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            Dedication

            For Mick, Topper, Robin, Johnny, Norro, Don, Jock, Colin, and Michelle.

            Dedicated to the memory of Joe Strummer, Guy Stevens, St. Ledger Letts and John Peel.

         

      

   


   
      
         
             

         

         
             

         

         
            There was an enormous freedom to the band’s sound. It was complex, because freedom is complex; wild and anarchic, like the wish for freedom; sympathetic, affectionate and coherent, like the reality of freedom. And it was all celebration, all affirmation, a music of endless humour and delight, like a fantasy of freedom.

            Greil Marcus, Mystery Train

         

      

   


   
      
         

            Preface

         

         Strummer and the band perfectly understood ‘Needsy’. He was the real thing. As the affectionate nickname denotes, he was regarded as a friend and was privy to even the most intimate moments. Permanent ‘Access All Areas’.

         The reasons for this were both simple and complex - somewhat like Kris himself. One one level, he was always great fun to have around. Yet he also intuitively understood the semi-realistic behaviour and long running surreal comedy that was the necessary counter-balance to the burdens that The Clash inevitably came to bear.

         But above all, Kris was a genuine fan and his motives were pure. There was an almost Zen-like lack of ego, which enabled him to take stick as well as dish it out. He fitted perfectly. I’ve lost count of the number of times Joe would turn to me and ask, ‘When’s Needsy comin’ over?’

         His musical pedigree was rather good too. As the former president of the Mott The Hoople fan club and a keen Keef devotee, his rapport with Mick was more than solid. He could talk Billy Cobham with Topper and chat ska with Paul. Even the colossus Johnny Green had a very real soft spot for him. As for animal noises, his knowledge was simply exhaustive.

         So, all in all, he was - and still is - a good egg. Or, at the very least, an okapi omelette.

         
             

         

         Love, Robin Banks, 2004

      

   


   
      
         

            A Fore-Warning

         

         I could always tell when Kris Needs was around. He brought vivacity, merriment and a delicious sense of the ridiculous with him. He would bounce into the dressing room as if his brothel-creepers were soled with magic rubber. His arms would flay with enthusiasm. Even his black spiky barnet would explode like Johnny Thunders meets Ken Dodd.

         Kris was always welcome in The Clash’s dressing room. He was close to all four of the band. Like our pal, Robin Banks, he could play the court jester par excellence. His juggling act with sandwiches was renowned and got him banned from a well-known hotel chain. He, like The Clash, did not tolerate authority gladly.

         Kris Needs is a player, not a spectator. His value, particularly to Joe Strummer, was that he didn’t bullshit. He has a serious, thoughtful side that comes out in his writing and conversation. He ain’t no sap.

         His knowledge of the zoological world is formidable. Joe, Mick, Paul and Topper were devotees of Needsy’s animal and bird noises. You can hear his musical influence across London Calling.

         I know. I was there too. Check this …

         
             

         

         Johnny Green, Road Manager, The Clash, 2004
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               Off the streets and into the spotlight – Joe Strummer during the 16 Tons tour, January 1980.

            

         

      

   


   
      
         

            CHAPTER ONE

            GLOBAL A-GO-GO

         

         
            All transmitters to pull. All receivers to boost.

            This is London calling … This is London calling …

            – Joe Strummer, introducing his 1998 BBC World Service broadcast.

         

         In 1977, you had to be careful what you said. Despite its anarchistic manifesto, punk rock had its own unwritten list of qualifications for acceptance, especially within the ranks of its originators and elements of the media.

         If you were a working class teenager from a council estate – preferably from a broken home with an alcoholic mother – and survived on a crap job or the dole, you were considered okay. The shittier your circumstances, the better. But if your background was comfortably middle-class, you’d attended a good school and were maybe tipping the scales in terms of age, there might be credibility problems. It was like you had no right to be a punk. Strange but true.

         The fact that punk rock’s two main management movers – Malcolm McLaren and Bernie Rhodes – were older and reasonably off didn’t matter. The Sex Pistols were working class lads from London’s dodgier areas, even if many of their original followers were drawn from middle class suburbia.

         As The Clash sprang to prominence in 1977, the Pistols weren’t looking at more than another year in existence. It was going to be down to The Clash to pick up the baton. But their singer, Joe Strummer, was already fielding jibes about his public school background, his father’s career in the Foreign Office, and even the shocking revelation that he was twenty-four years old.

         It didn’t matter that Joe had worked for several years at menial jobs like cleaning toilets and digging graves while he tried to kick-start his musical career. The fact that he was one of the most charismatic front men to emerge in years, a brilliant wordsmith and a ferociously riveting performer should’ve been enough. When Joe died in 2002, it was these qualities that he was remembered for. An avalanche of tributes described Joe as the ultimate punk, a spokesman for a generation, and an icon comparable with John Lennon and Bob Marley.

         A quarter of a century earlier, as punk was picking up amphetamine fuelled momentum, Joe was more of a target than an icon. One music paper writer who knew about Joe’s background acted like he was in possession of classified information.

         When I was getting involved with The Clash and reporting on the punk scene in 1976, I started to feel slightly guilty of the fact that I was twenty-two, married, with a job and came from a stable home with a reasonable education. Later, I didn’t let it worry me, and it didn’t most other people I befriended. If you heard certain individuals reciting from their personal arbitrary punk rulebooks, it paid to just say ‘Bollocks! I’m like this – take it or leave it’.

         Recalling the zeitgeist, Clash bassist Paul Simonon told GQ, ‘This was something that we had to deal with internally insofar as Joe went to boarding school but then again, at the end of the day, does it really matter? By the time I met Joe, he was as broke as I was. OK, he had a better education than me but so what? What you’re doing with your life now is more important. I don’t really buy that – whether you’re middle class or not – it’s what you do with your life that’s important. That’s the thing about punk. It changed their lives and it changed ours too.’

         Now see what those griping old punks are doing. Most of them are settled into exactly the kind of life they were railing against a quarter of a century ago. Married with kids in a normal job in a nice house. Meanwhile, Joe Strummer lived his last years exactly how he wanted to – making music, performing it wherever he wanted, then going home to his Somerset farmhouse to see his wife and kids.

         Streetcore, Joe’s final album, demonstrates that he never lost his edge and his enthusiasm to top everything he’d done before. One of his last gigs was in aid of striking firemen. Joe was a true punk rocker all his life.

         In 2004 I can write about how the man who came to be called Joe Strummer grew up without feeling like I’m contravening the Official Secrets Act. But in April 1977, Joe felt it necessary to explain his background in an interview with Melody Maker’s Caroline Coon. ‘I’m not working class at all. My father was born in India. His father died when he was eight and so he was an orphan and he went to an orphan school. Then, because he was so smart, they gave him a scholarship and he went to university, and he was really proud that he had come from nothing, with no chance, to have a degree – even though it was from the poxy University of Lucknow.’

         Joe’s father, Ronald Ralph Mellor, came to London after serving in the Second World War and joined the foreign office as a clerk – or ‘junior bum’, as Joe told Caroline. Over the next few years, Ron worked his way up to diplomat status.

         One of nine children, Joe’s mother Anna certainly came from working class roots. Her father, David Mackenzie, was a struggling farmer with a croft on the North East coast of Scotland. Jane, his wife, was born on the Isle of Raasay, next door to Skye, where there is now a whole forest planted in Joe’s memory. Anna moved to London when her first marriage failed and became a nurse. Here she met Ron and the couple married, settling in Paddington, London.

         The couple had their first son, David, in 1951 – the year that Ronald got his first overseas posting to Ankara, Turkey. The family remained in Ankara after David’s birth and a second son, John Graham Mellor, arrived on 21 August 1952. The Mellors moved another three times before 1957 – to Cairo, Mexico City and Bonn. John Mellor’s first five years in this world were a whirl of diversity, the bombardment of images and languages providing the basis for his later global outlook on music and life in general.

         It must have been something of a culture shock when Ronald returned to Whitehall in 1959 and the family bought a bungalow in the suburb of Warlingham, Surrey. 15 Court Farm Road is situated firmly in the commuter belt, between Croydon and Caterham, with the Biggin Hill airbase nearby. It would be the Mellors’ UK residence for the next twenty years.

         The decision to send young John to the City Of London Freemen School, near Epsom, Surrey, was not a sign of parental affluence. The school fees were paid for by the Foreign Office, in order to provide the children of diplomatic staff with a stable education. Later, under the tenets of the Year Zero fundamentalism peculiar to the nascent British punk scene, the fact that ‘Joe Strummer went to public school’ verged on heresy.

         Joe first publicly opened up about his childhood in a November 1976 interview with Melody Maker. He told Caroline Coon that the school wasn’t exactly top of the range, being a place where ‘thick rich people sent their thick rich kids.’ Ron had indeed wanted something a bit more upmarket for his youngest son, but he failed all the entrance exams. Joe told Caroline that he gained entrance to CLFS because they had an arrangement where, if one brother was already a pupil, subsequent siblings could get in too. So Joe followed in David’s footsteps at the age of nine, and would stay there for the next eight years.

         The large, mixed boarding school followed the traditional layout of an isolated manor house set in extensive grounds, which seemed to be the norm for such establishments. It certainly sounded pretty grim from the way Joe described it to NME’s Lucy O’Brien in 1986. ‘I went on my ninth birthday into a weird Dickensian Victorian world with sub-corridors under sub-basements, one light bulb every hundred yards, and people coming down ’em beating wooden coat hangers on our heads.’

         Joe also talked about his background in Don Letts’ Westway To The World documentary. ‘My father pulled himself up by his own intelligence. He had a very big ethos of, “You study”. I often think about my parents and how I last felt about it because it was like being sent away. I just subconsciously went to the heart of the matter, which was “Forget about your parents”, and did all of this.’

         Joe later revealed that he was subject to merciless bullying on account of his diminutive stature. In December 1979, he told Melody Maker’s Chris Bohn, ‘I was a dwarf when I was younger, grew to my normal size later on, but before then I had to fight my way through school.’

         Unlike his classmates, the peripatetic nature of his father’s posting meant that there was no guarantee that he’d see his parents during the holidays. His dad was posted to Tehran in 1962, then Malawi in 1966, by which time he had been promoted to Second Secretary of Information and awarded the MBE for his endeavours. For most of his school years, Joe often only saw his parents during the six-week summer break.

         He had plenty of time to get into the books of TE Lawrence and George Orwell, along with watching old Hollywood gangster and cowboy films that got shown. These movies played a major part in stirring Joe’s interest in Americana, and planted the seeds of rebellion that would fully bloom in The Clash.

         The strictly regimented public school enviroment further inspired Joe toward discovering any means of sedition – and the best one has constantly been proven to be rock ’n’ roll. ‘I remember hearing ‘Not Fade Away’ by the Rolling Stones coming out of this huge, wooden radio,’ recalled Joe. ‘The Beatles, the Stones, the Yardbirds, the Kinks.’

         Joe quickly discovered originators like Chuck Berry, Bo Diddley and the whole spectrum of rock ’n’ roll, blues and R&B. ‘In sixty-eight the whole world was exploding. Paris, Grosvenor Square, the counter culture. [The Rolling Stones’] ‘Street Fighting Man’ we just accepted as a fantastic song. I don’t think we had the faculty  to take on board what it was saying.’

         One of Joe’s major early influences at boarding school was eccentric psychedelic blues exponent Don Van Vliet – alias Captain Beefheart. Beefheart is one of the few artists who actually merit the much-abused accolade of genius. Beefheart came from California with his Magic Band and unleashed a torrent of earthy, surrealistic blues in 1966 with his debut album, Safe As Milk. Adopted by Radio One’s tireless John Peel, Beefheart grew into a massive cult hero and pushed the boundaries with a multi-octave voice reminiscent of Howlin’ Wolf ’s raw blues power, a band directed into genre demolishing alien structures and a way with words that dripped with surrealistic insight.

