. He’d forgotten to grab a bass the first time around. His forgetfulness prompted me to make my displeasure plainly apparent. Instead of congratulating and thanking him for providing us with our precious booty, all he got from Brian and I were remonstrations over his operational skills.

         “How hard is it to remember three things, Lutfi? I mean, did you want us to write a shopping list for you? Should I have phoned the manager up and ask him to have the guitars ready to be picked up?”

         “I’ve only got two arms you know! Anyway, why don’t you go back and nick the bass, if you’re so bloody clever?”

         Hmm, careful. Dodgy ground. Get back on track.

         “Well, maybe I should have come into the shop with you. Oh well, never mind. We’ll go back tomorrow. Let’s strike while the iron’s still hot. Remember, we’re working as a team on this.”

         A team that designates the baby brother to carry out the risky stuff.

         The guitars remained stashed in my cupboard at home for a couple of weeks without anyone so much as touching them. I’d get in from school, lock myself in my bedroom and stare at them, awestruck. Bright shiny rosewood, pearl inlays, sleek and beautiful curves everywhere. The finely crafted scratchboards and the silverest of silver machine heads would gleam and sparkle at me invitingly. They belonged to me. We belonged together. Nothing could stop us now.

         The guitars’ two-week fermentation period in my wardrobe seemed somehow necessary before they could be officially declared our property and we could start practising. It was a period of grace. If no-one took them away during this time, no-one ever would.

         Within weeks Lutfi had saved up £35 from his paper round for a second-hand drum-kit. If he could have stolen one, he would have but, regrettably, such items were a bit too big to steal, even for Lutfi. We began practising in earnest, without a bass player – a pair of shoes that were yet to be filled. Our crude, broken-down and borrowed amplification didn’t exactly do our new guitars justice, and neither did our discordant amateur strumming. The guitars were exquisite to look at and to touch, yet the sound that emanated from them was just plain ugly. My clumsy attempts to tune them properly 24yielded yet more disharmony. Like in John Fowles’ The  Collector,  the beautiful music so desired by Jonathan Clegg after kidnapping and imprisoning the lovely Miranda repeatedly failed to show. I could empathise with Clegg’s frustration and his relief at her eventual death. At last he could finally give up trying to effect fragile beauty to respond to his clumsy advances.

         Over time, however, things improved. Through our determined and heroic efforts to conquer the task ahead of us, the fuzzy, yet undeniable sound of awful songs began to issue forth.

         The Black Aces

         Lutfi and I had been in a band together a few years before. We were called the Black Aces, which was also the name of our gang. In that incarnation I was on drums. Lutfi didn’t actually play anything then, he just looned about with a kiddies tambourine. Sometimes he’d kick a football around mid-gig, a little gimmick we’d stolen from a recent Top  Of  The  Pops performance by Rod Stewart and the Faces. Hass, the eldest of us three boys and the undisputed leader of the pack, strummed an out-of-tune, three-string Spanish guitar and sang lead vocals. Inspired by Alice Cooper, I wore ‘grotesque’ eye make-up on ‘stage’. I wasn’t allowed real make-up, so I had to colour in pieces of card, cut them out into the shape of eyes and then stick them on my face. Half my eyebrows would be stuck to the Sellotape after each show, but it was worth it for the dramatic effect it undoubtedly had on the audience.

         We played a couple of gigs before going our separate ways, one of which stands out in my memory as the apex of everything that encapsulated the Black Aces. It was in our living room just before Tomorrow’s  World,  a programme my dad regularly watched. As he was our audience that night, we knew the plug would be pulled on us if we went over our allotted time. We were set to play Hass’s two new compositions, a rocker called ‘Why Did You Say That?’ and a ballad, ‘I’m Tired And I Want To Go Home’, a song not-so-loosely based on the famous wartime hit of exactly the same name and melody. Dad sat with his back to us, as ordered, reading the newspaper but, we hoped, listening intently. Half-way through our set we commenced our stage-managed Faces football kickabout. Without taking care or looking to see what he was doing, or perhaps he did it on purpose, Lutfi kicked the ball straight at my cardboard-box drum-kit, sending everything flying. My saucepan-lid cymbals never stood a chance. A struggle ensued in which one of my Alice Cooper eye patches was pulled off. It didn’t just hurt, it was an hour’s worth of work ruined.

         “What’s the matter with you?! What did you do that for?”

         “Because I want to be the drummer now. I’m fed up with not having a 25proper job in the band. If you’re going to wear Alice Cooper eye patches, you should be the singer!”

         He had a point, but this was no way to demonstrate it. I still had tears in my eyes and half an eyebrow missing because of his little hissy fit.

         “Say sorry then and I’ll think about it.”

         He laughed. Make that sniggered. Obviously the sight of a crying, one-eyed Alice Cooper was incredibly funny to Lutfi.

         “GO ON…SAY SORRY THEN!”

         I shouted, shoving him up against the wall at the precise moment my dad’s patience ran out.

         “WILL YOU BOYS PLEASE GO AND ARGUE IN YOUR ROOM! MY PROGRAMME IS STARTING NOW!”

         Any appreciation of our show now lost to the familiar strains of the Tomorrow’s  World  theme music and Raymond Baxter’s excitable homage to the possibility of a push-button telephone in the not-too-distant future.

         Musically speaking, Lutfi and I went our separate ways after that incident. To be honest, we’d never shared much of a vision anyway. His preference was for earnest, bearded, serious groups, mine for tinny, skinny, disposable pop. And so it was that, with zero media fanfare, the Black Aces’ musical career came to an end.

         Kleptomania

         We still existed as a gang, though, our nicknames supposedly reflecting our personalities. Hass was the self-explanatory and uncompromising ‘Boss’, myself, ‘Chips’ because I ate little else and Lutfi was ‘Snatcher’ due to his party trick of being willing and able to steal anything you dared him to. I couldn’t help feeling I should have had a similar nickname to his. I was equally as competent a thief. On top of that, I didn’t need any prompting or inciting, I just did it.

         I don’t know what it is that makes a good boy turn bad, whether there exists an inbuilt mechanism just waiting to be activated or perhaps it’s all just learned behaviour, but one day, aged about seven, I started stealing things. Just small stuff at first; a book from school here, a classmate’s toy Batman car there, both of which I returned as soon as the guilt got to me. No confession, I just slipped them back into the classroom from whence they came. I don’t know what made me think it was okay to do it. There was no behavioural template, it just seemed like an natural thing to do.

         As I grew older, I gave up returning the things I’d taken. Money from my mum’s purse, sweets from my sisters’ secret stashes, cigarettes from my dad, these were all fair game to me. Shoplifting became another of my weekly escape routes from mundanity and lack. I must have been quite good because 26I never got caught. I’d come home with shopping bags stuffed with all kinds of treasure – most of it I didn’t actually want, but if the opportunity arose to swipe something, I swiped it. I’d regularly give my swag away as gifts. On birthdays and Christmas, you could always rely on Ashie to give good presents. No one ever asked how I could possibly afford such items; small Wedgwood plates, ornaments, books or envelope gift packs, but a few quizzical eyebrows were often raised.

