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            Introduction

            by John Harris 

         

         It took David Cavanagh just over two years to create this book. During that time, he spoke to over two hundred people and wrote close to 400,000 words. It was a Herculean task, and as he became more and more immersed in it, those of us who knew him wondered how he was managing, and whether what he had taken on would ever reach its end. Once or twice a week, he would arrive at the office of Select, the music magazine where I worked, and ask if he could once again use our archive for some bit of research or other, a ritual that seemed to go on for endless months.

         When he began, in 1997, British music and its surrounding culture were moving into the last stages of a chapter that had started three years before. The international media was getting very worked up about ‘Cool Britannia’, a giddy and celebratory vision of the UK that had first stirred in the form of Britpop. The Labour Party had just won its first general election in eighteen years, and records made by what Cavanagh memorably termed ‘four or more pale boys with hurt feelings’ were still selling in their millions. Creation Records, the company whose story he had decided to tell, seemed to be at the core of all this: its big release that year was the third Oasis album, Be Here Now, and the company’s founder and self-styled president, Alan McGee, had become a high-profile Labour Party donor, influential associate of Tony Blair and champion of something called ‘the creative industries’.

         By the end of 1999, that moment had unravelled. The image of Britain – and London in particular – as a pop-cultural hotbed had palled, and any lingering idea of Blair as a rock ’n’ roll prime minister seemed laughably passé. Britpop was dead and buried, and the overproduced, pompous Be Here Now had shown that Oasis were now past their prime. ‘Indie’ had once been short for ‘independent’, and denoted music that had inherited at least some attitude and counter-cultural xoomph from punk; now it meant bland attractions such as Coldplay, Travis and the Stereophonics. Most strikingly of all, Creation was no more, having been brought to a sudden end by a man who had chased success and then embraced it, but afterwards found himself in the company of people he neither liked nor understood. ‘In 1993, it was my gang,’ said McGee. ‘And by 1999, it was someone else’s gang. I felt as if I was running Railtrack. I’d nothing in common with the people I worked with.’

         For Cavanagh, deep into a book that had long since taken over a large chunk of his life, these developments were very helpful. His history of Creation now had a definite conclusion, and an equally clear narrative arc. Like most great music stories, the essential plotline was Faustian. As well as music, it involved drugs, money, volatile personalities and vivid tales that often reflected the same essential theme: how success, or at least the prospect of it, affects the artistic impulse and people’s relationships.

         When the book finally appeared, its cover featured an instantly familiar photograph of McGee and Noel Gallagher – both dressed in suits – greeting Tony Blair at a Downing Street reception, a mocked-up Creation credit card and two piles of cocaine. The question such imagery posed was obvious: how had that happened? Much of Cavanagh’s story, after all, centred on an aesthetic ideal that could not have been more different. In its purest iteration, the Creation mindset was about leather jackets, Breton shirts, Syd Barrett, the Velvet Underground, the lingering influence of punk rock, and a dingy kind of hedonism. When music had been upturned by acid house, McGee and his allies had soaked up new, vivid colours and textures, and acquired an even stronger fondness for excess, but the basic components of their vision had survived. But in the era of Britpop, even if McGee and his allies did their best to hang on to the label’s founding ideas, the outward appearance of the label and its world had been transformed.

         Creation had first come to life in the upstairs room of the Adams Arms, a pub near the Post Office Tower where McGee had put on a weekly night called the Living Room. Less than fifteen years later, the logo of a company that was by then half owned by the Sony corporation was draped on a huge hospitality tent, erected for two nights when Oasis xiplayed to 250,000 people at Knebworth Park in Hertfordshire. Creation would go on for another three and a half years, but the tensions and contradictions swirling around the label led inexorably to McGee’s decision to bring everything to a stop. Music was by then operating according to a drastically changed set of rules and ideas, which Cavanagh captured in his elegant, definitive prose. ‘In the twenty-first-century music business at least, stories of independence are history,’ he wrote. ‘In every sense of the word.’

         At least half of My Magpie Eyes Are Hungry for the Prize is an evocation of a world that is now almost unimaginable. A lot of the action takes place in a London that has disappeared: recording studios where everything had to stop whenever a train rumbled past; musicians who lived in horrible squats; bohemian small businesses that were constantly on the verge of insolvency – and, perhaps most fascinatingly, occasions when bands and musicians would approach each other in a spirit of mutual antipathy, if not outright loathing. The world was less cluttered with distractions back then, and in ways no one could ever quite predict, music could take on a level of significance that sometimes caused people to fight each other.

         These tensions were reflected in a music industry cleaved by a huge gap. On one side were the major record labels, whose peak moment arrived with Live Aid, the global event that enshrined a new musical aristocracy: U2, Queen, Sting, Madonna, Dire Straits. The antithesis of all this was represented by the independent companies, who were shut out of the world Live Aid embodied, and usually seemed more than happy to be excluded. But as the 1980s went on, these two camps increasingly intersected – and by the time of Britpop, they would verge on the indistinguishable. This was probably the key cultural story of the era that stretched into the early 2000s: insiders becoming outsiders and having to adjust to experiences they had never expected. In that sense, though this is a book about music, it is also a fascinating work of social history.

         
             

         

         David Cavanagh was born in Dublin in 1964 and brought up in Belfast. He was then a student at University College London’s School of Slavonic and Eastern European Studies, where he completed a degree in Russian xiiand Serbo-Croat. He did his first professional writing for the music weekly Sounds, and by the late 1980s, he was close to being considered its pre-eminent writer. He then moved to the newly launched monthly Select, where he was a dedicated mentor to new talent, carefully guiding a handful of protégés through the mechanics of writing and the etiquette of the music business.

         Four years after his death, it is clearer than ever that Cavanagh was one of the greatest-ever writers to devote their work to music and its attendant dramas (and comedies). After Sounds and Select, he wrote features and reviews for Q, Uncut and Mojo – publications where he developed his talent for explaining and exploring records and live performances, and evoking the lives of the people at the heart of them. In person, he could be either withdrawn and taciturn or animated and very funny. Somehow, the best of his writing combined both these facets: he described musicians with an acuity that suggested the perspective of a silent observer, but his prose was always laced with a dry wit – and a striking talent for capturing why particular bands or records were as brilliant as he thought.

         His writing was always crisp and economical. Cavanagh was full of passion for his subject, but he also wrote like a grown-up, spurning the kind of faux academic waffle that was de rigueur in certain corners of the music press and using small observations to weave big, dramatic stories. Like many of the best writers, he also had an innate, almost neurotic drive to ensure that everything was done properly. His copy was always delivered free of mistakes. Facts were always checked. Like a lot of the people who read his work, he was fastidious and obsessive. But at the same time, he always had a keen appreciation for the messy, human aspects of the world he moved in, and the fascinating things that tend to happen when creative people are thrown together.