         Joe got into Beefheart during his last year at school, and cited 1969’s startling Trout Mask Replica double album as his favourite. ‘That’s when I became a weirdo’, he recalled. Joe was particularly interested when I was granted an audience with Captain Beefheart at a West End hotel in late 1977. ‘I love Beefheart’ he whispered. Bearing in mind this was the precise point at which The Clash were at their punk peak, this was a side of Strummer that had yet to emerge. At the same time, John Lydon raved about the Captain’s merits on Capital Radio. Punk’s two figureheads were enthralled by the guy.

         It’s not hard to see why Joe rated Beefheart so highly. The Captain could spout a single nonsensical line and make it the point of the whole song, or simply go out there in a mind-boggling barrage of free association. Beefheart’s streams of cerebral psychobanter can be heard rustling in the undergrowth of many of Joe’s rants and lyrical adventures – particularly his often-inscrutable stage announcements. Beefheart seemed to teach Joe that, when dealing with musical structures and lyrical traditions, there simply aren’t any rules. The phrase ‘Vacuum cleaner sucks up budgie’ from The Clash’s ‘Magnificent Seven’ is a slice of pure Beefheart logic that suddenly pops up in the middle of a rap about the drudgery of work. Beefheart was also fond of giving people nicknames, like ‘Drumbo’ and ‘The Mascara Snake’ – another trait that Joe assimilated.

         When I met the remarkable Captain, who sat and expounded while constantly sketching and firing out one-liners, I mentioned punk and semi-jokingly referred to him as one too. But he agreed. ‘It’s very honest. Isn’t it more honest than when the Beatles sang, “I wanna hold your hand.” Who held their hand?’

         With his musical tastes, rebel attitude and a loner mentality now firmly coalescing, Joe was more than happy to face the outside world when he left school in July 1970 – just after his parents had returned to this country for good. Joe was often vague about the qualifications he gained, giving different numbers of ‘O’ and ‘A’ levels. In a very forthright interview with NME’s Paul Rambali in 1981, he said he ended up with ‘O’ levels in English, Art and History.

         After spending the summer at Warlingham with his parents, Joe realised that the conditioning of the previous eight years made it impossible for him to slot into instant happy families. Joe planned to leave home in September to go to art school. He would soon after lose contact with his parents for several years, disowning them in interviews and changing his name to ‘Woody’.

         This new identity paid homage to one of Joe’s early musical heroes – Woody Guthrie, the massively influential American folk singer. Guthrie was another rebel, who sung stark, politically loaded, folk songs that were like the white man’s version  of the blues. He upset the establishment with Great Depression narratives like ‘I Ain’t Got No Home’ and ‘This Land Is Your Land’, which rewrote the US constitution and got him branded a communist. He was the major influence on the young Bob Dylan, who became another of Joe’s inspirations.

         
             

         

         On 31 July 1970, a devastating blow was dealt to the Mellor family when David, who’d become increasingly depressed, committed suicide by taking an overdose of aspirin in Regent’s Park. ‘He was a Nazi,’ Joe admitted to Caroline Coon. ‘He was a member of the National Front. He was into the occult and he used to have these death heads and crossbones all over everything. He didn’t like to talk to anybody and I think suicide was the only way out for him. What else could he have done?’

         In 1999, Joe told Uncut’s Gavin Martin – ‘I still think about him a lot. He was withdrawn. It was a different world back then, no counselling or people to help you through. You just had to deal with it yourself.’ Nowadays, Joe would’ve had the opportunity to get counselling after such a traumatic event. Instead, he kept it locked away with his other personal demons. Although Joe would reconcile with his parents after The Clash’s peak, (he later told Q magazine that Ron was ‘a right crazy lunatic’ and credited his mother’s Celtic roots for his musical leanings) when David died, he’d practically disowned his parents for abandoning him. Now the one person in his family that he had seen regularly was gone too.

         Alone and reborn, ‘Woody’ Mellor started at London’s Central School Of Art, in September 1970. When he first came to London he lived near the river – at the Ralph West Hall of Residence, near Albert Bridge Road, Battersea. Suddenly, Joe found himself in reach of a world he’d only heard about on the radio.

         
             

         

         Almost immediately, on 7 October, Joe went to his first live gig – Mott The Hoople at a pub called The Castle, just a 77 bus ride away in Tooting. ‘It was magnificent,’ Joe admitted in Q in 2000. It’s sheer coincidence that this was Mick’s favourite group at the time, although Joe never admitted to liking Mott during the whole time I knew him.

         After settling in at college, Joe moved into a room at a typically chaotic student house in Ash Grove, Palmers Green, which he named ‘Vomit Heights’ by placing a suitably inscribed sign above the front door. ‘Woody’ immediately set about immersing himself in the films, music and literature he’d missed out on during his adolescence.

         By now the summer of love was well and truly over, with progressive rock gaining prominence among the college crowds. The majority of true rock ’n’ roll danger still came courtesy of the Stones, then at the height of their Satanic majesty. The bloodbath of the Altamont festival was a recent memory and the band were firmly established as rock ’n’ roll bogeymen. Hendrix had just died, pub-rock was yet to come and by far the most exciting music seemed to be coming from American underground bands like the Stooges and MC5. Joe didn’t care though. He had a lot of catching up to do.

         Rock ’n’ roll became Joe’s consuming passion and he soon started to get pissed off with the formalities of education. As he told Caroline Coon in April 1977, ‘I went to art school like everybody else. I wanted to be an artist. But when I got there, pheew! What a lousy set-up. It just fucked me up completely.’ Joe later described art  school as, ‘The last resort of malingerers, bluffers and people who don’t wanna work, basically. They weren’t telling us how to draw an object. They were teaching us how to do a drawing that looked like we knew how to draw an object.’

         When Rolling Stone did a big Clash feature in 1980, Joe told James Henke that acid was responsible for him dropping out after the first year. ‘I was really shattered from this LSD pill, and I suddenly realised what a big joke it was. The professor was standing there telling everybody to make these little poofy marks, and they were all going, “Yeah”, making the same little marks. And I just realised what a load of bollocks it was. It wasn’t actually a drawing, but it looked like a drawing, and suddenly I could see the difference between those two things. After that I began to drop right off.’

         At ‘Vomit Heights’, Joe met two musicians he would be seeing quite a lot of over the next few years. Clive Timperley – a non-student who played guitar – moved in, bringing with him a young musician called Tymon Dogg. Tymon wrote his own quirky, folk-influenced songs, providing his own backing on acoustic guitar, violin and harmonium. He’d had an abortive stay on the Beatles’ short-lived Apple label, but nothing was released, and had ended up busking on the London Underground. Joe rapidly struck up a firm and enduring friendship with Tymon.

         Joe’s departure from art school coincided with him leaving his student digs. He moved on to a place in Ridley Road, Harlesden – until the following year, when he was forcibly evicted. In 1980 he told Sounds’ Alan Lewis, ‘I’ve been fucked up the arse by the capitalist system. Me, personally. I’ve had the police teaming up with landlords, beating me up, kicking me downstairs, all illegally, while I’ve been waving Section 22 of the Rent Act 1965 at them. I’ve watched ’em smash all my records up, just because there was a black man in the house. And that’s your lovely capitalist way of life: “I own this, and you fuck off out of it!”’

         By 1971, Joe was not only carrying around anger at his parents, grief about his brother and disappointment with the failure of his art college education, but was also having his face rubbed in the cruel reality of urban life. He spent two years ‘just bumming around’, while helping collect money for Tymon on his busking expeditions.

         ‘It was like, I found out later, the apprenticeship of a blues musician,’ Joe told NME’s Paul Rambali.’ I got a real kick out of that. All the great blues players started out collecting the money for some master, to learn the licks. [Tymon] would play the violin, and eventually, whenever there was a guitar lying around from some other busker, I would borrow it and he would teach me how to accompany. Just simple little country and western and Chuck Berry.’

         Joe invested three pounds in a ukulele from a West End music shop and played his first solo set at Green Park tube station during the rush hour.

         He chose the instrument most commonly associated with forties star George ‘I’m Leaning On A Lampost’ Formby because, ‘I figured it must be easier having four strings,’ he told Unpop’s Shawna Kenney in October, 2001. ‘I figured the ukelele couldn’t be as complicated as Eric Clapton … it was much more complicated than guitar … different tuning, the chord-shapes were different. Thankfully it spurred me on to move onto the guitar. That’s the only instrument I can play and I can only play that very basically. To me the guitar has only got one string … So I played all six strings, or  none. I only played chords, if you like. That’s the way it was played, I thought.’

         Busking suited Joe as a way of learning the ropes, and he was soon playing regularly. His repertoire encompassed blues, rock ’n’ roll and folk standards, bashed out with considerable force in order to be heard.

         Shortly after, Joe and Tymon went on a short-lived busking tour around France and Holland, but were nabbed by police and deported. As increasing pressure was exacted on buskers in the early seventies, Joe packed it in after being threatened with the Railway Police over a station tannoy. ‘This is 1984’ announced Joe to his audience of bemused commuters.

         Convinced he’d missed the boat by not learning the guitar properly at an earlier age, Joe started practicing on an old drum kit he’d acquired. Around this time, he hitched up with a girl he’d previously met at the Central School Of Art, who was moving off to Cardiff College Of Art. Joe went too, and discovered that there was a happening rock ’n’ roll scene amongst the students at the art college in nearby Newport. Here he struck up a friendship with a girl called Gillian Calvert, whose boyfriend was a quietish chap called Micky Foote.

         Newport would become Joe’s base until 1974 – especially the local art college. Like most colleges, it had a number of bands in operation. Joe hooked up with a rock ’n’ roll revival outfit born out of the Rip Off Park All Stars, who had followed one of the current sub-trends of attempting to revive the pioneer spirit of early rock ’n’ roll. America had bands like Sha Na Na, who made a big impression at Woodstock, while Wales threw up such gig circuit faves as Crazy Cavan & The Rhythm Rockers and Shakin’ Stevens & The Sunsets. The Rip Offs had become quite well established locally before grinding to a halt. Two of the members – bassist ‘Jiving’ Al Jones and guitarist Rob Haymer – set about forming a new outfit with drummer Jeff Cooper – who didn’t even have a kit! They were contemplating asking the magnetic ‘Woody’ Mellor to become lead singer. His drum kit clinched the deal.

         Having moved into the spare room at Al’s flat in Newport, Joe found himself poverty stricken and beset by Rob Haymer’s dictatorial control of the group. By all accounts, Haymer was very much the leader and decreed what songs they played. He also named his band The Vultures. They played a handful of college gigs, with Joe recalling that the set always started with a cover of the Nashville Teens’ big sixties hit ‘Tobacco Road’ and ended up with ‘Johnny B. Goode’. At the time, Joe was still sporting shoulder-length curls but was already developing quite a forceful stage demeanour.

         Melody Maker’s Allan Jones (no relation to ‘Jiving’ Al) hailed from Newport and was still at the local college. He caught a Vultures gig and recalled that they were ‘an erratic but occasionally stunning formation’.

         The Vultures’ only big gig was at Bristol’s Granary club. It was packed but the band was beset by a series of technical problems. Although the audience chanted for The Vultures to get off, Joe was struck by the intense reaction that could be generated by an appropriately incited crowd. Afterwards, the band felt a bit deflated and drifted apart. Joe spent the winter of 1973 working in a Newport cemetery.