         Rufus, a boy at school and one of the very few black kids at Finchley Manorhill, was also a pretty good thief. He operated as part of a gang that would bunk off school and go to Oxford Street and the other big shopping areas in London. They’d go into stores, try on clothes, then walk out with five pairs of trousers on. These items would then go on the sale via the school’s black market for a couple of quid or less. When we became friends, he asked me to join his posse but I refused.

         “You’re just too obvious, too sloppy and you’re always getting caught. I don’t want the police coming round my house, asking my mum questions and lookin’ for stuff. Stealing ain’t that important to me, Rufus!”

         He looked hurt, patronised and, without doubt, didn’t have a clue where I was coming from. “But it’s a laugh going out nicking with your mates Ashie! That’s the point, the crack, the fun of it.” Laughter boomed in his voice as he spoke. “It’s not about what happens if you get caught! You’re too…” He struggled to find the right word “…too…secretive…and you think too much.”

         He had a point I was very secretive. I found it difficult to discuss anything, so I held it all in. Analysing and weighing up things was holding me back. I found it difficult to relax and have fun without considering the consequences first. I liked stealing, but the idea of getting caught and my kleptomania being made public was unthinkable. Mrs Noel, a social worker, was still paying me monthly visits in an effort to ensure I was fitting back into school life; she had her doubts. I didn’t want to add any grist to her mill, it was already a bit touch and go. A rather unfortunate incident had occurred just recently after a particularly aggressive game of tennis, during which Lutfi had blasted a ball directly at my groin. It hurt like hell and I was convinced he’d broken my penis. I was devastated. I hadn’t even had a chance to use it properly. I’d never know what it was like to have sex. Gutted!

         For three days I waited impatiently for any sign of the barest of erections; nothing happened. It had been reduced to merely being a tool for urinating. What a waste. Triumphantly one morning, its full glory returned. So overjoyed was I that I hopped out of bed to examine it more closely in my wardrobe mirror. As I admired its fully restored pride, without warning, in walked my mother with the social worker. I froze and gazed at their images that had joined me in the mirror. My excitement rapidly waned as I busily 27went about getting dressed. “Mrs Noel will be in the lounge, Ashie. She’d like a word with you when…when you’ve got some clothes on.”

         This incident, coupled with being caught stealing, wouldn’t have helped my case in the slightest. Rufus wouldn’t have given a toss about any of that. He would have laughed. Although he was the class clown and I an academic contender, I often wondered who, in truth, was the better off.

         When Lutfi stole the guitars from the Finchley music shop, although it was my idea, I was jealous that it hadn’t been me that had actually walked in and plucked them off their stands. That was where the real buzz was, not just running off and hiding them. Trouble is, you never really appreciate things you come by so freely. I got what I needed out of my fleetingly treasured guitar, then sold it to Rat Scabies for £30. Brian decided to follow suit and flogged his Telecaster copy to Captain Sensible. He’d just bought an authentic Les Paul from the Sex Pistols’ guitarist Steve Jones. The very same one that Steve used to smash against his amp whenever the mood took him. The one that Steve had also nicked in the first place.

         Impatience

         I suppose most of us have the inclination to try and run before we can walk. From a very, very early age this was painfully and manifestly true of myself. As soon as I developed an interest in something, I wanted to do it too, immediately. Don’t tell me how. If I ate something I liked, I wanted to be able to cook it. Not learn how to cook it, just cook it. The results were always inedible. ‘Skip the foreplay, let her rip’, in the words of Sparks.

         After reading a book I particularly enjoyed, I’d want to write one myself. This usually involved copying out the first chapter into longhand until I got bored of it. Same thing with listening to a good song or watching comedy shows, especially, age twelve, Monty  Python  and The  Goodies.  Scripts, props, whatever was needed were cobbled together. Even inventions such as the aeroplane, I tried to copy, with potentially tragic results. It seemed like fair game at the time. If my brothers and I had succeeded in dragging the wooden crate onto which we’d nailed a couple of ‘wings’ up to the roof of our house, where we intended launching our home-made Concorde with us in it, the outcome would have been more than just disappointing. For us, anyway.

         Eater was just another reflection of my impatience to begin the sprint to the finish line while ignoring the preliminary slog. ‘Learn on the job’ should have been my motto. What I didn’t realise then was that all of the time you think you’re saving by launching straight into something, instead of preparing for it gets reclaimed eventually by the Incompetence Taxation Scheme. But as long as you get there in the end, what does it matter? For that brief period where you don’t pay anything, you can have yourself believe you’re winning. And it feels so good.

         
28Crime and Punishment

         I arrived home from school one day to find my mum pacing up and down in the living room, our newly-acquired guitars on display, leaning up against the wall, like they were back in the shop.

         “I thought perhaps you’d like to tell me where these came from Ashie? And how they came to be in your wardrobe?”

         Luckily, Brian and I had already worked on a story should this scene occur. “They belong to a Japanese boy at school, Satoshi, and we’re thinking of buying them from him, y’know, on instalments. But he’s lending them to us in-between, to see if we like them or not.”

         It was true, Brian did have a Japanese friend at school called Satoshi, the rest, of course, was rubbish. The good bit about the story was that Satoshi’s parents spoke very little English. By the time my mum phoned Brian’s parents and they’d phoned Satoshi’s, only to be passed onto Satoshi, who would confirm our version of events, hopefully they’d lose interest and they trail would go dead. Which, eventually, it did.

         “I know you’re lying, Ashie. You want to be careful or you’ll end up in trouble and I’m afraid I’ll be unable to help you. Social services are far too interested in you already. We don’t need any more problems.”

         From the tone of resignation in her voice, I knew we were nearly there. “Honestly, we’re paying for the guitars in instalments. Why do you think I’ve taken on two paper rounds? Satoshi is letting us have them cheap. He doesn’t care, he’s rich. All Japanese people are!”

         My last statement, at least, made my story slightly more plausible. My mum did some babysitting for a Japanese couple and they were, indeed, rich. I’d worn her out. I could tell she didn’t want to talk about it any more. She sat down, switched the television on, and that was the end of it.

         I like to think that if she had found out where the guitars had come from, she would have just accepted that we hadn’t got caught and so no harm had been done. It was very unlikely she would have made us return them, that would have been far too risky. There wasn’t a lot she could do to punish me or Lutfi either, there was no pocket money to withhold because we didn’t get any. We had our freedom to come and go as we pleased and that was fine by us.

         When my dad was still living in the house, it was a different story. Being a headmaster, he used to bring his work home with him, in the form of canes. He kept a small bundle of them in his wardrobe, but only used them on special occasions. We had to be exceptionally bad to endure the sting of the cane -even then, he didn’t hit us that hard and it was only ever on an outstretched palm. My mum, nevertheless, would often finish the job after my dad was done. She’d whack us on the arms, legs, buttocks or wherever she was deft enough to manage a direct strike.