         My Magpie Eyes Are Hungry for the Prize is built from these elements. Its best stories are about individuals from more or less ordinary backgrounds who saw in music a chance to reinvent themselves. McGee’s rise to prominence is a perfect case in point. ‘I had red hair with freckles, and glasses,’ he told Cavanagh. ‘Women were so far off my agenda they didn’t even come into it.’ In his home city of Glasgow, he latched on xiiito punk rock ‘with the darting eyes and dry mouth of the galvanised latecomer’, and then ducked and dived his way through London, where he first worked as a clerk for British Rail. Whereas many of the people who ran the capital’s ‘indie’ labels felt a strong sense of common cause, McGee always seemed different. ‘Alan never wanted to be small fry,’ one of his associates told Cavanagh. ‘He was a rough kid from Glasgow and he wanted to succeed in his own right.’

         Early on, Cavanagh brilliantly portrays the Jesus and Mary Chain, three misfits from the Scottish new town of East Kilbride who were reputed to spend fourteen hours a day watching television, and who gave McGee and Creation their first taste of notoriety. The music writer David Quantick described their initial sound as being akin to ‘a giant bee in a ventilator shaft’. On their first British tour, Cavanagh wrote, ‘The performance would consist of sheer malign noise, the aural equivalent of a stroboscope. Once it was over, the audience would be at cross purposes with itself: angry because the gig was terrible, and furious that there had not been more of it.’ In March 1985, this was the clash of reactions that led to the so-called riot at the Polytechnic of North London, which allowed McGee to infuse Creation’s reputation with a certain malevolence, a quality that stuck.

         Soon after, McGee began his working relationship with the House of Love, a fleetingly brilliant rock group built around two combustible personalities: Guy Chadwick, the stridently ambitious son of a British army colonel who knew the band was his last shot at success; and Terry Bickers, the band’s much younger lead guitarist, full of the kind of sensitivity and brilliance that often blurs into mental fragility. In 1988, Cavanagh had reviewed their first album in Sounds and captured the magic they momentarily possessed:

         
            It’s one of those records that seem to enter your body throat first. This is not so much due to Guy Chadwick’s rich pale moan, or even the lyrics of ‘deep blue seas and impossible dreams’ he seems to write in his sleep, but to Terry Bickers’ catalogue of guitar vibrations, shrieks, pistol whips and immolations. He claims not to be able to play. As long as he keeps thinking that, fine.

            xivThey started in ’87 with ‘Shine On’, the best flop ever. Following it with ‘Real Animal’ and ‘Christine’, one mesmerising, the other enchanting, they said it loud, proud and with a poetic flourish. And in a very English way, too. On the cover of this album three of the blurred faces appear to be trying to remember the words to their favourite Shakespeare quote.

         

         The relationship between Bickers and Chadwick snapped under the pressure of huge commercial expectations and the equally vast amounts of money spent on them by the major-label Phonogram, thanks to a record deal that McGee had secured. Poetically, Cavanagh’s telling of their story reached its watershed point at a service station on the English/Welsh border, in the wake of a magic mushroom binge, where, as he accused the band’s drummer, Pete Evans, of not giving enough of his income to charity, Bickers set fire to a banknote. Evans then ‘punched Bickers half a dozen times in the face’, but Bickers ‘did not feel any of the blows land’. Bickers was then summarily sacked – and in terms of a spectacular squandering of promise and potential, that was that.

         The book’s other stars are My Bloody Valentine, and their singular, deeply eccentric leader Kevin Shields, whose approach to live performance was at least partly triggered by the London ‘in’ crowd’s initial response to his group. Here was a confrontational attitude similar to the one adopted by the Mary Chain, but this time taken to another level. ‘Shields liked to use frequencies that damaged people’s hearing,’ Cavanagh wrote. ‘It was not altogether clear whether this was sonic pranksterism gone mad, or a studied act of revenge by My Bloody Valentine on a generation that had banished them.’

         Shields’ wayward instincts were always going to test even the most generous benefactor, and so it proved: his group’s 1991 album Loveless almost bankrupted Creation, and the final calamity happened when McGee was forced to borrow £22,000 from his father to secure the record’s master tapes. This was money that had been paid out in life insurance when McGee’s mother had died, which is not the kind of thing that usually brings an artist and their mentor closer together.

         xvIn the wake of the release of Loveless, My Bloody Valentine set out on a UK tour. The watershed point of their performances was a section known as ‘The Holocaust’: an extended passage during ‘You Made Me Realise’ in which Shields and his co-guitarist Bilinda Butcher would lead the band into noise so loud that it would sometimes cause objects to move and people to vomit and faint. Here, Cavanagh’s ability to evoke weird turns of events using the most straightforward words comes into its own. ‘Shields and Butcher would stare at faces in the front rows, monitoring the gradual changes,’ he wrote. ‘Shields was amused by the idea that the audience was afraid the ceiling was about to collapse … Shields’ right hand appeared to make the male masturbatory gesture as it stroked the holocaustal chord. And as a point of interest, when the concert was over Shields did not say goodnight. He said “goodbye”.’

         Until the arrival of Oasis, most of Creation’s stories played out in front of comparatively small audiences and involved musicians who were nowhere near being household names. Part of the achievement of this book is the way that its author writes about its main characters in terms of immense drama and significance, even though most of the events they were involved in were known only to readers of the weekly music press, at most. There is something audacious about that: aware that most of music’s myths and legends have been repeated to death, Cavanagh took his opportunity to create a few new ones, and because he was such a talented writer, he pulled it off.

         The single best example focuses on the Loft, another volatile quartet, centred on the singer and songwriter Pete Astor (born Pete Astor-Smith, and known at school by the latter surname alone, before he decided ‘to reinvent myself and have a glamorous name’). The Loft were the creators of ‘Up the Hill and Down the Slope’, the Creation single whose lyrics gave Cavanagh the title for his book. The time Astor, Andy Strickland, Bill Prince and Dave Morgan spent together was brief; their recorded output extended to two singles, and they played their final gig in 1985, an episode that Cavanagh recounted as if he were describing something mythic. ‘Astor looked first at Prince, then at Strickland, said, “Bad luck,” and dropped his guitar on the ground,’ he wrote. ‘The audience watched him walk up the staircase xviat the back of the stage – like Sinatra – to the dressing room.’ With a friend, Strickland quickly hatched a plan to ambush Astor and beat him up, but the chance never came. The drama and bathos of this story suggests something from a biography of the Byrds, or the Clash, or even the Rolling Stones: you forget that you are actually reading about a very obscure band doing a support slot at the Hammersmith Palais. But that was a token of Cavanagh’s talent, and the way that he could always call on the perspective of an awestruck fan.