         No band, no money, no fun. But Joe’s next move would change his life forever.
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               Five star rock ’n’ roll petrol – Joe with Richard Dudanski in the 101’ers, early 1976.

            

         

      

   


   
      
         

            CHAPTER TWO

            ELGIN AVENUE BREAKDOWN

         

         
            Until they become conscious they will never rebel, and until they have rebelled they cannot become conscious.– George Orwell, 1984

         

         In May 1974, Joe decided that the time was right to return to London. He was now sporting his hair cut into the rocker style he would retain for much of his life. Joe made straight for Tymon’s squat in Maida Hill and through him, was soon set up just around the corner, in a spare room at 101 Walterton Road.

         Throughout the seventies, the Maida Hill/Ladbroke Grove area was full of squats, ranging from the luxurious to the decrepit, in houses that stood empty and neglected. As the decade wore on, people used these abandoned buildings to solve their housing problems. By the time Joe arrived in London, squatting had turned into a well-organised network. People were coming to London from poorer areas in the rest of the country, with no hope of paying the rents that were already spiralling throughout the capital. It was a relatively simple matter to locate an empty property, break in and start doing it up.

         ‘In 1974 there didn’t seem to be any colour’, recalled Joe in Westway To The World. ‘There were rows and rows of buildings, all abandoned but bought up by the council and just left to rot. For what reason I don’t know. But there were hordes of people in London who couldn’t afford to pay rent … The only thing to do was to kick in these abandoned buildings and then live in them.

         ‘Thank God that happened because if that hadn’t happened I would never have been able to get a group together … We were absolutely penniless. If we hadn’t had the squats … (a) for a place to live, and (b), we could set up a rock ’n’ roll group and practice in ’em.

         ‘No-one would have lived where we lived – an abandoned bombsite. I had a guy come in. He was an expert at connecting us to the company head. I’ll never forget this. He came in with overalls on, a welders mask and huge gauntlets. He advanced up the basement corridor and he thrust this power cable into the company head. He reconnected the house into the national grid. I’ll never forget the shower of sparks, like twenty foot long blue sparks that flew down the corridor and blew him backwards. But he jammed the bloody leads into the company head, then we could plug in and start playing. It was that kind of situation.’

         Joe quickly made new friends – such as Richard Nother, a zoology student who lived in one of the adjoining squats. Richard would later become the drummer of the band that came out of the Walterton Road squat.

         During the summer, Joe decided that he wanted to form a band to play the local pubs. He roped together a disparate bunch of locals from the house and surrounding area, who collectively boasted little musical expertise. They would bash away quite happily in the basement of 101.

         ‘We started the 101’ers with one amplifier and one speaker’, remembered Joe. ‘We built our equipment … We got some drawers out of a skip and we used to buy cheap speakers down the Edgware Road and we’d just drop them into these drawers and put a facing board on them and turn them up. That would be a cabinet … I used to go to gigs with two bricks in a shoulder bag and these bricks were to sit in the deck of a record player upturned with a broom handle screwed in it, which was the microphone stand. The microphone was taped on the top and the bricks were there to drop in the record player and keep the thing steady so the mic didn’t fall over.’

         This merry band was forced on an unsuspecting outside world when 101 resident Alvaro Pena-Rojas, a saxophone player who’d enjoyed success in his native Chile, put them forward to play a benefit concert for the Chilean Solidarity Campaign. The CSC supported victims of the 1973 military coup that had overthrown the country’s democratically elected socialist government. The Evening For The Chilean Resistance was to take place at the Brixton Telegraph, an early pub rock venue, on 14 September 1974.

         Alvaro, whose housemate Antonio Narvaez was the new band’s drummer, joined in as the group tried to work up a short set. It would have to be comprised of rudimentary standards that everyone knew. Much in the manner of the sixties garage bands, they turned to the Chuck Berry songbook and staples like Them’s ‘Gloria’.

         With rehearsal time running short after the gig was brought forward to 6 September, disaster struck when Antonio announced that he was going on holiday. Enter Richard Nother, who had little previous experience but was prepared to give it a go. Aside from Joe, Alvaro and Richard, the group also consisted of the latter’s brother Pat on bass and a guy called Simon Cassell joining in on vocals. They called themselves El Huavo and the 101 All Stars – putting Alvaro out as leader under the Chilean for ‘countryman’.

         On the night of the gig the All Stars were forced to ask the headliners – reggae band Matumbi – if they could borrow their equipment. Fortunately, they agreed. Despite the band’s inexperience, their enthusiasm and energy saw them through a shambolic live debut in front of the Brixton reggae crowd.

         The following weeks saw the new band’s line-up subject to daily fluctuations, while Joe persevered in trying to get the necessary equipment and chops together to fulfil his new dream. To raise money for a new amp, he took a job cleaning toilets and caretaking at the London Coliseum in St Martins Lane.

         The Coliseum was home to the English National Opera. During the course of his duties, Joe noticed a microphone, which was used to issue instructions to the spotlight operators, positioned at the very top of the building. On a particularly quiet day, he climbed a ladder and, using a pair of wire cutters, snaffled the mic, which he stuffed down his trousers. He then returned to the basement to stash it. On the way back he passed the manager, sweating buckets in case he’d get caught.  Maybe the guy just thought he was pleased to see him, but he got away with it and used the mic until the early days of The Clash.

         Joe got the sack at the end of September when the same manager discovered him secretly practising his guitar in the basement. But by then he’d made enough money to buy a Vox AC-30 amplifier, so Joe returned to Newport to round up his guitars and any other equipment he could muster.

         In addition to rent-free digs, squatting brought the possibility of being evicted at any moment. When the GLC decided to clear the Chippenham Road/Elgin Avenue area that September, the Maida Hill Squatters and Tenants Association organised a large demonstration in Notting Hill. The two hundred or so participants had to face the inevitable heavy-handed police tactics but won themselves more time.

         Moving into a house with the number 101 was an amusing coincidence for Joe, who was a big fan of George Orwell’s books. Orwell’s grim predictions in 1984 of a cold, oppressive future where individuality was stifled sparked a chord that resonated through to The Clash. Room 101 was the feared torture chamber where unfortunate victims were sent to be de-personalised. He included 1984 references in his stage announcements and The Clash used a still from the film of another Orwell book, Animal Farm, on the sleeve of their single, ‘The English Civil War’.

         After shortening their name to the 101 All Stars, the band became the 101’ers when they were given the opportunity to start their own weekly club in a small room above The Chippenham pub, on the corner of Malvern and Shirland Roads. They’d been offered the room to rehearse their set into a suitable state for getting more gigs. The weekly club meant that they could rehearse in front of a crowd and make it pay.

         ‘We booked our own club’, recalled Joe. ‘No-one was gonna book us into a pub. Can you imagine what we looked like? A bunch of crazed squatters … That’s how we learned to play, by doing it for ourselves. It’s like a punk ethos. You’ve got to be able to go out there and do it for yourself because no-one’s gonna give it to you.’

         The first 101’ers gig at The Chippenham took place on Wednesday, 4 December 1974, with the new venture called the Charlie Pigdog Club – after the squat’s dog. These informal weekly parties saw the band blossom from a ramshackle free-for-all into a leaner, meaner rock ’n’ roll outfit with plenty of attitude and a captivating powerhouse of a frontman. When Pat Nother left the band, he was replaced by a guy known as Mole – due to the hours he kept. Joe’s old Vomit Heights mate Clive Timperley started turning up with his guitar.

         At the time, Joe was the only axe-man in the line-up and was still mastering his basic, rhythm-dominated style. Clive joined the group as lead guitarist in early 1975 – Woody reversed his name so he became Evil C. A guy called Jules Yewdall was helping out on vocals and harmonica, so Joe could concentrate on his guitar playing. Simon Cassell – now known as ‘Big John’ – and Alvaro were still there on saxophones. Richard Nother saw his title changed to Richard ‘Snakehips’ Dudanski and has kept it ever since. In February, despite the return of Antonio, he became a full-time member. That month saw the band raise fifty pounds to acquire their own transport in the shape of a hearse. It was cheap and looked cool.

         Also around this time, Joe hitched up with a Spanish girl – Paloma Romano,  who was the sister of Richard’s girlfriend Esperanza. She was promptly re-christened Palmolive and remained with Joe until The Clash’s initial rise, by which time she was drumming in legendary female proto-punks The Slits.

         In March, Alvaro – disgruntled with the way that Joe was taking charge of the band he had helped get off the ground – left the 101’ers to do his own thing. One of his outings found its way through my letterbox in 1977. By then he was calling himself Alvaro The Chilean With The Singing Nose. Of course, I laughed. When I saw that the (amusingly appalling) album was called Drinkin’ My Own Sperm, I laughed even more.

         The following month would see Jules Yewdall depart too. He wasn’t totally committed and, it was becoming apparent that there was no way that Joe could share a microphone with anybody.

         The Charlie Pigdog club closed its doors on 24 April. Allan Jones’ July Melody Maker piece would later report carnage, bloodshed and police raids at the pub. By the following year those nights had become the stuff of legend – and the first of many times that Joe would see his name linked to something that would later be deemed worth mythologizing.

         In May, Joe was still working on getting a proper guitar – so to raise £100 he got married to a South African girl named Pam. Once Pam’s British citizenship was established the marriage was dissolved. Joe now had the funds to buy the black Fender Telecaster he would sport like an extra limb for the rest of his life.

         These marriages of convenience were rife at the time being a quick and easy way to raise cash. Sid Vicious was going to marry Chrissie Hynde to allow her to stay in the UK after her visa ran out. Sid got cold feet at the last moment and didn’t show up. The only problem was now Joe couldn’t marry Palmolive, who needed similar UK legitimisation for a visa. Richard had married Esperanza, so Palmolive married Pat Nother.

         Also that month, with eviction imminent, the quartet abandoned 101 and relocated to nearby St Luke’s Road, where they were joined by Joe’s old Newport pal, Micky Foote.

         In May, the 101’ers played their first gig at the Elgin pub – and commenced a Thursday night residency, which would run for the rest of 1975. The Elgin was situated on Ladbroke Grove, practically in the shadow of the Westway, and epitomised the type of rundown boozer where the normal clientele were seasoned drinkers, a few locals and wideboys.

         ‘Woody Mellor’ then decided to change his name to Joe Strummer – much to the confusion of his old mates, who were used to calling him Woody. Allan Jones recalls sitting around a pub table about to commence his long-planned Melody Maker interview. The band introduced themselves but, when it got to Woody’s turn, he passed over a list of prospective names, asking Allan to pick one. The only name that Allan can remember off the list is ‘Joe Strummer’.

         The name suited his guitar style. Joe was left-handed and had learned to deal with right-hand guitars in a basic, manicically thrashing style. When The Clash were on the road he would have to wear what he called a ‘Strum Guard’ on his forearm – a mixture of gaffer tape and bandages to stop his flailing limb getting sliced to ribbons.  The ‘Joe’ came from him plumping for the most ordinary name on the planet.

         I mainly became aware of the 101’ers through Allan’s Melody Maker piece, but had already heard that they were the wildest of the new breed of pub rock bands, that were reacting against the tedious indulgences of progressive rock. Their growing reputation seemed to stem from the human dynamo performances of their lead singer.

         From accounts of the time, Joe was already exhibiting some of the trademarks that would show up in his supercharged Clash performances. That way he had of plugging into the rhythm and pumping it up with his strumming right hand while his left leg twitched like crazy. Whatever he lacked in technique, he made up with sheer hot-wired energy.