         29One morning while she was hanging up the washing in the back garden, I decided to carry out a prank I’d been deliberating over for some time. There were three huge oak trees in the garden that my brothers and I would often climb and hide in. I’d made a life-size dummy out of a shirt and trousers, stuffed with rags and tied together, that was secreted up our favourite climbing tree. The head was made of papier maché with a painted-on face, it looked pretty realistic. As she hummed to herself and hung up the wet clothes, well aware that I was playing in the tree, I all of a sudden launched the dummy into the air and screamed. She also screamed as it crashed to the ground next to her.

         “Oh my God, Ashie! No!” she cried as she knelt down beside ‘me’. It took her a few seconds to realise it was a dummy and a further five minutes for her to disappear into the house and return with my dad, cane in hand, demanding I descend the tree and receive my punishment. I wasn’t too bothered, it was worth it. I thought it was the funniest prank in pranking history.

         If my Dad wasn’t around when my mum lost her rag with us, she’d use her ever-present belt or slipper to administer punishment, which usually meant her chasing me and my brothers around the house, with us making a beeline for the space under the double bed in the back bedroom. As long as there were only two of us, she couldn’t reach us there. If it was all three of us, Hass and I would shove Lutfi out as a sacrifice to take the beating.

         The guitars, though, were by far the worst thing we’d ever done and, had my dad discovered the theft, he more than likely would have confiscated them, caned us and called the police. Thankfully he didn’t and I was free to pursue my dream without any interference.

         The Fear

         It was the divorce that triggered my school phobia – at least that’s what I’ve always been told, but I really don’t know. Perhaps I just went off it one day. Maybe it was like stealing things and it just began of its own accord, without any prompting. Up until I actually started primary school, I’d been really looking forward to it. I remember going with my Mum to pick up Hass, hearing the tales of what he’d got up to during the day and being quite envious of him.

         “…and then our teacher showed us how to make a papier maché dragon…I’ve been made captain of our football team…we’re going on a school trip next week…one of our dinner ladies is a witch, I’m not joking, a real one…” His world fascinated me, all I had to talk about was hanging around with my mum, going to the shops or playing in the garden. My life paled in comparison.

         30It was after we’d moved from South Ockenden in Essex to Finchley that my school days began, at a primary school called Northside. On my very first day, in front of the entire playground, the school bully crept up behind me, pulled down my shorts and screamed in my ear; “Welcome to Northside!” Everyone looked, it was pretty humiliating. I clenched my hand into a fist and punched the other with it as I escaped into the school building, staring at the ground and wishing I could re-run that scene and dodge his attention.

         From that moment on, my notion of school being safe and fun was shattered. The fact that the rest of my year wore long trousers and I was sent to school in shorts hardly helped, either, especially seeing as my legs were so skinny. I was like a beacon to the bullies. After that induction day, life was never the same again.

         “Can we go to the park tomorrow?” I asked my dad as I sat on his knee after telling him all about my first day at school. He laughed. “Of course not, you’ve got school and so have I!”.

         “Oh…what about the next day after that?”

         “School again!”

         “The day after that?”

         He didn’t answer this time, he just gave me a look that spoke the same two words. The naked truth gradually dawned on me. I was going to have to keep on going to school, every day, for years and years and years. What a deal.

         The best bit of the day was when the bell rang at three ‘o clock and we’d make our way from our classrooms to where the mums would assemble on the edge of the playground to pick up their offspring and take them home. I was convinced they stood there all day, just waiting for their little darlings. This misguided assumption helped ward off the worst of my fears of abandonment until one day the penny dropped. I was in the playground talking to a know-it-all kid called Phillip. He was trying to convince me to give him my Batman badge.

         “No, you can’t have it, it’s mine. If you’re not careful, I’ll tell my mum about you. She’s waiting around the corner with all the other mums.”

         “Oh yeah? I don’t think so!” He laughed, grabbed my hand and led me to the school gate. To my complete and utter horror, I discovered he was right, there wasn’t a single mum in sight! This whole school business was just getting worse and worse each day.

         “Right, children, this afternoon we’re going hunting elephants in the African jungle. I hope you’ve all bought some boots with you, you might need them in the long grass; all those snakes, spiders and crocodiles, you never know what you might step on!”

         This was more like it! Mrs Gilbert, the one teacher I believed in, mimed creeping up on an elephant. Suddenly things were looking up, maybe school 31wasn’t so bad after all. We were told to line up by the door, in single file. We’d already had our lunch break, which didn’t leave very long to get to Africa and back. This slightly worried me. My hopes had been elevated to a ridiculous level. She’d better not be lying.

         It didn’t come as a great surprise to find out she was. As usual, it was just another ruse. Another school let-down. You’re shown a glimpse of something promising and then, as always, the carpet is pulled from underneath your feet. Mrs Gilbert’s idea of ‘hunting elephants in Africa’ was nothing more than trudging around the school gym, bloody play-acting, using sticks as guns and gymnasium equipment as trees. Stupid.

         The boy who sat next to me in class was called Richard Kwikzala. He had a Polish dad and an English mum and there was something wrong with him. His forehead was too big, he laughed too easily and he kept showing me his willy whenever the teacher wasn’t looking. He freaked me out. I hated the fact that, just because he sat next to me, I was supposed to be his friend. Being his friend entailed spending Saturday afternoons at his house, enduring his weirdness and feeling jealous of all the comics and toys his parents would load up in his bedroom in the hope it might make him normal.

         If punk had happened in 1967 instead of 1977 I think I still would have used it as the catalyst to break free of the system and Eater would have had an average age of just six years old.

         A Good Call

         An article on the Sex Pistols appeared one day during the summer holidays of 1976, in Sounds,  one third of the holy trinity of the music press after New  Musical  Express  and Melody  Maker.  I decided to contact its author, Australian journalist Jonh Ingham, naively perhaps, in the hope that he might be interested in our band. Jonh was one of the very first writers to get into punk. Visually he looked nothing like one, his only concessions to non-conformity being to swap the ‘h’ around in his name and dispense with the wearing of socks.

         “Hello, Jonh Ingham? Erm, my name’s Andy and I really liked your piece on the Sex Pistols, it was great, really great. I’m also in a band, we’re called Eater…and I think we’re a punk band too.”

         Twenty seconds of silence. Scritchety-scratch on a pad.

         “How old are you, Andy?”

         “Fifteen.”

         “I see. Was it the Sex Pistols that inspired you to form Eater?”

         “No, not really, but we never knew what type of band we were until we read in your article that punks can’t play very well. We can’t either, so we suddenly realised that we must be a punk band!”

         32“But have you got the attitude, Andy? It’s the attitude that really counts.”

         Don’t make this hard, please.

         “Attitude? What attitude? Like, we don’t care what other people think about us?”

         “Yeah, that’s about right!”

         Phew.

         “Oh, okay. We got plenty of that! And we stole our guitars from our local music shop!”

         I thought it only right that I mention this, just in case my attitude answer hadn’t been convincing enough.