         
             

         

         As Creation reached its commercial peak in the mid-1990s, the idea of a definitive book about the label and its founder was conceived by Ian Gittins, a former Melody Maker writer who had become an editor at Virgin books, who then took a proposal to McGee. Gittins suggested Cavanagh as a possible author, McGee agreed, and a deal was quickly concluded. For the duration of the time Cavanagh spent writing it, My Magpie Eyes Are Hungry for the Prize was understood as official history, which opened the way to interviews with all the relevant Creation insiders.

         Cavanagh was initially given nine months to finish his work, but he then asked for two years. The agreed advance was £25,000. Writers receive such payments in three separate chunks: one when a book’s contract is signed; another upon delivery of the manuscript; and the last when the book is finally published. That meant Cavanagh was paid just over £8,000 during twenty-four months of immensely hard work. In that sense, the book was an archetypal labour of love. What else could it have been?

         ‘Fifteen or eighteen months in,’ Gittins later told me, ‘McGee started phoning me up, saying, “I’m not sure about the way this book’s going.”’ His complaint was that Cavanagh was coming to him with reams of questions, often about the fine details of Creation’s history. ‘What he wanted, obviously, was a book about this mad genius from Glasgow who sets up this crazy label, takes loads of drugs and signs all these brilliant bands,’ Gittins said. ‘And Cavanagh wasn’t writing that book. He was writing a definitive, very detailed study of the label, which is what he was commissioned to do.’

         xviiWhen McGee was sent the final manuscript – which, prior to editing, was around a fifth longer than the final version – he asked for only a single line to be excised. But just as the book was finally published, he began loudly expressing his displeasure. Cavanagh, he said, had written ‘the accountant’s tale’, and his work was nothing less than ‘objectionable’. McGee quickly commissioned another book about Creation, by the music writer Paolo Hewitt. In 2010, there was an authorised documentary, titled Upside Down; around a decade later, McGee’s own memoir, Creation Stories, was turned into a very entertaining comedy– drama by the actor and director Nick Moran. Both are worth watching. But as an account of Creation and the huge cultural changes it embodied, Cavanagh’s book remains unrivalled and authoritative, hardly short of the kind of romance McGee obviously saw in his own story, but also staunchly anchored in fact.

         Cavanagh wrote two more books. In 2003, a solitary novel, Music for Boys, tapped into his adolescence in Northern Ireland. A brilliantly executed book about John Peel, Good Night and Good Riddance, published twelve years later, was a chronological account of over two hundred of Peel’s programmes and stood as a kind of alternative history of post-Beatles music. Meanwhile, Cavanagh’s writing continued to appear in the magazines whose features and reviews had always given him a perfect stage. There was something about the way such publications worked that always suited him: a phone call, a commission, and a week or two to turn a piece round, during which he would often come up with strikingly fresh insights and perspectives on whatever he was writing about. I have been fortunate enough to work with a lot of very talented people, but I cannot think of anyone whose pieces could trigger quite the same feeling of anticipation.

         Towards the end of his work on this book, he surfaced to write a piece for a Q magazine special on Bob Dylan that I was editing. I asked him to choose a Dylan album other than one of the supposed classics, and he picked the unloved in-concert album Before the Flood, released in 1974. What he handed in forcefully made the case for a record he saw as a stunning example of live rock music and an extended yell of defiance in an era of decadence and laziness. ‘It’s the penultimate song xviiion the album, “Like a Rolling Stone”, that has the most cut-throat vehemence,’ he wrote. ‘A predictable crowd pleaser if ever there was one, it is performed with anything but complacency – there is none of the conspiratorial, here’s-one-from-when-we-were-all-young-and-foolish smugness that befell artists and audiences alike elsewhere in that decade. The verses are punched out, incrimination by incrimination. The four-man choruses are all but screamed. The next time people heard music this bilious, it was being made by The Clash.’ The album, he said, was the ‘sound of crackling fire, damned insubordination and bloodshot rock’n’roll, and that sound is none the quieter after 26 years.’

         In 2016, amid the great ocean of cant and cliché that followed the death of David Bowie, he wrote a long obituary for Uncut. It was full of singular reflections, not least his observation that Bowie’s songs had always been full of intimations of mortality and a sense of finite time:

         
            Aged only 25, he gave the Earth just five years to survive in The Rise and Fall of Ziggy Stardust and the Spiders from Mars. Six months earlier (‘Changes’), he’d warned the insouciant exemplars of teenage virility (‘look out, you rock’n’rollers’) that the ageing process would begin sooner than they expected … In 1971, in ‘Kooks’, he counselled his son Zowie, newly born and in his crib, to blow his trumpet and face down his bullies while he still had the power of innocence in his lungs. ‘Soon you’ll grow …’

         

         He also perfectly captured how much Bowie had changed the world:

         
            Down here among the damned … we have to get used to not having him around again. Bowie’s ‘anthems for the alienated’, as someone alliteratively called them the other day, have played all day and all night at shrines in London and Berlin, in bedroom shrines, in private. The memories and confessions will always pour out. There was a unity in the prayer of his songs. He made it all right to be an outsider, they say, but look around. Look at the millions of outsiders. No wonder Bowie found it easy to disappear on the pavements of Manhattan. All those Bowies, just like him.

         

         xixOne of this best-ever feats of writing and interviewing appeared in the summer of 2018, when Mojo sent him to Liverpool to meet Ian McCulloch – after forty years, still the singer and leader of Echo and the Bunnymen. Here was another story about success, and having to adjust to life after it. The two of them spent a day and a half together – enough time for Cavanagh to get a strong sense of how McCulloch interacted with his home environment and his own myth. A few passages prove the point:

         
            ‘There he is,’ a voice pipes up behind us. ‘The lead singer of The Cure. Look at the state of him. Remember when he was famous in the ’80s?’ McCulloch turns and ruefully acknowledges the insult. There’s a group of them, snow-white-haired Scouse men in their sixties, drinking at the corner table. We get a couple of pints and go and stand in the corridor. It’s a Friday afternoon, the rain has stopped and the pub is rammed. McCulloch seems preoccupied. He’s been blind-sided by the Cure comment. As put-downs go, it was a good one, and he needs time to think of his response. Just as oceanic rock music is where McCulloch finds his element, so is a Liverpool pub full of hardened drinkers and acidic wits.