         In less than nine months, the 101’ers had developed from a makeshift jamming unit thrashing out an unholy racket, into a truly exciting part of the developing pub rock movement. In 1975 the biggest pub-rock group were Dr Feelgood – four shady characters from Canvey Island, Essex, who blasted through R&B standards with amphetamined recklessness. ‘It’s a feeling of people wanting to get back to basic roots,’ explained their guitarist Wilko Johnson.

         Other prominent exponents included Kilburn & The High Roads – fronted by a charismatic Essex wordsmith named Ian Dury – Chill Willi & The Red Hot Peppers, The Kursaal Flyers and Eddie & The Hot Rods. These bands inhabited a twilight circuit of seedy basements and back rooms where you could get pissed and cavort around to raw rock ’n’ roll. These included the Kensington in Shepherds Bush, Brixton Telegraph, the Windsor Castle in Harrow Road, Islington’s Hope & Anchor, the Nashville next to West Kensington tube, and Fulham’s Golden Lion. Landlords saw that takings could skyrocket by opening up to the new wave of groups who had no pretences about topping the bill at Earls Court.

         It is probably fair to say that pub rock paved the way for punk rock. At the time I remember going to the gigs simply because there was no attractive alternative. I loved Dr Feelgood, mainly because of their speed-fuelled guitarist Wilko Johnson, who’d tear off solos while careering around the stage like a clockwork bunny on whiz. It was an exciting, no frills alternative to all the other musical trends. ‘Punk rock’ before the term had been lifted from the American sixties garage bands.

         In New York City, the Ramones were already starting to hone their own brand of teenage blastoff. Pub rock was its London equivalent, but it was more retrospective, as groups trawled through the traditional bar band repertoire of Chuck Berry and company.

         Likewise, Joe’s biggest early influence, apart from Woody Guthrie, seems to have been Chuck Berry. Berry’s Rock And Roll Music EP had been his favourite record for years, and the 101’ers’ set was splattered with Chuck classics like ‘Johnny B Goode’, ‘Carol’ and ‘Roll Over Beethoven’. Bo Diddley, the innovative voodoo-rhythm warrior, whose ‘Who Do You Love?’ and ‘Six Gun Blues’ were also covered by the 101’ers, was another favourite.

         Joe’s rudimentary guitar technique was reminiscent of a young Keith Richards, as it was similarly based on thrashing out the rhythm Berry-style. Joe had no desire to go any further than hammering his guitar until his hands bled and the strings  hung broken off its neck. The 101’ers saw their cover versions shot through with their frontman’s manic energy, until the material performed seemed to become almost a vehicle for his charisma.

         Their set, after kicking off with their version of Larry Williams’ ‘Bony Maronie’, took in covers ranging from Eddie Cochran’s ‘Summertime Blues’ and Elvis’s ‘Heartbreak Hotel’ to the Beatles’ ‘Back In The USSR’ and ‘Daytripper’. It always finished up with a lengthy trawl through ‘Gloria’. The band also did a version of Louis Jordan’s ‘Choo Choo Ch’ Boogie’, which was also favoured by Western swing pub-rockers Chilli Willi & The Red Hot Peppers, plus an old New Orleans nugget called ‘Junco Partner’, which Joe would later revive with The Clash.

         The group also started adding Joe’s originals like ‘Keys To Your Heart’, ‘Motor Boys Motor’, ‘Steamgauge 99’, ‘Letsagetabitarockin’’, ‘Silent Telephone’ and ‘Hideaway’.

         Cover or original, the 101’ers became distinctive largely on account of the manic Strummer stamp. In his interview with Allan Jones, Joe was almost outlining a punk manifesto; ‘I mean if you go and see a rock group, you want to see someone tearing their soul apart at thirty-six bars a second, not listen to some instrumental slush. Since ’67, music has been chasing itself up a blind alley with all that shit.’

         As the Elgin residency got under way Simon ‘Big John’ Cassell left the group by mutual agreement, leaving a four-piece consisting of Joe, Richard, Clive and Mole. The nature of their increasing gig-load said something about Joe’s social orientation, as the 101’ers played benefits for local causes like squatting associations and the local Law Centre. In July, they played a free concert at the local Harlequin record shop (In the seventies Harlequin was a chain along the lines of HMV).

         Between June and August the 101’ers also played some gigs at the St Moritz club in Wardour Street, which was a favourite haunt of men-about-town like Lemmy Kilminster of emerging rock behemoths Motorhead. The band’s first forays into the West End weren’t that successful, as crowds often showed the same kind of indifference that would greet early punk shows. Punk or not, full-on rock ’n’ roll mania seemed to be looked down upon in that year’s soporific calm-before-the-storm climate of drippy singer-songwriters and ponderous prog.

         Joe was stirred enough by these Soho experiences to write a song called ‘Sweety Of The St Moritz’ – in which Joe recounts the difficulties he experienced in persuading the venue’s owner to hand over the band’s fee. As with The Clash later, Joe needed to get shat on periodically to stir his muse into action.

         During the summer, the 101’ers also played Upstairs at Ronnie Scott’s, the venerable Frith Street jazz club – plus festivals at Stonehenge and Watchfield. Their invasion of the London pub scene expanded to take in Islington’s Hope & Anchor and Dingwalls, an increasingly popular venue in the railway warehouse complex that extended to the Roundhouse and would subsequently house The Clash’s HQ, Rehearsals Rehearsals. Micky Foote now worked for the band full-time – as roadie, sound-mixer and general dogsbody/organiser.

         In August, NME sent Chas De Whalley to check out what their rival paper had been raving about at the Hope & Anchor. De Whalley’s review seemed to predate what they’d be saying about the Sex Pistols a few months later. ‘… they start out  of time, finish out of time, and play out of tune,’ but he conceded that, ‘They also churn out some very fine rock ’n’ roll with no pretence at all towards music, let alone art.’ Chas concluded that, with Dr Feelgood now seen as big business, the 101’ers ‘are definite contenders for London’s rock ’n’ roll crown.’

         The 101’ers were a punk rock group, and the Sex Pistols’ first gig was still four months away. By that I mean ‘punk’ in the sense of the bands that sprung out of America’s garages in the mid-sixties. Motley outfits like The Standells and Shadows Of Knight started out with sneering, noisy versions of rock ’n’ roll standards and Stones songs, before developing their own identities. They made up for their musical shortcomings with attitude and energy, and were labelled with that somewhat derogatory generic term.

         Zigzag – the UK fanzine which I would join the following year – was familiar with the sixties US groups and started labelling some of the pub bands ‘punk rock’ around this time. In early 1976, it was the first UK rock magazine to put the word on a front cover, with ‘Punk Rock Comes To Town’ heralding an Eddie and the Hot Rods feature. Many overlooked the fact that the word ‘Punk’ had originated as a derogatory term in American jails for someone who gets fucked up the arse. It was reserved for lowest of the low, and was a term that was constantly flung at mid-sixties US garage bands on account of their loud music and long hair.

         By October 1975, the welcome at St Luke’s Road had worn thin, as hassle from the locals and skirmishes with thieves became regular occurances. Luckily, a whole house with rehearsal-friendly basement was found nearby at 42 Orsett Terrace. The 101’ers continued to gig – including a residency at the Nashville with Eddie and the Hot Rods – and recorded some less-than-successful demos at Jackson’s studio with Dr Feelgood producer Vic Maille, who was looking to set up a label venture which never came off.

         The foundations of London’s music scene started to shake on 6 November when the Sex Pistols played their first ever gig, supporting a band called Bazooka Joe (which included Stuart Goddard, the pre-Ant Adam). Short, chaotic and confrontational, the Pistols started a new ball rolling, which would take mere months for its irreparable impact to be felt.

         In January 1976 the 101’ers replaced bass-man Mole with Clive’s mate Dan Kelleher, with a view to buffing up the band’s musical muscle. ‘Desperate’ Dan, as he was named, had been getting up and jamming with the band on guitar for some months and seemed to click with Joe. The pair cooked up some songs together, including ‘Jail Guitar Doors’, the title and chorus of which survived into The Clash repertoire. There was also the storming ‘Five Star Rock ’n’ Roll Petrol’, ‘Sweet Revenge’ – the nearest they got to a ballad – and ‘Rabies (From The Dogs Of Love)’, an ode to the much-frequented Praed Street clap clinic.

         The new year saw the 101’ers break out of the pub circuit, which they were beginning to outgrow. The band undertook a hectic schedule of one-nighters – the proverbial Transit van marathons just to play some toilet up north. Having taken up with the Albion agency, the band found themselves playing the college and university circuit. A fellow squatter named John Tiberi, who went by the nickname of Boogie, came in to help Micky. 

         On 15 February, the 101’ers played the most unusual gig of their career – Sunday lunchtime in the chapel at Wandsworth Prison, South London. This had come about after the group had played one of the all-dayers at the Roundhouse, and the event’s promoter, John Curd, arranged the booking. The event was recalled by Richard Dudanski when he paid tribute to his old band-mate in Uncut’s 2003 Joe special, ‘there was no doubting the major force in the ensemble. A certain Joe Strummer, a man with a mouth full of bad teeth, a voice that howled as if from Hades, and a heart as big as the domed prison chapel.’ Richard also described how the band walked on and tore into their set with the usual fervour. The 400 or so lags present loved it, but were under heavy manners from the screws not to over-react. Shades of Johnny Cash were evident, as Joe took delight in singing warden-unfriendly ditties like ‘Jailhouse Rock’ and ‘Riot In Cell Block Number 9’.

         ‘Joe was in great form, and making the most of a continual battle with an unstable mic stand, he quickly established a rapport with the audience,’ recalled Richard. ‘I’ll never forget the expressions on the faces in front of us. It’s no exaggeration to describe most of them as ecstatic.’

         The following month, the band were approached to record a single for a new label being started by Ted Carroll and Roger Armstrong, who ran the Rock On record stalls in Soho and Golborne Road, West London. Joe frequented their stalls, and the 101’ers were desperate to appear on vinyl. On 4 March, the band went into Pathway Studios, Canonbury, and laid down their own ‘Keys To Your Heart’, ‘Sweet Revenge’ and ‘Five Star Rock ’n’ Roll Petrol’, returning within days for a second attempt at these songs, and also tackling ‘Rabies’. A few weeks later, they went into the BBC’s Maida Vale studios and had another bash at ‘Petrol’, ‘Keys’ and ‘Rabies’. Eventually, they selected a Pathway version of ‘Keys To Your Heart’ and BBC take of ‘Five Star Rock ’n’ Roll Petrol’ for the two sides of the single.

         By early 1976, Joe and the 101’ers were winning new fans by the week. Two years later, Pete Silverton – writing about The Clash in American fanzine Trouser Press – talked about pub-rock, which he felt had been lacking something. He’d checked out the 101’ers at a college benefit gig. ‘… it wasn’t till I saw Joe that night that I realised just what was lacking – full-blooded desperation to become a star and communicate with your audience and the sense to realise that not only is that a far from easy task but that, if you don’t find your own way of doing it, you might just as well junk the idea there and then. The 101’ers were an immensely lovable but generally pretty ramshackle bunch who’d rip through Chuck Berry and R&B numbers with not a trace of genuflection at the altar of the greats.’

         Despite the 101’ers growing reputation, Joe had still been feeling increasingly more frustrated, as he later told NME’s Paul Morley. ‘It was six gigs a week for maybe eighteen months … It was just a slog. It seemed after eighteen months of doing that we were just invisible. I started to lose my mind. I would go around the squat saying, “We’re invisible. We should change our name to the Invisibles.” You’d get back to London about 5am, unload the gear, put on a kettle and go, “What the fuck’s that about?” … We were just shambling from one gig to the next banging our heads against the wall.’