         “I see, and you’re only 15? Hmm… I’d be interested in coming to see you play. Are you doing any gigs, any rehearsals? I’m writing up an A-Z roundup of the punk scene and maybe I should be including you guys.”

         I couldn’t believe it He obviously had no-one else in mind for ‘E’.

         “Er, yeah, sure. We’re not really gigging at the moment…”

         Just a slight understatement.

         “… but we could set up a rehearsal for you to come along to.”

         “That’d be great, Andy. Just let me know when it’s going to be, if I’m not here, leave a message. I’ll get it, no worries.”

         I was a bit taken aback by the fact that he took me seriously, a view that had been denied us so far by our friends, teachers and parents, and to be honest, I honestly didn’t really care what they thought anyway. When I told Brian, he couldn’t believe it either.

         “What…and he’s coming to see us at a rehearsal…and he’s going to write about us…in Sounds…naah!!! What, really???”

         “Really! I’m not making this up. See Brian, I told you we’d be famous one day…and this is just the beginning!”

         We’d been practising in my bedroom for a few weeks prior to the phone call to Ingham and had an extremely rough set together. What Lutfi’s drumming lacked in expertise was made up for by an almost pathetic willingness to learn. The same could be said for Brian and me, he with his Telecaster (copy, played through a hi-fi system) and me with my Gibson 335 (copy, played through a practice amp with a duff speaker). The clutch of songs we’d written were, on the whole, dirge-like and lyrically ridiculous.

         With titles such as ‘Reflections’, ‘Sadistic Rita’, ‘Space Dreaming’ and ‘(No More) Bedroom Fits’, you’d be excused for thinking we had our heads positioned firmly up our fifth-form, poetry-class asses. It wasn’t fair, the lyrics in my head never quite translated onto the page properly. I wanted to capture and portray the very essence of my existential angst but ended up with clumsy, nonsensical rubbish instead. Ingham was later to interpret ‘Bedroom Fits’ as ‘Bedroom Fix’, as in junkie/fix. As if! Airfix, more like. All we knew about heroin was that Lou Reed ‘did it’.

         33After booking a rehearsal space in Soho, our big day finally arrived. We turned up at the studio, set up the drum-kit, plugged in our guitars and ran through the set. There was no such thing as poncing around to try and get the right guitar sound. We just plugged in and played. It was enough just to turn the amps on. We’d only just finished practising when Jonh Ingham arrived. He wasn’t alone. He hadn’t told us he was bringing anyone. I was shaking like a leaf as it was, we didn’t need any extra pressure. We shook hands and introduced ourselves.

         “This is a friend of mine, Chris. He wanted to come along with me, I thought you wouldn’t mind.” Jonh smiled, Chris eyeballed us. Well, I did mind, but was hardly in a position to protest. My limbs had turned to jelly. How on earth was I going to play the guitar? I felt like I was having a seizure.

         Ingham’s friend didn’t bother shaking anyone’s hands, he just looked scornfully around the room. Bizarrely, during our opening number, as he stood up to light a cigarette, the bulb in the one and only light socket suddenly popped, causing a brief blackout. I was sure this strange, vaguely familiar-looking guy with the spiky mullet had something to do with it. I got the distinct impression he didn’t like us.

         After we’d finished playing, the mysterious and slightly scary Chris suggested we “dump our drummer and speed up our songs”. He gave me the phone number of a friend of his called Roger Bullen. “You’ll love him, he’s fantastic. He looks great and he plays well – I should know, I taught him! He’s better than that hippy you got playing with you at the moment!” I didn’t like him referring to my brother in such a derogatory manner, even if he was right. “Oh, and you need a bass player, by the way!”

         Who the fuck you are you? Bossy wanker. We were later told it was actually Rat Scabies, the Damned drummer who’d come along to check out the opposition. The opposition didn’t worry him. Ingham, on the other hand, actually enjoyed our dirges. The next day he even told me that he really liked my guitar ‘licks’. I wasn’t aware I’d played any.

         Lutfi took his sacking with a quiet dignity. I think he was quite relieved. At last he could untie his hair, pull his flares out of his boots and wear his afghan coat with pride again.

         The Holdsworth Hall, November

         We’d only ever played two gigs at this point, one in my bedroom at home and the other, for one reason or another, at a place called the Holdsworth Hall, in Manchester, even though we lived in London. At that gig the Buzzcocks supported us, but only because my older brother, Hass, had hired the hall. The Buzzcocks were really good. We were shit. The Buzzcocks were from Manchester with a good local following. We were from Finchley  34with no following at all, apart from a few school-buddies whose parents resolutely refused to let them to travel so far to watch us play.

         A lady called Ruth Lowe, the songwriter Nick Lowe’s wife, had become our unofficial helper for a while. We’d met after booking ourselves into her recording studio in Chiswick for two hours one afternoon after school. Two hours. To solve the bass player problem, she’d arranged for a Manchester-based musician she knew to help us out. The plan was that he would meet us, prior to our performance, in the dressing room of the venue, where he was to, very quickly, learn all of the songs on his bass guitar. As they were all in the chords of E, G, A and D, he was fairly sure this would be no problem. He seemed confident at the time. Either Ruth was humouring us, couldn’t care less or was just as thick as we were, but none of her ‘help’ ever amounted to very much. She never charged us for the two hours’ studio time, I think she felt guilty for allowing us to book it in the first place.

         “We’ve only got seven songs.”

         “And how long is each one?”

         “About a couple of minutes. We should be able to record the whole lot in two hours, don’t you think?”

         “We can certainly give it a go, Andy!”

         “Do you want to do any overdubs?”

         “What are they?”

         “That’s when you…oh, never mind. I suppose we could just record it live.”

         There was no attempt made to argue against my logic or to explain the recording process. By the time we’d unpacked our gear, tuned up and set up a couple of microphones, the two hours were up. Ruth’s bass player plan worked out only marginally better. Waiting anxiously in the dressing room for him to arrive, I persuaded Hass to nip back home and raid our dad’s drinks cabinet. It wasn’t a very successful mission. An hour before show time, he reappeared clutching a solitary bottle of brown ale and a handful of antidepressants. Fifteen minutes, two and a half tablets and a few mouthfuls of beer later, nothing much happened.

         “I feel a bit calmer, Ashie, don’t you?” Brian swigged the last gulp of ale from the bottle as we sat tuning up for the fifth time in a row. Never re-string a guitar just before a gig. My top E snapped, again. There was something wrong with my sodding tuning fork, there had to be.

         “I don’t. I feel exactly the same as I did 20 minutes ago. Very nervous.”

         What was it with Valium? Doctors prescribe it for my parents, Lou Reed thinks it’s a pain killer, it works on Brian but not on me. I’d sooner have had a few more bottles of beer.

         Rent-A-Bass’s arrival did nothing to improve the pre-show festivities. He told us he was only doing the gig because he fancied Ruth and felt he owed her a favour, after all the favours she’d, apparently, done for him. She’d told 35him that we were a punk band. That was all he knew about us, leaving him none the wiser.

         “What is punk rock, anyway?”

         “Have you heard of the Sex Pistols?”