            We sit in silence. I look around at the blue guitar, the flat screen and the teddy bear. Somewhere in the house, armies of unseen ants form themselves into battalions. And in the midst of it all, smoking Marlboros on a bed at four in the morning, is a man looking for something to love him back.

            McCulloch is up at 11.30am, pottering around in shorts and pouring himself a brandy. He felt a bit rough earlier, but his hangover cure – a Berocca and a cigarette – has worked nicely. As we sit down for our final interview, something explodes in the fly-killing machine, making a bang like an amplified mousetrap. ‘That’s the sound!’ cries McCulloch, slapping the table in delight. ‘That. Is. The. Sound.’

         

         Around six months after that article was published, Cavanagh ended his own life at a railway station in Bedfordshire. There were tributes and obituaries, but inevitably, other people’s prose could not capture his xxtalent nearly as well as his own work. Those of us who avidly followed his writing sorely miss him. At his best, there was no one who could get near his combination of abilities: to tell human stories, to alert his readers to qualities they had probably missed in music they loved, to introduce them to stuff they didn’t know, and to get to the heart of the strange magic that we occasionally glimpse at gigs and hear in records. My Magpie Eyes Are Hungry for the Prize is one of his masterpieces. If you want to conclusively understand what music can mean to people, start here.

         John Harris, September 2022
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            Prologue: The Indie Dream

         

         When this book was commissioned in 1997, Creation Records still existed. Alan McGee – the founder and self-styled ‘President’ of the label – was looking forward to a third album from Oasis, which seemed certain to bring consolidation and high times to his company. Fourteen years after its first release, Creation had become one of the most famous record labels in the world. Dragged into celebrity, McGee was being hailed as a brilliant entrepreneur–Svengali and had recently been asked to sit on a government cultural industries think tank.

         But as he and I embarked on the marathon sequence of interviews in which he would recount his side of the Creation story, he was reminded of a time – the first 29 years of his life, in fact – when success had eluded him like a buttered eel. These memories were vital, because the key to understanding Alan McGee is not the years when he roared with vindication. It is the decades of disappointment and frustration that went before.

         In 1983 McGee, then twenty-two, opened a music club in central London called the Living Room, booking young guitar bands and out-of-favour punk veterans. That same month, he put out his first record on Creation. These were small gestures, hardly noticed at the time, for the 1980s was a decade of musical division like no other. The chart-pop produced by Britain’s major labels (EMI, CBS, Phonogram, RCA, Polydor) was clean, air-conditioned and technically perfect, but sounded, to those who had come from a punk background like McGee, cynical, lacking in atmosphere and banal. Creation was an independent (or ‘indie’) label; its aim was to provide an alternative to the mainstream by recapturing some of the pop magic of the ’60s and the punky anger of the late ’70s.

         To the consumers of today, ‘indie’ means Travis, Coldplay and Stereophonics, bands that play guitars and don’t sound like Britney 2Spears. But the original meaning of indie was something quite different. It described a culture of independence that was almost a form of protest: a means of recording and releasing music that had nothing to do with the major labels. The groups on indie labels didn’t play the same game as Phil Collins or Eurythmics, and nor did they sound anything like them. Partly because the indies didn’t have much money to spend on recording, and partly because the groups were spirited rather than skilled instrumentalists, indie records often sounded as though they came from a place beneath musical society – an austere underside to the affluent city life bustling above them. When you heard them on John Peel’s Radio 1 show at night, these records moved in shadows and you suspected they would be uncomfortable, or even invisible, in daylight. And so they were. For almost the entirety of the ’80s, the majority of indie bands went unplayed by Radio 1 during the day. With very few exceptions, most of them didn’t sell enough records to get into the charts.

         To many indie acts of that period, signing to a major label would have been the ultimate sellout. But it was also the only chance some of them would ever have of coming off unemployment benefit, and a few signed with lighter hearts than others, risking derision from their peers or – in one or two cases – fantasising about the stardom they imagined awaited them.

         Others had a different dream, however. They dreamed of going it alone, controlling their own destiny and building a new music structure that would be self-sufficient and ethical, the absolute antithesis to the commercially orientated major labels, whose values they despised. And that is the context in which the story of Alan McGee and Creation must be seen.

         Creation was not one of the leading UK indie labels initially, and nor was it one of the first. Throughout its life, it was a reactive rather than proactive label, reflecting McGee’s changing tastes. The reason Creation succeeded where other labels failed is not because McGee is a success and his rivals are all failures, but because he persevered when they gave up; because he took risks while they played safe; and because he found Oasis just when he needed them.

         3The indie revolution in the late ’70s and early ’80s cut the music industry in two, creating both an opening and a vocation for McGee, a man who otherwise might never have been heard of. Certain important developments in the mid-’80s enabled indie labels like Creation to operate as underground irritants and counter-attractions to all that was going on overground, several times making dogged, doomed attempts to wage war on the Top 40. Finally, the events of the late ’80s and early ’90s made it possible for McGee to mount a series of increasingly powerful bids for mainstream acceptance. Then, and only then, did he find the prize he was looking for.

         In this book, I have looked at some of the indie labels that pre-dated Creation, inspired McGee and taught him his life lessons. Four labels were particularly crucial: Postcard, Cherry Red, Whaam! and Rough Trade (which doubled as Creation’s distribution company for many years). In the years in which they were most active and/or influential, Postcard, Cherry Red and Whaam! did not have a single hit record between them. Today, they are unknown save by the cognoscenti. Had they not existed, however, there would have been no (What’s the Story) Morning Glory?, no Screamadelica, no Loveless.

         Geoff Travis and Iain McNay, the founders of Rough Trade and Cherry Red respectively, were indie dreamers and pioneers. Travis is simply a colossus in independent music and his amazing career deserves a book of its own. McNay, who came up with the idea for the indie charts in 1980, is a fascinating individual and a businessman no less ambiguous than the spiritual gurus he followed in the ’80s. Alan Horne at Postcard, Dan Treacy at Whaam! and Mike Alway at Cherry Red were all gifted mavericks who play telling roles in this story. Yet for all their talents, not one of these men made it quite as far as Alan McGee did. If My Magpie Eyes Are Hungry for the Prize proves anything, it is that talent is never enough. To end up where McGee did – not just at number 1 in the charts but in the House of Commons discussing government policy – you need luck, self-belief, arrogance and a streak of ruthlessness to compare with any politician. Oh, and a couple of brothers named Gallagher don’t hurt.