      

   


   
      
         

            CHAPTER THREE

            CRASH STREET KIDS

         

         
            If someone locks me out I kick my way back in – Mick Jones – ‘Hate and War’

         

         Joe needed some kind of musical partner to bounce ideas off and assist in turning his volcanic ideas into actual songs. To some extent, this had happened with the 101’ers, but he thought that Desperate Dan was too much of a muso. Joe was also becoming disenchanted with the ongoing refinement of the band’s original sonic maelstrom. Joe felt that he needed the right foil to focus his untamed stage persona, individual style of lyrics and rough musical ideas.

         Joe also needed the right band to realise his musical vision. What he ended up with would surpass anything he might have imagined.

         Enter Mick Jones.

         During those years I spent around The Clash, Mick was the member of the group I became closest to. He was a kindred spirit from when I first got to know him in the early days through to his later adventures in Big Audio Dynamite. We kind of drifted apart in the nineties but, when I do see him, it’s still a massive buzz.

         Having been born only a year apart, we’d both grown up with uncannily similar musical obsessions. It turned out that I’d actually met and talked to Mick a few years before I spoke to him properly at my first Clash gig, in October 1976. I’d seen him hanging out around Portobello Road and Camden throughout that year, as well as at important London gigs like Patti Smith, Ramones, etc. With his black jacket, leather strides, plus the spiked hair and chalk white gauntness of Keith Richards, I could tell that rock ’n’ roll lived in this character. But I also wondered where else I’d seen him. Sometimes our eyes would catch and there’d be a glimmer of recognition between us. Like, ‘I know this bloke’.

         Then it all fell into place – Mott The Hoople! I’d spoken to Mick several times as we both religiously followed Ian Hunter and his hugely influential rock ’n’ roll roadshow during the early seventies. Maybe the reason that there hadn’t been instant recognition later was that back then we’d both been glammed up. I looked pretty stupid in my green satin flares. Mick looked like a junior member of the band.

         It’s a cliché, but Mick was born for rock ’n’ roll. He’d grown up with it, and from the earliest age had dreamed of nothing else but being in a band of his own. It took hitching up with Joe Strummer to realise that dream.

         Michael Geoffrey Jones was born on 26 June 1955 at the South London Hospital for Women in Clapham. His father Thomas was a taxi driver and his mother, Renee, was a fancy jewellery saleswoman. At that time, his parents lived in Mitcham, Surrey, but in 1957 they moved into the block of council flats in Streatham, South London – where Renee’s mother Stella lived. This end of Brixton  Hill was where Mick would live for the next ten years.

         Mick was an only child and, when he was six, the family moved in to Stella’s flat after her second husband Harry died. Shortly afterwards, Mick’s parents split up. Renee emigrated to America while Mick’s dad stuck to driving cabs in South London. Young Mick was left in Stella’s care, who he would be with until 1977. Such domestic instability was traumatic for Mick and had parellels with Joe’s abandonment to public school.

         ‘Maybe music became an escape for me,’ Mick observed in Westway To The World, ‘I think it did to a certain extent. My parents used to fight a lot … I definitely got a built-in self-preservation thing.’ Luckily, his grandmother doted on Mick, accompanied by her sister and sister-in-law. Stella was also into Elvis and – ‘surrounded by three old ladies’ – Mick had little to divert his growing obsession with music.

         In September 1966, Mick started at the nearby Strand School for boys. His boyhood musical tastes centred around the mid-sixties UK explosion, which included the Stones, The Kinks and The Animals. He checked out the obligatory blues club at school and by the following year, was getting into the psychedelic trailblazing of Hendrix and Cream – whose Disraeli Gears was the first album he bought.

         Like many, a lot of Mick’s musical mind expansion came courtesy of John Peel on his Perfumed Garden show on pirate station Radio London, which Joe had also listened to while at boarding school. The inestimably saintly and perceptive Peel was responsible for turning on a nation to anyone from Captain Beefheart to the young Marc Bolan’s John’s Children. He instilled in both Mick and Joe the power of radio to change lives. Mick’s musical education was rounded off by buying the NME every week.

         In 1968, Mick and Stella moved to a flat on Edgware Road, near Hyde Park – very convenient for the pioneering free rock festivals organised by future Clash managers Peter Jenner and Andrew King. The first gigs Mick went to were held there – including the massive Stones event of 1969, where he made it up to the front – close enough to have the Brian Jones memorial butterflies flutter down on his head.

         1969 also saw Mick get a new neighbour in class: Robin Crocker, who was being forced to re-sit his fourth year. Robin was the class hoodlum, joker and troublemaker. Paradoxically, as well as being a complete nutter, Robin was well read and clever, especially adept at English. He was also an intensely friendly and likeable geezer.

         In 2004, Mick leaned over to me as Robin was up at the bar ordering a round, and semi-whispered, ‘You know what happens, you get in trouble with him when you’re out.’

         That seemed like a good moment to ask how the pair of lifelong friends met. Unsurprisingly, it’s a rock ’n’ roll story. They had an argument about who was better – Bo Diddley or Chuck Berry. This developed into a fight. ‘We were on the floor in the maths lesson punching the shit out of each other,’ laughs Robin.

         ‘It was like, “Who’s better? Chuck or Bo?” recalls Mick. ‘And we were like fighting over it. Who was Bo and who was Chuck? He was Chuck and I was Bo.’

         Mick affectionately remembers Robin as the class joker. ‘Once he was making me laugh so much when we were in detention. He just made me laugh. I can’t remember what it was. And the headmaster went berserk because we weren’t taking  our punishment seriously. He was so furious he was spitting, and the spit was going all over the desk. The more this spit come out, the more I was in hysterics. In the end he did a lunge for me and I fell over backwards on my chair. I put my hand up and said, “Please sir can I be excused?” As I fell off he lunged across the desk to try and throttle me.’

         Mick lights up as he gets into telling his school stories, ‘Hofler was the first headmaster, he used to be in a caliper!’ he cackles, getting up to illustrate his point. ‘Every day in assembly, you’d hear, click … click. It was so funny! We used to be in detention every week. Robin used to run a protection racket at school and when it got found it was on the Tonight programme or something, and all the pupils were like blacked out like professionals because they didn’t want to be seen. When it all came out Robin had to take this walk of shame. We were caned and everything. I think all the teachers were tortured in the war.’

         ‘We had so much in common. We liked all the same stuff. The Stones…Rod Stewart and the Faces … Mott the Hoople.’

         After Mick introduced me to Robin in 1977, he told me how he’d look after Mick at school. Mick wasn’t the biggest guy in the class and was always wrapped up in that week’s NME. I know from experience that could be a gift for class bullies. Robin was the bloke who ‘never took no shit from no-one’ in ‘Stay Free’ – the song Mick wrote for The Clash about his adolescence. Mick and Robin soon started hanging out and going to gigs.

         In 1969, Mott The Hoople emerged. They were the punk rockers of their time as, amidst a sea of post-hippy self-indulgence, they welded the wildness of Jerry Lee Lewis to the raunch of the Stones with a stage act that could drive their faithful followers to seat smashing riot levels. As I wrote at the time, ‘They had the loudest amps, the longest hair, the hardest rock and the baddest attitude, although their ballads could have a hall in tears’. Instead of making the kind of whimsical album about pixies that was all the rage, Ian Hunter’s songs tackled issues that the kid on the street could understand – like sex and the pressures of modern living.

         Mott had been put together by Guy Stevens, a lunatic figure who would have great influence on the lives of The Clash for the next ten years, as well as sorely trying their patience.

         Guy first became noticed in 1963, DJ-ing at a sweaty Soho basement club called The Scene. He played upfront R&B to a hip, mod-leaning crowd, who would later include the Beatles and Rolling Stones. He’d run the Chuck Berry fan club and was a leading authority on Jerry Lee Lewis. As a DJ, he broke R&B and soul records and got them released in the UK.

         Joe already knew Guy’s name from his long-time favourite record, as he told Mojo: ‘I had a Chuck Berry EP on the Pye label and the sleeve notes were by Guy. And you know the way when you’re listening to records, you pore over the sleeve, you want to suck every bit of information out of it? I used to listen to this EP a lot and stare at this sleeve, so I knew his name from very early on.’

         When Island Records decided to start an R&B offshoot in 1964, Guy was roped in to start the newly minted Sue Records and released material by the likes of Ike &  Tina Turner, Bobby Bland and Rufus Thomas. In 1967, he moved over to A&R and subsequently began producing for the mothership label. He became renowned as a madman fond of waving his arms in the air and leaping about shouting to instil fervour in the studio. Guy worked with Free, Spooky Tooth and the ultra-psychedelic Hapshash And The Coloured Coat Featuring The Heavy Metal Kids. This got him in the Sunday papers as being at the forefront of the hippy movement. Soon after, he was sentenced to nine months imprisonment for possessing cannabis.

         Once he was released, Guy set about creating his dream band. Wanting to splice the sensitive lyricism of Bob Dylan to the raging energy of Jerry Lee Lewis, Guy found an unknown group from Herefordshire called The Silence, auditioned a singer called Ian Hunter and re-named them Mott The Hoople, after a Willard Manus book. Mott rapidly rose to become the wildest, most exciting rock ’n’ roll band in the country. Often their responses recalled the smashed-seat teddy boy era as the band hammered out their twenty minute version of the Kinks’ ‘You Really Got Me’.

         Guy produced three Mott albums, which involved ingesting much speed and smashing up the studio furniture to fire up the group. Once, he even set the studio alight in order to get a reaction.

         Mott enjoyed a fervent cult following among the older boys at Mick’s school, which drew Mick and Robin to sixth-form fans like Kelvin Blacklock and John Brown. They started following the group about, bunking trains and striking up a rapport with the group to the point where they regularly let them into gigs for free. Mott valued their fans and Ian Hunter even paid tribute to them in songs like the ‘Ballad Of Mott Of Hoople’ and ‘Saturday Gigs’. It was Mick’s first taste of rock ’n’ roll adrenalin, being a proper fan and feeling part of a scene. He told his school careers officer that he wanted to be in a group when he left.

         I felt the same way after Mott played my school dance in December 1969. I’d met them in the pub and bemoaned the fact that I couldn’t get in because I was too young, so they sneaked me in as a roadie and I watched their set from under the PA stack. As I left before the end to meet my parents’ curfew, Hunter announced, ‘This one’s for Kris, who’s got to go’. From then on I was hooked.

         Like Mick, I saw Mott wherever I could. They’d let me hang out and such was my devotion I ended up running their fan club in 1972. The band had just had their career rescued by David Bowie, who had given them a guaranteed hit called ‘All The Young Dudes’.

         Running the club meant that I saw even more of the band, and would often notice the same faces backstage. Ian Hunter introduced me to Mick and Kelvin one night. Mick was the quieter of the pair, with long hair, platform shoes and a pleasant manner. Kelvin fancied himself as a kind of flash hybrid of Hunter and Jagger, and would sometimes leap on stage to pose and holler along to Mott’s insertion of ‘Jumping Jack Flash’ into their own ‘Walking With A Mountain’. ‘We called him Jagger back then,’ recalls Mick.

         It was inevitable that Kelvin and his Mott-loving pals would try and form a group. This they did, coming up with the New York Dolls inspired name of Schoolgirl. Mick had yet to pick up a guitar but wanted to be part of it, so helped  out as drum roadie. Meanwhile, he failed his ‘O’ levels, re-sat them again in 1972 and then passed with five – which would be enough to get him into art school the following year.