         “No.”

         “The Ramones?”

         “No.”

         “The Damned?”

         “No.”

         “Hmmmn….”

         How to explain?

         “It’s kinda like, loud guitars…fast, short songs…a scruffy-ish image…spiky hair…it’s rebel music!”

         As the words escaped from my mouth, I realised my description bore absolutely no resemblance to my band either visually or aurally. We might have to do something about that. Very soon.

         “Do you mean like Thin Lizzy?”

         “Erm…uh…”

         He wasn’t too far off, on the loud guitar front, anyway. At least he didn’t say, Supertramp.

         “Well…kind of.”

         After the Buzzcocks went down a storm and even played an encore, we finally took to the stage. For two seconds, flat, the audience gave us a chance to prove ourselves dynamic and worth sticking around for. Unfortunately, for the full two seconds and approximately another five minutes after that, we struggled to plug in our instruments, tune up, again, and explain to the bass player what song we were going to play first. As interest in our performance dwindled, the focus was shifted onto us as potential moving targets. They began throwing stuff at us. Realising we were about to die a death, I decided to try and divert their attention away from our musical skills. I acknowledged the crowd in the only way I could think of. “Shut up moaning, you northern wankers!” They responded accordingly with a steady stream of heckling, abuse and sandwich-throwing. Where the sandwiches came from, I didn’t have a clue. Perhaps it was a northern thing, maybe everyone in Manchester carried sandwiches with them. We carried on dirging. After the second song, Rent-A-Bass, without warning, unplugged his instrument and walked off.

         “Fuck it, mate, I’m off! You lot’d do well to do the same, before you get your ’eads kicked in!”. Brian and I smiled at each other, as though it were all part of the show. We couldn’t hear him anyway and it certainly didn’t seem to make any difference to the overall sound which was feeding back all over the place, out of tune and as loose as you could get without simply falling over leaking.

         36“This is our final number, it’s called…”

         “Fuck off, you’re shit!”

         “…called, ‘Reflections’…and it’s about…”

         “You can’t fucking play! Go home!”

         Another sandwich smacked me in the face. I ignored it.

         “…about how we formed the band.”

         “Who gives a shit! Play one about how you’re gonna split up and we might listen!!”

         Defiantly, I picked up a piece of sandwich, put it in my mouth, chewed it up and spat it out at its previous owner. He wasn’t expecting that, neither were his mates. It silenced him for a few seconds, but it didn’t diminish the food queue. Spitting out globby mouthfuls was suddenly all the rage. Crisps and bread rained down on us and littered the stage, the dance floor was beginning to resemble the aftermath of a bulimic’s picnic party. We finished our remaining song and left the stage to the sound of gurgling noises, violent threats and spiteful laughter.

         I sat in the dressing room, near to tears. I was so embarrassed. This wasn’t how it was supposed to have turned out. All that planning, all that misplaced optimism. I wondered if it wasn’t too late to start taking school a bit more seriously.

         Brian and Lutfi were determined to see the funny side.

         “Did you see that bunch of lads? The look on their faces when you picked up the sandwich and spat it back out at them! It was classic!”

         I cheered up a little when the Buzzcocks’ singer, Howard Devoto, came and sat down next to me. “You were brilliant, Andy! Brilliant!!” In hindsight I suppose he meant ironically brilliant, but it was as close to a compliment I was going to get that night.

         The Buzzcocks took all the door money and my brother lost his £25 deposit on the hall. My dad, in his dignified suit and tie had acted as roadie and driver for the evening, even to the extent of picking up the flamboyantly camp Buzzcocks’ guitarist Pete Shelley from his parent’s house and chauffeuring him about. They made unlikely bedfellows and prompted a flood of whispered comments from my father.

         “You do realise he’s a homosexual, don’t you?”

         “So?!”

         “Be careful, Ashie.”

         “He seems pretty harmless to me.”

         “Don’t get changed in front of him, whatever you do!”

         “I’m already changed, don’t worry about it!”

         My mum had once told me the reason for his intense homophobia was because a man had once tried to ‘stroke him’ while he was using the public toilets in North Finchley. I always feared it was a lot more deep-seated and complex than that.

         37Putting his sheer revulsion as to what I was doing with my life to one side, he could barely hide a little pride in me at carrying on, despite the heckling-verging-on-a-riot atmosphere inside the venue. No-one warned me not to sling insults at hometown Mancunian crowds. In fact, no-one told me anything about how to be in a band. If they had, I’d never have been there in the first place.

         Buzzcocks

         Only imbeciles, kids or the Buzzcocks could have decided that the Manchester gig was a good idea. The crushing disappointment I felt that night and for several days afterwards nearly knocked me off course. Everything about it was wrong, from the bassist who didn’t know any of our songs to our topping the bill. The high-profile punk festival at the 100 Club was taking place in London the following day, and the Buzzcocks were headlining. We hadn’t been allowed on the bill because we were under 16. It was like being excluded from a party you’d spent months preparing for. The ridiculous thing was that we’d attend gigs and drink there anyway. I suppose the promoter didn’t want to go fishing for any more trouble than he already had on his hands. As it was, I was glad we weren’t playing now – we would have been ripped to shreds.

         The organisation that went into the Holdsworth Hall date had been impressive, though, and we couldn’t have done it without the help of Howard Devoto and Pete Shelley who organised the posters, PA hire and listings. My brother Hass, our acting manager, had spoken a few times on the phone with Howard but, up until that point, hadn’t yet met him.

         “How will I recognise you?” Hass duly asked when the time came for the first meeting. “Oh…let me see. I know, I’ll wear a red carnation!”

         When Hass walked into the café the following day for his meeting and surveyed the room, it didn’t take long to spot him in those pre-punk days. Amongst the little old ladies and office workers sat Howard, shiny plastic jacket, bright red trousers bleached, spiked hair, earring and, as promised, a red carnation in his lapel lest Hass not recognise him.

         There was never any argument as to whether the Buzzcocks should headline instead of Eater and I really wish there had been. Hass was as naïve and gung-ho as us and was merely acting on some garbled instructions that he was to ‘arrange a gig’. He wasn’t to know we were about to indulge in rock’n’roll suicide. Had someone explained the folly of our aims, I know I would have agreed immediately. The Buzzcocks maintain that the reason they ended up supporting Eater was because they’d lost on the toss of a coin. This is not true. I think the real reason no attempt was made by the Buzzcocks to stamp their obvious superiority over us and headline was that, if they had 38done that, they would have had to stump up some cash. This way, they didn’t need to put their hands in their pockets. They knew they’d play to their audience anyway, whatever time they went on.

         With their manager on the door to take all the money, nothing could go wrong for them. It was like taking candy from babies and they deserved every penny. No-one would have turned up if it wasn’t for them. My dad would have been the audience, and if they’d been a TV set there, and if Tomorrow’s  World had been on, even he wouldn’t have bothered watching us. At least this way it gave us something to think about.