         Did McGee sell out the indie dream? He would argue that he never believed in it for a second. ‘Alan never wanted to be small fry,’ observes 4a former Creation publicist. ‘He was a rough kid from Glasgow and he wanted to succeed in his own right.’ Maybe so, but the nineteen-year-old McGee who arrived in London in 1980 must have been dreaming of something or else he would never have made the journey. What happened to him in London is the story of an outsider becoming an insider; the story of how unpopular music became popular; the story of one man’s independence and how he fought to keep it. My own personal feeling is that, in the twenty-first-century music business at least, stories of independence are history. In every sense of the word.
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            PART ONE

            Creating and Destroying6

         

      

   


   
      
         
7
            1

            The Galvanised Latecomer

         

         During the month of May 1976, the Glasgow Evening Times gave a great deal of coverage to a court case arising from the death of a local teenage glue-sniffer. It was Scotland’s twelfth such fatality since 1970, and all of them had been young. But in the days following the trial Dr Joyce Watson, a medical officer for the Greater Glasgow Health Board, warned that this statistic was only the tip of the iceberg. An estimated 2,000 children in the city – some as young as five – regularly sniffed glue or other legally obtained solvents, and there were 2,000 more doing exactly the same in surrounding towns. From out of nowhere, Greater Glasgow had an epidemic on its hands.

         It was debatable whether the city was ready for a solvent abuse scare. Having seen its hopes of staging the 1984 Olympic Games collapse in cantankerous bickering earlier in 1976, Glasgow was in low spirits generally, and the district council had a perennial struggle to keep the region’s poor image in check. The routine depiction in the London media of Glasgow as a violent, poverty-stricken no-go area had been a matter of grave concern for some time, and the situation had recently deteriorated. A series of damning reports in the mid-’70s had found unusually high incidences in Glasgow of alcoholism, vandalism, worker absenteeism and – shockingly – infant mortality. In 1975, Harold Wilson’s Labour government had been asked to spend £700 million to help eradicate some of the more urgent problems facing what the Glasgow Herald called ‘Britain’s most deprived city’. In the light of such anxieties, Dr Watson’s report on glue-sniffing might very well have gone no further, had it not been for one decisive factor.

         The Evening Times – Glasgow’s six-days-a-week tabloid – was enjoying its centenary year, insofar as it ever enjoyed anything. Conservative and parochial, the Times had been moving through the 1970s as reluctantly as a proprietor of a corner shop trying out the new-fangled supermarket: 8nose crinkled in distaste, eyes narrowing at the prices. It was not a paper for the young. When it tried to be, it invariably revealed a well-meaning ineffectuality. On Saturdays, the city’s various youth clubs would be listed beneath the moth-eaten slogan ‘Read the Times and keep in touch with the young world’. The Wednesday pop column, fogeyishly, would feature a smiling band of thirty-year-old local hopefuls called Whisky Mac, or Sweet Breeze, or Topaz, each one audaciously tipped by the writer for the top. In an effort to underline its importance to Glasgow family life, the Times had lately been promoting its wares vigorously. What better than a campaign to stamp out the menace of teenage glue-sniffing?

         The Evening Times campaign was launched on 10 June 1976. In a leader headlined ‘The Whiff of Death’, the paper itemised the health risks and called for the sale of solvents to be made illegal to under-sixteens. Within twenty-four hours, several politicians and churchmen had declared their support. By the end of that month, the Times was running macabre stories of glue-induced hallucinations and tragedies almost on a daily basis. True, some were not very credible – one article began: ‘Last week a boy bit a dog six times’ – but there was no doubting the veracity of others, and in August another teenager died. The shock seemed to send the Times flying off the rails. It concocted a thin story about four American musicians who had no connection with Glasgow whatsoever, and splashed it all over the front page.

         In the summer of 1976, the only Glaswegians who had heard of punk rock were those who read the London-published weekly music papers Sounds, New Musical Express and Melody Maker. The high-circulation NME had, for almost a year, been reporting on the New York club CBGBs, which had come alive as a focal point for the new rock talent on America’s east coast. Articles in the NME about New York groups such as Television, Talking Heads and the Ramones had become common. To Glaswegians, these bands were completely inaccessible. As interesting and as exotic as they were to read about, none had issued any records in Britain nor played concerts in Scotland.

         The Sex Pistols, who emerged in London in the spring of 1976, were a different matter. For one thing, they were recognisably a product of inner-city Britain, and their folio of anti-authoritarian protests 9and grudges needed no translation for someone growing up in 1970s Glasgow. Just as importantly, their verbal attacks on the music industry resonated poignantly in a city that depended on – and was expected to be grateful for – passing visits from the major London groups.

         But although the angry rhetoric of the Sex Pistols struck a chord north of the border, it appeared somehow to reverberate from a faraway land. Lacking the network of small venues that had launched the Pistols down south, Glasgow was by comparison rooted in the musical dark ages of 1972. ‘The music scene in Glasgow at that point was very much hard rock and progressive rock,’ says Billy Sloan, a local journalist and broadcaster. ‘It was bands playing “Smoke on the Water” and “All Right Now”. Punk took a good six months to get here. Four hundred and fifty miles [from London] doesn’t seem a lot when you’re sitting for an hour on the Shuttle, but in 1976 it could have been Australia.’

         The first punk band to release an album was New York’s Ramones, whose self-titled LP started drifting into Glasgow on import in May 1976. Copies were quickly snapped up by NME readers eager to put a sound to the photographs, and by July the album was widely available. The word of mouth on it was strong: the tunes were abrupt and amusing, yet deceptively conceptual, extrapolating truth and meaning from the plight of the inarticulate urban loser. Ramones became something of a totem for bored Glaswegian youth.

         Somewhere around the middle of August, a journalist on the Evening Times discovered that one song on the album had the title ‘Now I Wanna Sniff Some Glue’. Having reported a glue-related death only days before, the paper furiously demanded the immediate withdrawal of Ramones from Glasgow’s shops, claiming in a front-page editorial: ‘A record on [the subject of ] glue-sniffing is bound to sow the seeds of the idea in the minds of impressionable youngsters.’ The Times explained to its readers that the Ramones’ style of music – punk rock – appealed to people of ‘about sixteen’. The band, its music and its fans were condemned by councillors and local MPs, and by spokesmen for the Greater Glasgow Health Board and the Royal Society for the Prevention of Accidents.

         It was ironic that Glasgow of all cities became the first in Britain to associate punk rock with juvenile delinquency. Arguably, it was the city 10that least tolerated its young people to begin with. Throughout 1976 and 1977, there would be little joy for any Glaswegian who declared himself a punk rocker; as a result, the region’s part in the unfolding punk story would be a mere cameo. Four months before the release of the first Sex Pistols record – and long before a punk concert took place locally – punk rock in Glasgow was doomed.