         In the meantime, he got a job in a warehouse and made enough money to buy his first guitar – a Hofner. Despite trying his hand at drums, bass and erm, stylophone, Mick was drawn toward the guitar. ‘The coolest place was the guitar player, because of Keith Richards and Mick Ronson,’ he later observed. The line from Mick’s later Clash song ‘Stay Free’ – ‘I practiced daily in my room’ – was true. ‘I spent a year in the bedroom playing along to records. That’s how I learnt.’

         After being thrown out of school, Robin remained in touch with Mick. They saw less of each other as Mick became immersed in playing and Robin followed pursuits that ultimately led to him being handed a three-year prison sentence for armed robbery in 1975.

         Back in 1972, Mick was into the glam rock explosion that had been detonated by Bowie and taken into the streets by Mott. As he was a year too young for art school, Mick took a temporary job – as a clerk for the Department of Health and Social Security in Paddington. This was during a period of IRA letter bombings, and one of Mick’s jobs was to open the mail. Hence the line ‘I won’t open letter bombs for you’ in The Clash’s ‘Career Opportunities’.

         Early the following year, Mick and Stella were re-housed by the council to a flat on the eighteenth floor of Wilmcote House, a sixties tower block on the Warwick estate off Harrow Road. After I got to know Mick, I went there a few times, either to crash or play records in his room. The block was a dump – already rotting from the inside with piss stained lifts and graffiti. You can still see those edifices as the tube passes Royal Oak station, jutting through the skyline like a row of decaying teeth. Also if you happen to be negotiating London via the nearby A40 – better known as the Westway.

         I also got to meet Stella, the quintessential kindly gran who always made you a cup of tea. Mick obviously felt a lot for the lady who’d effectively brought him up. I couldn’t imagine how she coped with living in that hellhole, but she kept the flat immaculate. Apart from Mick’s room, which was plastered in posters and littered with records.

         By this time, Schoolgirl had split, but Mick and John Brown had become close mates, discovering and investigating music like the Flamin’ Groovies, the MC5, Iggy & The Stooges and the New York Dolls. Each week’s NME revealed new delights to track down and devour. John also taught Mick how to play bass.

         That September, Mick started at Hammersmith School Of Art, in Lime Grove, Shepherds Bush. Apart from the grant being handy to buy equipment with, he saw this as his passport to being in a real group, keenly aware of how Keith Richards had learned his chops off guys he’d met jamming in the college toilets.

         In Spring ’74, Mick and John made the logical decision to form a group. In came fellow ex-Strand pupil Phil Wayman on lead guitar and drummer Mike Dowling. They called themselves The Delinquents, and via the usual path of dodgy gigs and personnel changes, arrived at a line-up that featured Mick on rhythm guitar while making his first stabs at songwriting. Apart from John, the band now featured  Norwegian drummer Geir Waade, a guitarist called simply ‘Brady’ and – after some prevarication – Kelvin Blacklock on vocals. Pretty soon, Kelvin’s massive ego would take over the band.

         Now Mick finally had something resembling a proper group, who were developing the necessary gang mentality and looked a bit like the New York Dolls. The influence of the Dolls at that time was huge among the rock ’n’ roll cognoscenti, largely thanks to Nick Kent’s ravings in NME. They had the look, the high-energy licks and a mystique that was pure trash, drugs and sleaze – and were immediately alluring to Mick and his mates.

         ‘The New York Dolls came along and they were like everything,’ recalled Mick. ‘They were incredible and blew my mind. The way that they looked, their whole kind of attitude. They didn’t care about anything. They were a group who were all about style.’

         Hip to the Dolls kitsch/camp aesthetic, The Delinquents became Little Queenie – the name by which they were known when Kelvin persuaded Guy Stevens to come and see them play. By June 1975, Guy’s drunken madness – which had accelerated when he lost Mott three years earlier – had proved too much for Island and he was freelancing.

         This must have seemed like a dream come true for Mick, who was now playing alongside his old school’s original Mott fan club for the man who’d steered their heroes to success. But things swiftly turned sour for Mick when Guy decided that he wasn’t good enough and should be replaced by a Mott-style keyboards player – This was a bit silly when you consider that Mick was writing most of the songs.

         Understandably, Mick was devastated. He’d formed the band and these were supposed to be his mates. In August – by which time Guy had changed the group’s name to Violent Luck – they recorded some demos at AIR studios. I remember going along that day – not to see them, but to check on what was happening in the next studio with the now Hunter-less Hoople. It was odd bumping into Guy and Kelvin – especially as their session keyboard player was Verden Allen from the original Mott.

         Showing the determination that would serve him well when the same thing happened with The Clash in 1983, Mick resolved to improve his chops and form a better band. As a statement of intent, he bought the classy black Les Paul Junior that he would favour for the next few years. Nothing resulted from Violent Luck’s sessions and without Mick the band fizzled out.

         Ironically, through the complex network of auditioning that was going on in London back then, it was Kelvin who introduced Mick to a bass player called Tony James. Whereas Kelvin’s ruthless ambition came to nought, Mick and Tony’s careers blossomed and they remain close mates today. They started off by trying to build a group under the name of The London SS, placing a string of ads in Melody Maker, which always mentioned their key influences. First recruit was a guitarist called Brian James, who was suitably keen on the Stooges and MC5 and fitted the band’s required image. He was about the nearest the group got to a permanent member, although a drummer called Roland Hot joined for a while.

         The enduring legend of the London SS comes from the fact that so many of  punk’s later participants auditioned for the band. These included Rat Scabies, who would go on to form The Damned with Brian James, and Matt Dangerfield and Casino Steel, who subsequently formed The Boys. ‘It wasn’t a proper group,’ recalled Mick. ‘It was just a bunch of people. We used to hold weekly auditions. All we did was hold auditions!’

         Throughout, Mick continued going to gigs and striking up conversations with likely looking individuals. An acquaintance he made in the late summer at the Nashville would change his life and become as responsible as anyone for the eventual formation of The Clash the following year: Bernard Rhodes.

         The bespectacled Londoner was not a musician. He was more concerned with the broader aspects of youth culture, such as image, as well as the social repercussions of youth movements. He’d started as one of the original beach fighting mods, worked in Kings Road boutiques during the Swinging Sixties and ‘knew everybody.’

         During the hippy explosion Rhodes became attracted to the revolutionary possibilities the movement could realise – as was the case with organisations like Jerry Rubin’s Yippie Party and MC5 manager John Sinclair’s White Panthers. In the seventies, he invested in a Camden Town garage, and also got involved with Malcolm McLaren, an accquaintance from his mod days.

         At the time, McLaren was already causing a stir with his Kings Road boutique Sex. Situated at the seedier end of the famous thoroughfare, Sex became known for selling fetish gear and confrontational t-shirts. Bernie started designing and printing the shirts himself.

         Popular lines included two cowboys with their knobs hanging out and Bernie’s pride and joy, which listed reams of prominent personalities and organisations under the banner, ‘You’re gonna wake up one morning and know what side of the bed you’ve been lying on!’ Later designs would feature Christ on a swastika and the Cambridge Rapist. Once I could boast nearly a full set – and I kick myself daily for not having kept them in a bank vault somewhere!

         Disenchanted teenagers found themselves drawn to Sex, which became a hip place to hang out. Out of this loose scene, a band emerged in 1974 when guitarist Steve Jones and drummer Paul Cook hooked up with Saturday shop assistant Glen Matlock, who played bass. Malcolm called them the Sex Pistols and Bernie fired them up with the notion that they could become ‘a potential h-bomb’ in the midst of the dreary music scene.

         This duly happened when Bernie found them a singer in the shape of the terrifyingly charismatic John Lydon from Finsbury Park. This well documented collision starts with John – renamed Johnny Rotten after the state of his teeth – auditioning by cavorting about to Alice Cooper’s ‘Eighteen’ in front of the shop’s jukebox. The inimitable Lydon confirmed Bernie’s early involvement with the Pistols in one of several interviews I did with him later.

         Bernie was probably right to assume that he deserved an equal partnership with Malcolm. But McLaren wasn’t having it, so Bernie looked around for a group to mould in his own image.

         Mick had already visited Sex when he met Bernie at a Deaf School gig at the  Nashville, West Kensington. Both Mick and Tony were sporting t-shirts bearing Rhodes’ designs, which led to a conversation. As they got talking, Bernie insinuated that he remained partners with McLaren. Maybe if he could get his own band, he still would be. First, he bombarded Mick and Tony with his political theories and merciless dogmatic rants about the importance of grand gestures and ideas.

         By now, the London SS had Mick’s old drummer Geir Waade back in the group and Matt Dangerfield took over on lead guitar while Brian James was abroad. The constant auditioning ensured that the line-up was in a state of perpetual change. Every week they placed an ad in Melody Maker for fresh blood. At one point Mick was being considered as a second guitarist for the infant Sex Pistols, but he was determined to put together his own band.

         Bernie hired a basement for rehearsals below a cafe in Paddington’s seedy Praed Street and Brian James returned to the fold. But by the end of the year, the SS still didn’t have a vocalist or drummer. Future Clash sticksman Topper Headon auditioned, but despite being offered the job, opted to stay with his current group. Another future Clash drummer, Terry Chimes, was turned down. When a guy called Steven Morrissey, got in touch from Manchester, Mick and Tony didn’t bother to reply. The future Smith had been in my Mott fan club too.

         In the midst of all this, Mick, Tony, Brian and Roland Hot put a few songs down on tape. This is the only London SS material I’ve ever heard, which Mick played me once at Wilmcote House. It was high energy Detroit-style rock ’n’ roll – they tackled the MC5’s ‘Ramblin’ Rose’, Jonathan Richman’s ‘Roadrunner’ and The Strangeloves’ sixties garage classic, ‘Night Time’. The fierce revolutionary stance of the MC5 was definitely a major influence on the early Clash and also Bernie, who saw his role as similar to the Detroit demons’ own guru John Sinclair.

         During this period, New York was throwing up its own post-Dolls explosion with acts like Patti Smith, Television, Blondie and the Ramones creating a whole new scene centred around small clubs like CBGB’s and Max’s Kansas City. This new music had already been labelled ‘Punk’ and was being well covered in the NME and Creem.

         As the London SS continued to rehearse, Mick – who was filling in on most of the vocals – wrote some of the songs that would later feature in early Clash sets. ‘Protex Blue’ was named after the brand of condom on sale in the toilets of the local Windsor Castle pub. Another was called ‘I’m So Bored With You’. This would become known as the first Clash song to be tackled by Joe Strummer, who changed it to ‘I’m So Bored With The USA’.

         For a few rehearsals, it looked like the London SS would settle upon a line-up consisting of Mick and Tony, Brian James and one Chris Miller, a Keith Moon-style powerhouse on the drums. But he wasn’t considered to have the right look and – after being re-christened Rat Scabies due to a freakish alignment of rodents congregating around the drum kit and his skin complaint – took off with a disgruntled James to form The Damned once Bernie’s dominant nature proved too much.

         In January 1976, Mick and Tony reluctantly called it a day, and the London SS became a footnote in punk history books. Mick would always remain friends with Tony, with the pair sharing flats together as they followed their respective paths.  While Mick rose with The Clash, Tony formed Generation X with Billy Idol before ending up spearheading techno-billy future-shockers Sigue Sigue Sputnik in the mid-eighties. Nearly thirty years on, Mick and Tony reunited for a new venture they’ve called Carbon/Silicon. I saw them play their third gig and haven’t felt so excited by a band for years. Creation Records supremo Alan McGee described the new band as ‘the Stones jamming with a laptop.’