         The Naming Game

         When we first formed Eater at school, I was simply ‘Ashie’ and Brian ‘Blue Cheer’, the name of a US underground psychedelic band we’d never actually heard before but thought they had a good name. One Friday afternoon as we were walking home from school I decided our names weren’t punk enough. Ashie sounded too much like Ashley, which just wasn’t cool. Blue Cheer sounded, frankly, stupid. I couldn’t get my head around calling Brian ‘Blue’, whatever the cause. I’d decided my first name was going to be Andy because it began with the same initial as Ashie but, more importantly, because it was the name of Eater’s fictitious manager, ‘Andy Clarke’.

         Whoever it was phoning around trying to arrange stuff for us, be it myself, Hass or Brian, the conversation would invariably start with; “Hi, my name’s Andy Clarke, with an ‘e’, and I manage a band called Eater.” The name Andy Clarke, with an ‘e’, we took from the keyboard player in a band called Be Bop Deluxe. He was the boring, quiet one and therefore a perfect role model for a pop-group manager, we reasoned.

         Halfway home, after a failed brainstorming session, we began looking around the high street for inspiration for our new names. Brian was kicking an old spark plug, and we tried the sound of that on our tongues: “Brian Sparkplug, nah!!”, we both exclaimed. The sparkplug rolled into the gutter, underneath a brand new Vauxhall Chevette. ‘Brian Vauxhall’ was dismissed as quickly as ‘Brian Chevette’ was taken on board. It had a ring to it. It was debonair and French-sounding. I think Brian was as happy to ditch his real surname, Haddock, as I was to dump my cumbersome moniker. Just as I was about to give up choosing a name for myself for the day, having laughed ourselves silly over the endless possibilities; ‘Andy Tree’, ‘Andy Lampost’, the double barrelled, ‘Andy Dead- Sparrow’ and, best of all, ‘Andy Condom’, there it was, lying rusting on the ground, a razor blade. I toyed with ‘Andy Gillette’ for five minutes before settling on ‘Andy Blade’.

         
39The Outsiders

         My dad wasn’t quite like other people’s dads, and not just because of his foreign background, although this certainly helped along his inability to fit neatly into his acquired role of Being British. He wasn’t an easy one to pigeonhole, an odd mixture of loving father, playboy, intellectual, depressive and dictator that, on one hand, entranced mostly women and, on the other hand, terrified you.

         In the mid 1970s, perfect timing as far as I was concerned, he moved to Manchester to take up a head teacher’s post at a ‘special’ school in Bury. Still very bitter in the aftermath of the divorce, he clung on to the futile hope that one day a judge somewhere might grant him custody of his children. How he ever thought he would have coped with eight kids, God only knows. We’d stay with him during school holidays and enjoyed those interludes very much, but I would have hated it if it was a full-time thing, and not just because of the certain premature end he’d impose on the band. From a distance he could be a good friend and a lot of fun, but if you got too close, for too long, he had an uncanny way of transferring his failed ambitions onto you.

         Being labelled as outsiders from the very beginning because of my father’s weird Egyptian nationality and my mother’s wearing of her blatantly ‘wog-loving’ heart on her sleeve, fitting in was always going to be a bit of a problem for me and my brothers and sisters. My dad never quite got a handle on the etiquette of English suburban life; he always got it wrong and in the end gave up bothering to get it right. You’d never find him mowing the lawn on a Sunday afternoon, placing a bet at the bookie’s on Grand National day or visiting the local for a few pints. Instead he’d visit top London casinos, dine out at exclusive restaurants and smoke hashish through a hubbly bubbly at the weekend.

         Why bother with doing anything as banal as a bit of DIY, when there were scruffy men on nearby council estates all too willing to rip him off over a faulty fuse or a leaking water pipe? To become embroiled in the tedious world of Coronation  Street or Z  Cars  was beyond his comprehension. I’m certain he never considered himself ‘above it’, he was just from another world. It was simply not a viable proposition that he might fall for the delights of Carry  On films, football or fish’n’chips. Perhaps if he’d felt he could have wandered into a newsagent anytime and bought a copy of the Sun  newspaper without fear of the shopkeeper looking at him funny, he just might have bought into the colourless world of Tabloid UK a little more readily.

         My mother had met dad on holiday in Paris in 1951. She was a naïve, impressionable 25-year-old with little experience of either men or relationships. My father was a playboy cad, whose once wealthy family had been forced to flee Egypt after the socialists overthrew the king. While 40attending schools and universities in Europe, he’d also been busy doing what playboy cads do best. My mum must have appeared quite a catch to him. There was something about her that he found very appealing. She was different to the more experienced women he’d been used to. The air of innocence she gave off intoxicated him, as did the lure of a British passport. To her, he was a dark, handsome stranger with all the manners of a true gentleman. At first anyway. Gradually, on an instalment plan, over the next few years, he began to reveal his true identity, as a chauvinistic, manipulating hypocrite. He had some good qualities too but, generally speaking, these could be overshadowed with a disturbing ease, at times quite uncontrollably.

         My mum, within a relatively short space of time, was to discover that the sophisticated, charming gentleman was simply the hors d’oeuvres – the main course being the bullying, domineering, misogynist. The union was to last for over two decades in which time she gave birth to eight children, myself being the third youngest Throughout the marriage she was treated as a virtual slave, but her spirit was never broken. Her freedom was finally granted in 1972, at the divorce courts. It was the same year that Alice Cooper’s ‘Schools Out’ hit the Number 1 spot.

         Slade

         For my younger brother Lutfi’s 12th birthday, my dad bought him tickets to go and see Slade at Earls Court. I don’t know how he managed to persuade him, but there was a drawback – my dad would be going too, as a chaperone. Hass and I were given tickets also. Slade were Lutfi’s band really, but I quite liked some of their stuff and was more than happy to see them play live, although I had major reservations about going to a gig with my dad.

         By the time we arrived, there were hundreds of kids milling around outside the enormous stadium and, much to my relief, a lot of parents in attendance also, many of whom had made an effort to dress up in Slade’s trademark tank tops and stupid hats. My dad wore what he always wore, a suit and tie. I’d hoped that maybe, just this once, he’d chill out a little and wear something casual, but my wishing was in vain. I don’t think my dad even possessed anything remotely casual.

         An usher showed us to our seats, right at the back of the vast aircraft hangar of a venue. From where we were sitting, Slade would look the size of ants, but luckily, a big screen had been rigged up alongside the stage, allowing us the privilege of having paid to go and watch Slade on television.

         “I don’t like the look of those young men over there Ashie. Don’t you think they look a bit strange?” My dad drew my attention to a bunch of weird-looking 41guys that were sat close by. They were far too old to be teenyboppers. Most of the crowd were made up of kids under 16. I knew Slade once used to be taken seriously as a rock band and wondered if these older men were part of their original following. If so, weren’t they a bit embarrassed to be surrounded by screaming kids and parents? Whether they were or weren’t, my dad didn’t like the look of them. He knew they were drug-addled homosexuals. His unease, however, was tempered by prevalence of pretty young girls, attractive mums and the effects of half a pint of lager.