         Despite being a Labour-controlled body for much of the ’70s, Glasgow District Council was famously and fiercely conservative. Much of the city fathers’ methodology revealed a suspicion of modern thinking, as well as an innate dislike of what could be termed left-field culture. Some of their judgements – for example, their banning in 1971 of Ken Russell’s film The Devils – appeared to cross the line between civic affairs and theology. As teenagers were finding, Glasgow’s social climate of puritanism and prohibition made the city as dull as a town half the size.

         ‘In Glasgow now, there’s a new age of consumer enlightenment,’ says Steven Daly, a musician and journalist who turned sixteen in 1976. ‘There are fabulous bars, places where you can buy any fashions you want, loads of great restaurants … But back then, there was just so little – almost nothing – to do. It’s almost impossible to stress how boring and nullifying it was there. You have to understand that punk rock in Glasgow took place against a backdrop of total repression. There was no record industry. There was nowhere adequate to rehearse. There was no welcome. Nothing was accommodated or accepted. It was like trying to plant a seed on concrete.’

         While the likes of Status Quo, Led Zeppelin and Queen dominated the UK rock market that year, the Sex Pistols made tentative in-roads into the Midlands and the north, playing twice in Birmingham and Manchester, and once in Liverpool. In November, it was announced that the Pistols would undertake a full-scale British tour to promote their debut single, ‘Anarchy in the UK’, including a concert on 15 December at the Glasgow Apollo.

         The world-renowned, 3,500-seat Apollo was a bizarre setting for the city’s inaugural punk gig. Grandiose and extraordinarily atmospheric, it had a creaking balcony, yards upon yards of purple art deco carpet and 11the dimensions of Doctor Who’s Tardis. It was patrolled by the most notorious of security men – these bouncers threw punches if someone so much as rose from his seat. Full of history and spilt blood, the Apollo intimidated audiences and musicians alike. ‘It was the only place I was ever booed on to the stage,’ recalled the Scots singer B. A. Robertson years later. ‘I know a lot of people who never played again after they played the Apollo.’

         On 2 December 1976, the Fleet Street tabloids in England reported that the Sex Pistols, appearing live on a London television show the previous evening, had sworn repeatedly at their middle-aged host, Bill Grundy. As the media storm spread north – prompting the Evening Times, inevitably, to jog its readers’ memories about the glue-crazed Ramones – the Lord Provost of Glasgow, Peter McCann, called the Sex Pistols ‘filth’. The chairman of the council’s licensing committee, Robert Gray, let it be known that he would close the Apollo on the night of the Pistols’ performance, as he believed the audience would be in danger. (This was certainly true. At the mercy of the Apollo bouncers, the audience was almost constantly in danger.)

         In a well-informed editorial on 7 December, the Glasgow Herald commented: ‘So, for Glaswegians, there will be no Johnny Rotten, no nihilism and safety pins (delicately worn in earlobes), no spitting, and none of the other highly unappealing, absurd and adolescent artefacts of the “blank generation”. And few Glaswegians will feel deprived.’

         As for Robert Gray, his reaction was rather more down-to-earth. ‘We feel we have enough problems in Glasgow without importing yobbos,’ he said simply.

         
             

         

         In January 1977, London began to show the first signs of punk ennui. An exasperated NME journalist wrote that month: ‘There can scarcely be anyone left in London who is not a member of a punk rock band.’ In Glasgow, it was a different story. There was hardly anyone who was. Nothing was happening anywhere. Fans of punk rock – there were perhaps a few dozen in the city – relied heavily on the London music papers for information, guidance and vicarious thrills. By March 1977, not a single punk band had played in Glasgow.

         12Gradually – even apologetically – a few such bands managed to slip under the council’s net. In March, the Damned supported T. Rex at a poorly attended gig at the Apollo. A couple of double bills in May brought over the American groups Television, Blondie, Talking Heads and (to the consternation of the Evening Times) the Ramones. For all that, there was no scene – no punk community – and Glasgow languished at least a year behind Liverpool and Manchester.

         ‘The first punk that I saw [in Glasgow] was a guy walking down Royal Exchange Square,’ recalls journalist Tommy Udo, at that time a teenager living in Beith, a short train journey from the city centre. ‘He was wearing a shirt and tie, which was unusual in itself, a skinny black tie. The shirt had numbers from a [rubber] stamp all over it. He looked so different because there was a kind of homogenous late-’70s look in Glasgow: university sweatshirts, aviator sunglasses, flared denim … He had his eyebrows shaved off and this really strange bowl haircut.’

         The punk’s name was Jim Kerr, although he often referred to himself as Pripton Weird. He was one of two singers in a band called Johnny and the Self Abusers, based in Toryglen on Glasgow’s south side. One of the first of the new wave of local groups to play in public, the Self Abusers caused a stir by wearing mascara and using their own light show. By the proletarian standards of 1977, they were decadent and theatrical. ‘They were a good rock and roll band,’ says punk fan John (Jake) Black. ‘It was Lou Reed make-up and all that. And they had a wee Dansette record player with a wee dayglo skull, and they’d turn the record player on and the skull would go round and round. But Jim was already a pompous git, always trying to articulate these big, arty ideas.’ At a concert in the Saints and Sinners pub in St Vincent Street, followers of Johnny and the Self Abusers had smashed glasses and destroyed furnishings, leading to a blanket ban on punks. One place fewer to go at night.

         Jake Black was a sixteen-year-old from a working-class estate in Possilpark, to the north of the city, and a walking example of how punk rock could overturn a young Glaswegian’s life. As a boy, Black had run with a local gang, feeling strong emotional ties to his area. Even as a teenager, he’d seldom ventured further than a mile or two from his 13home. Now, awakened to the Sex Pistols and the seductive dangers of urban punk rock, he was making a beeline for the city centre, where he met former heavy metal kids, disco fans and non-aligned oddballs from every part of Glasgow – all of whom had thrown in their lot with punk.

         For a territorially conscious city like Glasgow, it was a new-look youth trend, de-regionalised, deregulated and mobile. But because it was new, the punks had to keep their wits about them. ‘People wanted to fight you – older people, too,’ says the singer and songwriter Edwyn Collins. ‘I’d be in my teens, and people in their late twenties would be chasing me down Sauchiehall Street and Argyle Street. At this time there were probably only a hundred hardcore people into punk in Glasgow. The majority – the proletariat – hated it. They fucking hated it.’