         The first few months of 1976 saw the exciting rise of the Sex Pistols. If the London SS were a catalyst for The Clash and the Damned, the Pistols were the motivating force for the whole UK punk rock movement that made those groups possible. Riotous gigs, proud musical ineptness, a shocking wardrobe from Sex and nihilistic re-workings of mod teen anthems, made the band press darlings who attracted either the ultra-trendy or simply bored teenagers who loved the racket, attitude and DIY approach to rock ’n’ roll.

         During this period, Mick began jamming with the Pistols contingent – largely on account of his growing friendship with bass player Glen Matlock. There were so few people into this kind of high energy, no-frills rock ’n’ roll that it was inevitable that those that were would hang out and play together. Mick, who was still technically attending art college but on an ever-diminishing basis, was now going out with Viv Albertine, who he’d met at a Roxy Music concert.

         He was also jamming with Chrissie Hynde, a rock and soul fanatic from Ohio who wrote for NME and had gone out with Nick Kent. Chrissie had also worked at Sex for a while. At Wilmcote House, Mick and Chrissie collaborated on songs that both would carry on to their respective later groups including Mick’s ‘Protex Blue’ and Chrissie’s ‘Tattooed Love Boys’. She subsequently moved on to the Pretenders – who proved to be one of the biggest and certainly most enduring by-products of the punk explosion.

         
             

         

         Paul Simonon was to be the third figure in The Clash’s tripod frontline. I have an enduring mental image of Mick marching and flaying on the left, hot-wired Joe cajoling and hollering in the middle and Paul smouldering and laying into his low-slung bass on the right. Paul was always portrayed as the quiet one, setting up the bottom rumble in the archetypal fashion of The Who’s John Entwistle. As time went by, in addition to becoming the band’s pin up, Paul established a fearsome stage presence. He made his singing debut on ‘Guns Of Brixton’ and provided the classic image of bass-smashing frustration that adorns the sleeve of London Calling.

         Paul Gustave Simonon was born on 15 December 1955, in Thornton Heath, South London where, apart from a few years in Kent, he grew up. Like Mick, Paul’s parents – Anthony and Elaine – split up when he was eight. Paul and his younger brother Nick moved with their mum to Brixton, where he attended William Penn – a comprehensive school where white pupils were in the minority. The early seventies saw the start of the inner city decay that seems to have become so hopeless today. Overcrowded schools combined with ineffective teaching meant that the kids from poor backgrounds, and often broken homes, had nothing else to do but get into trouble. Vandalism, theft and fights were part of everyday life. Paul went with  the flow and became a skinhead.

         This could’ve worked out badly – in the early seventies, skins were a much-maligned tribe. They were the terror of the hippies, as I once found out to my cost (and I wasn’t even a proper hippy!) Their pre-occupation with fighting and football made skinheads easy recruits to the burgeoning racist groups that flourished as the sixties dream turned sour. But, although he went to football, nicked things from shops and got into fights, Paul never took the fascist route. In fact, most of the guys he hung out with were black, and he rapidly developed a real passion for reggae and dub.

         During his early teens, Paul and his brother relocated to their dad’s place in Notting Hill, where he was subjected to a more structured daily routine, doing chores and odd jobs. His dad was an artist, which rubbed off on Paul – especially as his bedroom was in his father’s studio. He also moved schools, switching to Sir Isaac Newton School, another grim inner London establishment.

         Paul’s reggae fixation grew, stoked by The Harder They Come, the movie about Jamaica’s ruthless music business that, when it appeared in 1972, (alongside the emergence of Bob Marley and the Wailers) played a huge part in awakening mainstream interest in reggae. Paul’s love of this type of music, was later mated with Joe’s passion for pure rock ’n’ roll and folk, and allied to Mick’s grounding in more modern forms of high energy flash, to provide the basic Clash recipe.

         ‘I’d walk past all these houses with West Indian music playing late at night and get pulled into parties when I should have been going home,’ recalled Paul. But, ‘Like most sons I wanted to do what my dad did.’

         For Paul, this meant art. After leaving school in 1973, he was accepted at the Byam Shaw School Of Art in Holland Park. He would later tell interviewers that he nicked artists’ materials from the ‘rich kids’ and painted urban landscapes like tower blocks and car dumps.

         In late 1975, a chance meeting in the street with Mick Jones led to Paul auditioning for the London SS. He certainly looked the part, but had absolutely no knowledge of rock ’n’ roll. Initially, he wasn’t playing bass but was considered as a possible singer. ‘Because he looked so stunning,’ said Mick. After he’d belted out Jonathan Richman’s ‘Roadrunner’ and the Standells’ ‘Barracuda’, Mick and Tony decided that Paul ‘didn’t have enough stage presence’.

         Paul and Mick kept in touch. In March 1976, Mick suggested that Paul learn to play an instrument so he could join the new band he was forming. Again it was Paul’s look that drew Mick and Bernie. Some unrefined star quality. He certainly had the street credibility. Following an unsuccessful guitar lesson with Mick at Wilmcote House, Paul opted to take up the bass. His choice of instrument was rooted in pragmatism – it looked like the easiest. All you had to do was play one riff on fewer strings than a guitar. Later that year, Sid Vicious would arrive at the same conclusion.

         But Paul needed a motivating force to get him to dive into the unfamiliar world of the rock band. This came on 3 April when Mick took him to see the 101’ers at the Nashville. The attitude and impact of the supporting Sex Pistols proved to be right up Paul’s street. To help master his instrument, he painted guide dots on the Fender copy he borrowed off Tony James. Paul practiced alone by playing along to reggae records – an influence that would become vital to the Clash sound.

         For Paul, Sid, Joe and many more, the first Ramones album – released in April – was an invaluable reference point for picking up on punk’s velocity and attack. I’d read about them in the music papers – these four guys in leather jackets who fired out instant rock ’n’ roll classics that lasted for about two minutes. The Ramones were the first of the new American wave of groups to produce an inspirationally manageable blueprint for the new English bands.

         ‘It can’t be stressed how great the Ramones’ first album was to the scene in London,’ explained Joe. ‘It was simple enough to be able to play. Me and Paul would definitely spend hours, days, weeks, playing along to the record.’

         Paul lasted two years at Byam Shaw. This gave him enough time to decide, ‘I can’t see myself in a room doing this stuff ’ … I’ve got to do something more exciting.’ By the time he was due to start the third year in October 1976, The Clash were up and running.

         Meanwhile, Mick had started hanging out at another Clash landmark, 22 Davis Road – off the Uxbridge Road as you head towards Acton. Viv Albertine shared the squat with a guy called Alan Drake. The list of Davis Road houseguests would quickly swell to include Sid Vicious, a young guitarist called Keith Levene, journalist Steve Walsh and, increasingly, Mick as his relationship with Viv developed. Within a few months, Viv, Keith, Steve and Sid would be trying to get a band called Flowers Of Romance off the ground. The following year, Viv would join Joe’s girlfriend Palmolive in the startlingly brilliant Slits. By the time Mick took me round Davis Road in October, it had become one of the focal points of London’s nascent punk scene.

         Like most of the early London punks, Keith Levene was a huge Bowie fan. This fact seemed to bring people together at the time (which made it quite unusual that Mick should end up fronting a band with two individuals who hadn’t been that touched by the hand of Ziggy Stardust). Keith originated from East London and had taught himself to play guitar. I first met him at Davis Road, when we stayed up all night doing speed with Sid. Keith was sharp and wired, with an apparent penchant for wheeling and dealing.

         Keith called his new mate ‘Rock And Roll Mick’. They began playing together at Davis Road, and Paul started coming round too. By May, Paul had moved in and become a fully-fledged member. Mick already had some songs and Keith would often play along with them, as well as providing much of the basis for a new one called ‘What’s My Name?’ A singer from High Wycombe called Billy Watts also started trying out at rehearsals.

         Davis Road became band HQ, with Mick, Keith and Paul rehearsing either there or at Wilmcote House, while Bernie used Paul’s bedroom as an office – even if he wasn’t yet their official manager.

         They all knew about this guy Joe Strummer from the 101’ers.

      

   


   
      

         
            
[image: ]
               Standing at the gates of Rehearsals – Joe in 1979.

            

         

      

   


   
      
         

            CHAPTER FOUR

            THE CALL UP

         

         
            We knew it was going to be good. You know that certainty when you don’t even bother to think, that certainty was with us and I’m glad of it. We knew that this was it. – Mick Jones

         

         At the start of 1976, being a thrill-seeker in your early twenties wasn’t much fun. The charts were inundated by irrelevancies like the Brotherhood of Man and the New Seekers. ‘Serious’ music was ruled by bland singer-songwriters or prog-rock dinosaurs like Yes, Rick Wakeman and their naval-gazing ilk. Even the likes of the Stones and Bowie had become inaccessibly aloof.

         Whereas black music, particularly reggae, offered a genuine sense of uncontrived energy, white youth had no new music of any worth to feel part of – unlike the mods or hippies during the previous decade. With the brief fun-rush of glam-rock now dissipated – even Mott had called it a day in 1974 – only pub-rock gave some light relief from the wallpaper soundscape.

         However, despite its rawness, pub-rock was simply reheated R&B. Disco was one easy escape outlet, but it lacked social relevance and was quickly sanitised for mass consumption. Disco had originated in New York, which was simultaneously giving rise to the Stateside strain of punk rock. When the UK’s disenchanted youth got their first whiff of this via Patti Smith and the Ramones it only stoked the craving for a scene of their own.

         Socially and politically, things weren’t getting any better. The global fuel crisis hiked up prices, resulting in the wage freeze, strikes and power cuts. With music in the doldrums, an evening’s entertainment didn’t go much beyond drab local pubs, tacky nightclubs or the three TV channels that generally went off-air before midnight. Sheer boredom was rampant and the summer of 1976 would be one of the hottest on record – further stoking the pressure cooker atmosphere.

         Something had to happen. It took only the actions of a few militant music movers to bring the whole stagnant scene to boiling point.

         In April 1976, the Sex Pistols had only been heard by a fortunate handful, but this included a number of influential rock critics who were firing up the imaginations of malcontents and ne’er-do-wells everywhere. The Pistols still wouldn’t be beamed into the public’s front rooms until the end of the year, but their presence was already sowing the seeds for one of the biggest youth cults of all time.

         The Pistols were booked to support the 101’ers on 3 and 23 April at the Nashville. The gigs had been arranged to celebrate the deal between the 101’ers and Chiswick Records, which was actually signed the following month. The first of these shows would provide a significant turning point for the men that would become  The Clash. Apart from being Paul Simonon’s punk epiphany, it was the night that Joe Strummer saw the Sex Pistols – and never looked back.

         Although I wasn’t there – unlike half of London, or so they claimed – this became the first time that I became aware of what this new thing called punk rock could do to people. What I’d read about the Pistols was fascinating, but their full impact had escaped me because I didn’t live in London and hadn’t seen them. However, my best mate Colin Keinch, who also played guitar in our band The Aylesbury Bucks, made the trek to check out the 101’ers who were being supported by the Sex Pistols.

         Colin came back fizzing with enthusiasm and burbling about seeing the future of rock ’n’ roll. He thought the 101’ers were great – ‘Joe was so lively, totally going for it’ – but it was obvious that the Pistols had blown his head clean off. Immediately, our band’s take on American garage-punk gained a distinctly edgier sound.

         ‘I think everyone there had a life changing experience that night’, recalls Colin. ‘The Pistols were totally challenging and the 101’ers weren’t. I think that’s what changed Joe’s whole outlook on things.’

         ‘It was only when I saw the Pistols that I realised how retro it was, not only the material but the concept of it,’ Joe told Uncut in 2002. ‘Like playing in pubs, the same old blues numbers. That kind of nowheresville … Suddenly the boot was on the other foot. A cog in the universe had shifted there. They were the only new thing that had been seen in London since living memory.’