         When Slade made their entrance and began their onslaught, my dad had little choice but to stick pieces of tissue paper into his ears. The sight of a middle-aged man in a suit, tie and tissue sticking out of his ears, didn’t actually look as silly as it might have done outside of a Slade concert.

         Midway through the set, the band’s rasping lead vocalist, Noddy Holder, instructed each and every member of the audience to turn to the person on their left and give them a kiss and a cuddle. Everyone complied apart from myself, I didn’t want to kiss Lutfi, birthday boy or not. My dad couldn’t believe his luck when the glamorous mum next to him even sat on his lap and stayed there all through the next song.

         Laughing, joking and attempting to sing ‘Cum On Feel The Noize’, his mood remained high throughout the car journey home. He even asked if we knew when Slade were playing again, although I’m sure this was a joke. Unlike the ringing in our ears that lasted for days.

         Drums’n Bass

         Rat Scabies introducing us to Dee Generate changed everything for us,  Eater were transformed. He totally revamped our songs by speeding them up and shortening them, out went the painful guitar solos, out went the Rolling Stones song that we’d only ever included because we knew the chords.

         He was a very clued-up kid, was Dee. From our first meeting with him, it was plainly obvious that we could have no other drummer. He was the right age, he looked great and he injected a vital spark into the proceedings. He was a good drummer too, much better than Lutfi; he was in a different league altogether, but then, he had been taught by Rat Scabies. To begin with, he showed Brian and I up as gawky buffoons.

         We immediately stopped buying high street clothes and were introduced to charity shop fashion. He showed us how to adapt our clothing by ripping bits off and adding bits on. Jacket graffiti classes took place in earnest. Goodbye curly locks, hello crew cuts. Hello drainpipes, goodbye baggies. Dee Generate made us look and sound For Real. All we needed now was a bass player, and placed an advert in Melody  Maker,

         42‘Punk band require bassist with image. No older than 16!’

         We received just a few replies.

         In early 1976, only a few hundred people in the entire world really knew what punk was, and it showed. Prog rock was all the rage. We’d laugh at the bass players who’d turn up at the rehearsal studio and declare their influences as Yes or ELP; they, in turn, would laugh at how we looked and sounded. Only two of them got as far as actually auditioning, the others would either walk out in disgust or we’d end up arguing about music with them and send them on their way. We decided that going straight to audition was a bad idea. Vetting interested parties seemed a much better plan. We’d arrange to meet them in a public place, check them out from afar, then run away if they didn’t look right.

         We finally settled on a kid from Acton. His name was Ian Woodcock and he was good. He could play, but he didn’t over play. His hair wasn’t that long and not once did he utter the dreaded words ‘Emerson’, ‘Lake’ or ‘Palmer’. What I liked most about him was that he didn’t slag off our songs after we played them to him.

         ‘What sort of music do you like to listen to?” I asked.

         “I like a lot of the American bands, y’know, MC5, the Stooges, the Velvet Underground…”

         Sounded alright to me. When I flicked through his record collection weeks later, however, I never found any of those bands LPs in there. All I could find were records by Ted Nugent, Bob Seger and ZZ Top, but at least they weren’t prog, and at least he’d heard of punk rock before, although his understanding was based on the US version, which was very different to the UK’s.

         American bands like the Ramones, Television and the Heartbreakers had been around for quite a while and while they had something in common with the English punks, it wasn’t the same. Other US bands that loosely fitted into the punk scene, such as Blondie, Talking Heads and even Wayne County, were really just fag-end leftovers from glam rock. British punk’s drug of choice was speed, theirs was heroin, which said it all. It took Johnny Thunders and his cronies a little single-minded determination and approximately six months to introduce smack to his UK counterparts. Thunders was the junkie prophet of the blank generation, no question. Cool as he undoubtedly was, there were a lot of people that, in hindsight, might have wished he’d never been granted a visa.

         The Boy with the most

         The boy that I’d wanted to play bass in the band originally was another schoolfriend, Rob, (aka ‘Bomber’). Rob really looked the part with his blonde hair and pretty boy looks. The only problem was that he had no ability 43to play the instrument. I don’t just mean that he wasn’t very good, or was still learning, that wouldn’t have been an issue, but like politicians are pathologically unable to give straight answers, Rob would never  play an instrument. The pilfered bass had been on loan to him for quite a while and in that time, while the rest of us had slowly started getting our acts together, Rob couldn’t. If his enthusiasm for pop music could have equalled his ability to play, there would have been no problem, but that’s not how it was. His love for music was eventually channelled into becoming an talent scout and then later in life, a fully-fledged record-company executive.

         To stack the odds against him even further, Rob’s dad one day decided to put his foot down, refusing him permission to play in a band. Any band, but especially my  band. “That boy Ashie is a Svengali. I don’t give a damn what he does with his own life, but I don’t want him wrecking your education as well. Don’t even think about joining a pop group, concentrate on your schoolwork instead!”

         Neither Rob nor I knew what a ‘Svengali’ was, but it sounded quite funny. As it happened, Rob’s first tentative steps into the ‘respectable’ side of the music business turned out to be a lot more damaging than if he’d been allowed to join Eater.

         Soon after his 16th birthday he landed a job with Island Records in the post room. Okay, it was a bottom-rung job, but it was with a major label nevertheless. Rob was chuffed to bits, us, suitably impressed. One morning, however, he received an anonymous and threatening call from someone with a heavily affected Cockney accent that was to precipitate the loss of his cherished new job.

         Rob had quite recently befriended a boy called Calvin, whose dad happened to be the famous pop impresario Mickie Most. Calvin was your typical spoilt brat rich kid. Although he could play the drums and piano quite well, and his taste in music wasn’t all that bad, he had a major character flaw – he was an idiot. As a result, he didn’t have very many friends. Rob’s gregariousness appealed to him and he made the most of it. I think he also saw Rob as a sneaky route to get in with our little gang, where all previous attempts had failed.

         Because the two of them lived within close proximity to each other, they’d spend time at each other’s houses playing records and smoking dope, something Calvin had only just taken up. Rob was one of the few people in Calvin’s world who’d actually sell him the odd piece of hash or grass at face value. The rest of us used to sell him, at best, a tiny amount for ten times its worth or, at worst, cooking herbs. Eater’s roadie, Nick, had once even sold him a lentil, purporting it to be acid. For the full four hours we sat in the pub with him, he kept up a glazed and grinning facade. Every now and again, Nick, I, or whoever, would break away from our conversation and give him 44the thumbs up, Calvin would return the gesture, uttering a slow and deliberate “Coo-ool!”

         One evening Calvin’s father caught him smoking a sneaky spliff out of his bedroom window. He went berserk. As odd as it might seem, Mr Most, producer of rock luminaries such as Donovan, the Animals and Jeff Beck, never took drugs. Worse, he was extremely anti-drugs.

         “Where did you get this? Who sold it to you?” He demanded, carefully chipping the roach and placing it in his palm. Exhibit A. “Have you any idea how drugs can screw you up? How long has this been going on?”