         Jake Black was well aware of the risks, and much more able to handle the blows than the gangling, effeminate Collins. But with a mind wired on Drynamil pills and fortified wine, Black couldn’t help visualising the vast improvement to Glasgow’s landscape if the punks were to prevail. ‘I thought we were going to change the world,’ he says. ‘I thought we were going to change the face of Glasgow forever.’

         For that to happen, a whole new entertainment scene needed to be created from scratch. Manchester and Liverpool were already giving birth to their own punk bands, punk record labels and punk venues. Yet in Glasgow these were impossibly daunting propositions. The city-wide resistance to punk was compounded by archaic licensing laws, which obliged audiences to remain politely seated while watching a band play – and in any case, there was virtually no active promotion of live music other than at the Apollo.

         Admittedly, new bands were forming. Edwyn Collins was the singer in one of them, the Nu-Sonics, who rehearsed in affluent west-end Bearsden. But the Nu-Sonics never played gigs. Johnny and the Self Abusers were the city’s hottest new attraction, but had no reputation outside Glasgow. Nor did the Exile, who had recorded a self-financed EP; nor the Jolt, an R&B-influenced trio; nor the Backstabbers, a raw outfit inspired by the Stooges. None of these bands came close to rivalling Edinburgh’s Rezillos, let alone Manchester’s Buzzcocks, in terms of profile.

         14Only when punk rock had become a commercial force in the UK singles and album charts was Glasgow finally ignited. On 22 June 1977, the city saw its first proper punk gig when Top 20 recording artists the Stranglers played at the City Hall. For a variety of reasons, it was an absurd and far-reaching occasion.

         The initial thought, when the concert was announced, was that a serious chink had appeared in the council’s armour. To allow the dreaded Stranglers – banned up and down Britain by councils not nearly as sensitive as Glasgow’s – to play in a municipal building seemed an unaccountable lapse of the councillors’ judgement. The Stranglers had shrouded their music in the imagery of violence, were confrontational performers skilled in crowd manipulation, and had had a single, ‘Peaches’, blackballed by Radio 1 for obscenity. Then there was the question of the City Hall security. ‘The Apollo was a very controlled environment – the bouncers were thugs in suits,’ says Tommy Udo. ‘But the City Hall was a council-owned venue. It was policed entirely by old men in commissionaires’ uniforms.’ Glasgow’s punks would really be able to stretch out and get to know each other.

         A month before, Peter McCann had stood down as Lord Provost and been succeeded by Labour councillor David Hodge. Like his predecessor, Hodge wasn’t much of a punk rock enthusiast. Although he had green-lighted the Stranglers concert, he could not afford to be too blasé. Glasgow had recently enjoyed its first public relations triumph in some years when the Queen began her Jubilee tour of Britain with a walkabout in the city. In a bid to keep the goodwill flowing, Hodge had publicly promised a crackdown on troublemakers. With the Stranglers due at the City Hall, he thought it a good idea to send along a chaperon.

         Bill Aitken was a Tory councillor of the old school. The new chairman of the licensing committee, he was, at thirty-one, not much older than the Stranglers’ guitarist Hugh Cornwell. In facial resemblance, however, Aitken was closer to Harold Pinter. As the council’s crack undercover punk agent, he was hard to miss – and he was spotted by fans even before entering the building. ‘Do you think they would take me as a councillor?’ one punk asked him. ‘Listen, son, there are bigger morons than you in the city chambers,’ Aitken was heard to reply.

         15Jake Black was no more a Stranglers fan than Aitken was, but had gone to the concert in the hope of meeting girls. Halfway through the show, when Cornwell gestured to fans in the front rows to climb up and join the band onstage, Black stayed where he was and watched the disorder that ensued. ‘A couple of people got up and were simulating sex,’ he says. ‘There were scuffles, and a bit of pushing and shoving, and then millions of cozzers [police] turned up.’ Seven arrests were made. ‘But it was nothing out of hand,’ Black adds. ‘It wasn’t a full-blown rammie.’ In other words, it was no white riot.

         The following day’s Evening Times reported the events as though a desecration had occurred. ‘Punk rock will never again be heard in any of Glasgow’s theatres or halls,’ it wrote. ‘After a night of paint-spraying, spittle, songs with swear words and home-made “cocktails”, the unanimous verdict from city officials was “never again”.’ Bill Aitken told the paper: ‘It’s a wonder there wasn’t a fatality. Twice the stage was invaded as this crowd, suffering from induced hysteria, went on the rampage.’ David Hodge added: ‘If these people with their depraved minds want to hear this type of thing, fair enough. But let them do it in private.’

         Among the readers of the Evening Times that day was a recent punk convert named Alan McGee. The sixteen-year-old son of a south-side panel-beater, he had been in the audience at the City Hall himself. He read the write-up in the Times with a mixture of excitement and bewilderment.

         
             

         

         The McGees lived in Mount Florida, a neighbourhood of high-rises and tenements overlooking the national football stadium, Hampden Park. Alan, the only son in a working-class family of five, was passionate about music, football and little else. A year before, he had been listening mostly to heavy rock: having experienced the glam explosion – Bowie, Slade, T. Rex – as part of the wide-eyed Top of the Pops generation of 1972–3, he had graduated, as many did, to the long-haired, albums-based groups on the Apollo circuit such as Deep Purple and Uriah Heep, with a smattering of Bob Dylan as an occasional respite from the machismo.

         16Although McGee had read about punk rock in the music papers, he had taken a while to commit himself to it. Tuning in to the local commercial station Radio Clyde in May 1977, he’d heard ‘God Save the Queen’ by the Sex Pistols. He liked its corrosive riff and bitter, risqué lyrics, and looked forward to hearing the song again. Within days, it had been banned by Radio Clyde, by every other commercial station in Britain, by Radio 1, by Top of the Pops and by many chain stores.

         McGee was impressed: the simple emotion of enjoying a pop record had made him a dissident. The following week, he bought three punk singles – ‘God Save the Queen’, ‘Go Buddy Go’/‘Peaches’ by the Stranglers and ‘Sheena Is a Punk Rocker’ by the Ramones. A few days of intensive listening later, he had turned into a fully-fledged zealot. ‘I was religious about punk rock,’ he says. ‘It was the first thing I’d ever believed in.’

         The appeal for McGee was not so much the anti-monarchist howl of ‘God Save the Queen’ as the broader realisation that punk rock was a movement made up of people just like himself. It was music for the white disenfranchised teenager, just as glam rock had been music for their younger, optimistic selves. And by now, at sixteen, McGee was far from optimistic. He was about to leave school, and was under pressure from his parents to take an electrician’s apprenticeship. A serial truant, he had few other prospects.