         Despite Joe’s feelings about the 101’ers’ shortcomings, his performance totally won Mick and Paul over. ‘Joe was just fantastic,’ said Paul. ‘He was really exciting to watch. The only reason to see them, really.’

         ‘I think that moment we realised that Joe was the best guy out there,’ added Mick. ‘I think we needed the fresh input and, seeing Joe, it crossed all our minds about nicking him.’

         Allan Jones covered the gig for Melody Maker and finished his full-bore slagging of the Pistols’ ‘retarded spectacle’ with a dismissive, ‘I hope we shall hear no more of them.’ He then praised the 101’ers as ‘perfectly glorious’, writing that Strummer – ‘one of the most vivid and exciting figures currently treading the boards … projects himself onstage with the intention of solving, single-handed, the world’s energy crisis.’

         Shortly after the Nashville gig, Mick and Paul went to Lisson Grove dole office to sign on. There for the same purpose was Joe Strummer, ‘I was in the queue and I could see them looking at me,’ he recalled, ‘I didn’t know that they’d seen the 101’ers the previous weekend.’ ‘He caught us looking at him,’ said Paul. ‘I think he was a bit worried he was going to be done over … For that moment he looked really timid and in terror.’ ‘We were looking on in awe really, not at what he was getting,’ added Mick. ‘I just ignored them and got my dole,’ said Joe.’ I was expecting them to tangle me when I got to the door or out on the street. I thought I’d smack Mick first because he looked thinner. Paul looked a bit tasty. I thought I’d smack Mick first and leg it.’

         When I spoke to them that October the band told me that after the Nashville, Paul and Mick ran into Joe in the street and told him, ‘You’re great, but your band’s shit’. 

         In the meantime, the 101’ers had their second Nashville gig on 23 April, which erupted in the much-publicised fight between the Pistols contingent and punters. It was reported as a kind of variation on the ‘You nicked my pint’ scenario – ‘Just a load of people falling all over the place … nonsense really’, observed John Lydon in Q. The incident was considered newsworthy enough to make the front page of Melody Maker – maybe that was the idea. Joe’s fascination with the Pistols grew, and he checked them out again during their May residency at the 100 Club in Oxford Street.

         I first set eyes on Joe Strummer at the Roundhouse on 16 May when Patti Smith made her auspicious UK debut. It was attended by several of The Clash-Pistols circle. Swaying around them was a very pissed up Joe, who I only noticed when Colin recognised him from the Nashville show.

         Joe was mentally wavering by then, but at least knew what direction he wanted to take. He even tried in vain to steer the still-gigging 101’ers down a punkier route. Fate seemed to be taking its time.

         After a gig in Camberwell, South London, on 21 May, Joe’s mood of frustrated discontent continued to cast a shadow of the group and matters were made worse when Clive Timperley quit. For the couple of 101’ers bookings that needed honouring, they were joined by guitarist Martin Stone, who’d started his career in prog-rockers Mighty Baby before landing up in pub-rockers Chilli Willi & The Red Hot Peppers.

         Further fuel was thrown onto the fires of rebellion that month, when members of the Pistols and Clash attended the Rolling Stones’ extravaganza at Earls Court. This was when both bands knew they had a solid enemy, as the Stones flaunted their lifestyle in the press – they were pictured hob-nobbing with Princess Margaret. The Stones put on an overblown show with appalling sound. Keith Richards was the most fucked up on heroin he would ever be on a British stage. They just seemed so untouchable and removed from what was really going on in their home country. When Joe was prompted to write, ‘No Elvis, Beatles or the Rolling Stones’ in ‘1977’ he was talking about this lack of relevance. The Stones had always been one of Joe’s prime musical inspirations. The same went for Mick Jones. Earls Court became known as the night the bubble burst. How could Joe now aspire to something like that?

         The crunch came on 31 May, which also happened to be the day that ‘Keys To Your Heart’ was released. Bernie and Keith caught the 101’ers at the Golden Lion in Fulham and felt compelled to make their move. They went to see Joe in the dressing room and asked him if he’d like to come and meet the rest of their band with a view to joining them. Bernie took Joe to Davis Road to meet Mick and Paul, and he ‘realised that it was the same two geezers who’d been staring at me!’

         ‘We were nervous … I was anyway,’ recalled Mick. ‘He came in and we went into this little tiny room. It was really small. We all sat round with our guitars and said, “This is one of ours”.’ The song was ‘I’m So Bored With You’, which Joe promptly changed to ‘I’m So Bored With the USA’. Later, he re-wrote the entire lyric to rail against the shallow influence of American culture on the UK. After playing  through each other’s songs, with Joe whipping out ‘Keys To Your Heart’, they asked him if he’d like to join their group. He was given forty-eight hours to make up his mind, rang back in twenty-four. His answer – ‘Okay, I’m in.’

         It might have seemed like a hasty decision to blow out two years’ graft but this was obviously a marriage made in heaven. The Pistols had made Joe realise that his pub-rock group – good though they were – ‘were yesterday’s papers’, and the Davis Road guys had a spark that pointed to the future.

         ‘They were kind of already doing it: Simmo, Levene and Mick Jones, and what they lacked was someone to give them a front,’ Joe told Uncut’s Sean Egan. ‘A front guy and a lyric writer. They were a jigsaw waiting for the piece to fall in.’

         ‘Keys To Your Heart’ was a strong slice of R&B, in the mould of pub bands like Dr Feelgood. There was no mistaking Joe’s punchy vocal delivery. The flip’s ‘5 Star Rock ’n’ Roll Petrol’ was wilder. The 101’ers were a good band but the man on the back striking an Elvis pose in a baggy suit was already onto something else. On 6 June, the 101’ers played their last gig at Clare Hall, Haywards Heath.

         The other 101’ers were understandably gutted. Joe actually gave Richard Dudanski the chance to try out for The Clash, but he declined after meeting Bernie. He went on to form a band with Tymon Dogg called The Fools, then his own Bank Of Dresden, had stints with girl band the Raincoats, John Lydon’s Public Image Limited, the Vincent Units with former 101’er Mole, and ended up in punk-reggae pioneers Basement 5 during 1980.

         Richard was an easy going kind of bloke who was proud of what his old friend Joe had achieved but also harboured regrets for what-could’ve-been. He’d open up during late night drinking sessions as I was thrashing the newly recorded Sandinista! on the Basement 5 tour bus. He didn’t regret not joining Joe in The Clash and had nothing but happy memories of the 101’ers. I learned not to get him on the subject of Bernie, though.

         After Basement 5 dissolved, Richard relocated to Spain with Esperanza, and still lives there. Apart from Tymon Dogg, he was one of the few figures from the 101’ers era that Joe kept in touch with until his death.

         Joe approached anything he got involved in wholeheartedly, with a ferocious passion. This he would do for the rest of his life. He had already discarded his public school background to become a vital figure on the squat/pub rock scene. To fit into the punk rock ethic he jettisoned his entire previous life, including the 101’ers.

         When I first met Joe in October 1976, I mentioned his former group. ‘Who’s the 101’ers?’, came the growling reply. ‘The day I joined The Clash it was very much back to square one, back to year zero,’ said Joe in Westway To The World. ‘We were almost Stalinist in our approach. Part of punk was shedding all your friends, everything you knew, everything you’d played before, all in a frenzied attempt to create something new – which isn’t easy at the best of times.’

         Paul talked about this new start when The Clash were given an Outstanding Achievement in GQ magazine’s 2003 Men Of The Year awards. ‘Me and Joe had pretty much cut away our lives completely and started from day one with this new ideal: we’re in The Clash. I mean … I arrived from nowhere: I had no friends, no  baggage and the same with Joe.’

         As I was to soon discover, Bernie Rhodes was good at firing people up. ‘They’ll change your old-fashioned way of dealing with music,’ was one of the deluge of polemics he threw at me when I first encountered him. And he was right too. Bernie could put people off, but he could also turn them on and, suitably primed, you did come out thinking you’d just seen the future. Which you had. It certainly worked on Joe. Even in 1991 he was telling MTV that ‘The Clash wouldn’t exist without Bernie’s imagination.’

         Bernie encouraged Joe to look around, encounter the harsh realities of city life and establish a better kind of lifestyle based on awareness and creativity. ‘Bernie Rhodes made me realise it could be sung about, which is something I was kind of groping towards, singing about VD and squatting,’ Joe told NME’s Paul Rambali.

         Bernie explained his role when NME profiled him in mid-1977. ‘I have no say about what goes, musically. My job is to co-ordinate, understand and clarify exactly what they are trying to express. It works on a basis of respect and team-work, although of course we argue like fuck a lot of the time, almost to the point of fights.’

         ‘Bernie’s been maybe over-praised for saying, “Write about things that effect you”’, reflected Joe in Uncut. ‘We’ve been careful to give him his due, but as for the actual songs, it was strictly down to me and Mick.’

         Joe and Mick’s songwriting partnership sparked immediately. In The Clash, Joe had found the perfect vehicle for developing his lyrics. Similarly, after all the setbacks and disappointments, Mick had found someone who could provide the words to compliment his musical ideas. The pair quickly developed the kind of to-and-fro’ chemistry that is associated with Lennon/McCartney and Jagger/Richards.

         ‘We used to write very fast in those days,’ explained Mick, recalling how he’d come up with a tune, hand it to Joe and they’d have a song in about half an hour. A lot of the first Clash album was conceived in that fashion. ‘Who couldn’t write great tunes with such great lyrics?’

         ‘I would consider myself mainly a lyric guy,’ said Joe in Uncut. ‘There really is a specialised area. You do spend your whole life thinking about lyrics. The lyrics would give us something to go with or build from. But we could swap over pretty seamlessly. Some songs – like ‘London’s Burning’ – were more or less all me, and some songs – like ‘Complete Control’ – were more or less all him. But we always helped each other in the end.’

         The five-piece Clash line-up was completed in June, with the addition of Terry Chimes on drums. Terry, from Mile End in East London, had auditioned for Violent Luck and the London SS and been turned down – probably because he didn’t look right. But now it was obvious that the new group would be presenting such a formidable front line, it was no good plumping for a novice who couldn’t keep time – especially as Paul was learning to play bass from scratch. Joe was fond of saying, ‘You’re only as good as your drummer,’ and Terry, influenced by Led Zep’s John Bonham, was a good drummer.

         Terry would always have difficulties with The Clash’s political stance – or ‘lunatic overboard Stalinist behaviour,’ as Joe put it – especially as his own aspirations  went no further than owning a flash car. The Clash demanded total commitment, which a regular bloke like Terry couldn’t pledge. That said, he never had any trouble propelling the proto-bombast of the early Clash. The following year he would be considered good enough to sit in for the mighty Jerry Nolan in Johnny Thunders’ Heartbreakers.

         ‘When I met these guys, I remember them being hell-bent on success and very focussed,’ recalled Terry in Mojo. ‘I never knew what the hell to make of Joe. He was very distant. You’d never know what he was thinking.’ Terry added that Bernie, ‘seemed like he was trying to harden everyone up.’

         From my initial meetings with The Clash it was obvious that Joe took his new role as punk rock prophet very seriously – which often meant being quiet and stern. His innate sense of humour became apparent as time went on, and made his dogma more palatable. Even then, some could take his absolute dedication to the cause as aloofness. He didn’t just disown his past, he trashed it by spraying slogans like ‘Chuck Berry Is Dead’ on his clothes. Strong stuff when you consider who his all-time favourite EP was by. Joe’s motto at the time was, THE CLASH ARE THE ONLY BAND THAT MATTERS (his capitals).
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