         Calvin, caught red handed, was terrified.

         “I want the name and address of your dealer and I want it now!”

         It was laughable to even imagine that Calvin had ‘a dealer’, but Mr M, being a reactive sort, seemed intent on blowing things out of all proportion.

         Calvin looked for a way out, but could see none. From the Finchley scene, Rob’s address was the only one he knew off by heart.

         “He’s not a dealer, dad!”

         “His name, son?”

         “You’re not going to call the police are you?”

         “He’ll get what he deserves!”

         Calvin sang like a canary.

         The following monday morning, Rob received the anonymous phone call.

         “Is that Rob?”

         “Speaking!”

         “Right, well It doesn’t matter what my name is but I’m ringing on behalf of a friend who is… let’s just say… rather concerned about your dealings with his son, Calvin. My friend, who happens to be very worried and very influential, doesn’t want you to see him again. Ever!”

         Saying nothing, Rob pulled the phone closer to his ear.

         Could this have been Mr M himself? Behind the accent, which kept slipping, it certainly sounded like him.

         “He’s so angry, my friend, that as it stands right now, you ought to be very careful walking home late at night from that pub you and your mates drink at, the Torrington? Yeah?”

         “Yeah…”

         “If he finds out you’ve been hanging about with his son again, God help you mate. Do you understand?”

         “Er, yeah. I understand”

         Click.

         Rob and Calvin’s friendship came to an abrupt end. For a while, at least, Rob was careful not to walk home from the pub alone

         
45The Only Way Is Up!

         Because of our new bassist, our songs were given yet another dose of HRT. Ian Woodcock’s muscular playing helped transform those fledgling dirges into acceptable approximations of what punk rock was supposed to sound like. It took us a while to get him to stop wearing flares, though. I even tried in vain to make him drop the ‘cock’ from his name, but all in all, he was a result. Fame and glory awaited us, all that stood in our way were some more rehearsals, better playing, better songs, better lyrics, a record deal, a manager, an agent, some gigs, some press, fans and some decent equipment.

         Eater’s inclusion in Jonh Ingham’s A-Z Sounds  feature worked wonders for our morale, not to mention our reputation at school. Up until this point I don’t think any of our mates believed we really had a band and now, overnight, we were the local boys made good. Our only press coverage up until then had been an article in the local paper, The  Finchley  Press,  complete with a picture of us and our stolen guitars, hands placed strategically over the brand names in case an eagle-eyed employee of the music shop we’d liberated them from recognised them.

         Appearing in Sounds  was something else altogether. Even our parents started taking things seriously. Best of all, though, was the fact that girls at school that we could only have dreamt of getting off with were now, if not exactly throwing themselves at us, were at the very least, aware of our existence.

         School was proving to be somewhat problematic. Brian and I just weren’t attending much anymore. When we did put in an appearance it was only to chat up girls and wind up the teachers who, up until now, had dismissed us as hopeless dreamers. My music teacher, a wretched-looking man, suffered misfortune on two further counts; he was blind and his name was Mr Hoare. He’d utterly condemned my musical ability in each and everyone of my school reports. Whilst he might have had a very good point, he wasn’t exactly encouraging my fragile spark of latent ability. As far as he was concerned, if you didn’t enjoy pinging a triangle along to classical music, you were an idiot. He took our first flush of ‘success’ as a personal attack on his credibility and tried his hardest to discredit Brian and I. The Head, Mr Elliston, eventually managed to persuade social services to get involved. The matter even made headline news in the local paper when he took my mother to court and succeeded in obtaining an order that I was to miss no more school or her risk being heavily fined and me being ‘taken away’. I promised my mother to obey the order but, ever resourceful, I’d just bunk off after the register had been taken.

         46A semblance of poetic justice took place several years later when good old Mr Elliston was sent to prison for several years for sexually abusing hundreds of young boys spanning most of his teaching career. Like so many teachers, scout leaders and chummy uncles in the 1960s and 1970s, he probably assumed it was allowed and that we were all gagging for it. The rumour mill was constantly working overtime as yet another cherub-faced quiet boy was made headmaster’s pet and suddenly given glowing report after glowing report. The fact that he was not only a Headmaster but also a JP made him feel invincible, I’m sure.

         Punks at the High School

         In view of the problems I was experiencing at school, it was quite an amazing feat to manage to pull the wool over various teachers’ eyes and arrange a gig there. Brian and I had told a ‘friendly’ teacher, Mr Jobson, or ‘Jobbo’, who’d been our one and only source of encouragement, that we merely wanted to use the hall where the school disco was generally held, to have a band practice and, possibly, invite a few mates along on a Friday night.

         “Okay, I’m sure we can arrange that. You’ll have to give me your word of honour that there’ll be no smoking or drinking, can you do that?” The two of us nodded earnestly, while lying massively. We’d already confirmed the line up for the night and placed adverts in the music press. Of course there’d be smoking. Of course there’d be drinking.

         “You’ll also have to work completely in tandem with Mr Bartlett.” This was very good news. Ted Bartiett, the school caretaker was our mate, he was also about as soft as they came. A typical old duffer with his squinty eyes, raincoat, cap and bicycle clips, he looked like a Monty  Python  drawing. We knew we’d be able to run rings round him.

         “I know you both get on well with him, but remember, don’t go giving him the runaround or this ship goes down with all of us in it, okay? I’m sticking my neck out for you here.” Jobbo stared silently at us for a few seconds, as if to let his words completely sink in. If he’d known that the Damned had already been booked to headline, and a Manchester band of hooligans, not much older than ourselves, called Slaughter and the Dogs had been invited along as second support on the bill, that would have been the end of that.

         We’d met Slaughter and the Dogs through our Mancunian contacts while arranging the Buzzcocks gig earlier that year. Their claim to fame was that they’d supported the Sex Pistols at the Free Trade Hall in Manchester. Although there wasn’t a lot of difference in our ages, culturally we were poles apart, us from our leafy, suburban homes and them from a run-down estate near Salford. Mike Rossi, the band’s driving force, was a cocky, self-assured 47boy, completely driven by glam rock and adrenaline. Some people might have found his obsession with Mick Ronson and David Bowie slightly disturbing, I found it very impressive. The band were managed by Rossi’s elder brother, Ray, who also made a living selling ice cream from a van.
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MARCH 1976, (EATER PRODUCTIONS).
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B My head was aching, Be ¢
It was fu11 of dreams,
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Felt like a drink,
But the wine'g run out,

All T can hear is the Classroom drone -
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For the next Vocatien,

Think I'p truckin' on 5 bad location,
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So far you - So far pme,
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MELODY__ MAKER, October

o —

EATER: “Lock It Up”/“Jeepster Ly
(The Label). Judging by the packaging (12-
incher in upmarket bag), quite a few
shekels are being put behind Eater, which
is marginally ironic since “Lock It Up
equates no money/possessions with plenty
happiness. The Andy Blade/Ian Woodcock %
song is reasonably lively — almost good
compared to the hideous rehash of Bolan’s
« Jeepster.” Stick close to the original. }
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