         ‘My family thought I was a bit of a waster,’ he says. ‘I didn’t talk about it but I felt quite alienated growing up. I was invisible with women. I had red hair with freckles, and glasses. Women were so far off my agenda they didn’t even come into it. So when punk came along, I was like: “I can be part of this. This is my world. I can go along and be accepted.”’ McGee had rolled up at City Hall – it was his first punk gig – with the darting eyes and dry mouth of the galvanised latecomer. Now that he’d seen the Stranglers, he was insatiable for more. But that Evening Times report worried him. Was it all off now?

         In the past, McGee had daydreamed of a career in pop music, without really knowing what he was dreaming about, or having the vaguest idea of how it could be achieved. ‘He never actually spelled it out – “I want to be a pop star,”’ says Colin Dobbins, a friend from Mount Florida. 17‘In the ’70s, if you’d said that, you would have got slagged. It was more that he loved music and wanted to play it.’ After leaving school with one O-level, McGee bought a guitar and decided to form a punk band. Dobbins was unable to help – he worked for Scottish Television and had no spare time. The situation with McGee’s other close friend, Bobby Gillespie, was rather more complicated.

         The son of the prominent SOGAT union official Robert Gillespie, Bobby was a particularly single-minded and emphatic individual by teenagers’ standards. The deeply embedded Glasgow rivalry between Protestants and Catholics was much less important to the Gillespies than it was to other households. ‘I guess our family was unique because my dad was left-wing,’ Bobby suggested in an interview a quarter of a century later. ‘Other people I knew had pictures of the Queen or the Pope on the wall. My dad had a picture of the Black Panthers.’

         A year younger than McGee, Gillespie had turned up on his doorstep one day in 1976 and asked to be taken to a Thin Lizzy concert at the Apollo. The two teenagers developed a friendship as they saw more and more gigs together. ‘Me and Bobby were intense friends, almost like brothers,’ says McGee. ‘Out of the whole crowd of people I grew up with, he was definitely the most interesting. [He was] quite individual in his point of view. He used to do my head in because he was so intense. Often when we were coming back from gigs, I would get off the train two stops early and say I wanted to go for a walk, just so I could stop him talking.’

         Since the football-mad Gillespie, typically, was taking his time before making his mind up about punk, McGee was forced to look further afield for people to join his band. Hooking up with a fellow guitar player, he started a group called the Lunatic Fringe. However, neither of the boys was very competent and rehearsals soon petered out. McGee was obliged to do what his parents had hoped and become an apprentice electrician.

         The city fathers of Glasgow, their fingers burnt by the carnage at City Hall, had meanwhile rallied to head the punks off at the pass. Music Week, a trade magazine published in London, revealed that Glasgow District Council had started refusing licences for live entertainment ‘at 18the last minute’. One punk promoter who said he’d take the risk was warned to expect a police raid. The city was bringing down the shutters.

         For the next two months, at the instigation of Arthur Haggerty, the manager of Bruce’s Record Shop, the nascent Glasgow punk scene moved to the unlikely location of a businessmen’s hotel in Paisley, a town seven miles away. The Silver Thread Hotel had a function room, which it would hire out for weddings and funeral lunches. At night, the room was the setting for a discotheque. By August, as the 6,600 workforce of the nearby Chrysler Linwood plant began construction of the new Sunbeam hatchback, the Silver Thread disco was playing host to punk fans every Wednesday. ‘To put it in perspective,’ says Edwyn Collins, ‘it was a two-hundred-capacity venue which was run by a guy called Disco Harry, who was dressed up as John Travolta and was probably in his mid-to-late forties. He had a medallion and a Hawaiian shirt under a white jacket. It was incredible.’

         As Disco Harry and Arthur Haggerty knew very well, Paisley fell within the jurisdiction of the county of Renfrewshire, where punk concerts had not been outlawed. The two men started booking the cream of the new wave – the Buzzcocks, XTC, Elvis Costello and the Saints – and chartered buses full of punks from Glasgow city centre to the Silver Thread. By September, the hotel was a de facto punk headquarters, and the best gig within forty miles.

         In Mount Florida, Alan McGee was spending long, tedious weeks making tea for the older electricians. On his first day at the firm, they had pinned him to the ground, removed his trousers and underpants, and daubed his genitals with paint. ‘It was an initiation ceremony,’ he remembers. ‘They painted my bollocks with this orange metallic paint – it takes about six weeks to get off – and I took it, so to speak, on the chin. Then as a joke they went to paint me a second time, and I chased them about with a metal bar. After that, I was left alone and put in the corner of, like, “loony”.’

         Unaware of the events at the Silver Thread, McGee was gleaning most of his information about punk from a programme called Street Sounds on Radio Clyde. The DJ, Brian Ford, had a noticeboard service on which local bands could advertise for musicians. Listening one 19evening, McGee learned that the Drains required a bass guitarist. The Drains turned out to be a fifteen-year-old guitar player named Andrew Innes and his next-door neighbour, a drummer. Grammar schoolboys, they made McGee a little uncomfortable; it was not in his nature to fraternise with clever kids like these. However, he had to concede that Innes was easily the most accomplished musician he had met: the skilful guitarist was also able to teach McGee the rudiments of the bass. After engineering the sacking of the drummer for being, as he would later put it, ‘a middle-class twat’, McGee introduced Innes to Bobby Gillespie in the autumn of 1977.

         Glasgow’s two-month moratorium on punk had brought an unexpected wave of sympathy from some of the movement’s former opponents. One or two councillors even admitted to the papers that punks were – when you looked behind the spiky hair and safety pins – no worse than football supporters. At a council meeting towards the end of August, permission was granted for the Clash to play at the Apollo in October. McGee and Colin Dobbins were in the audience that night, and with them was Bobby Gillespie. ‘The Clash were the most exciting thing I had ever seen in my life,’ says McGee. ‘They stood like stormtroopers across the stage, man, it was unbelievable. Better still, Bobby had caught punk and was massively into it.’

         Speaking to NME in 1989, Gillespie recalled the following incident from his Glasgow past: ‘There were these hippies who used to live across the road from me. They were into Yes, Genesis, Joni Mitchell … They used to scream abuse at me because I bought records by the Clash and Sex Pistols, so I set fire to their house in the name of rock ’n’ roll because they were complacent, soulless, dope-smoking deadheads, too stoned to live …’

         Whether or not this really happened – and the extraordinary phraseology suggests it ought to be taken with a pinch of salt – it is undeniable that Gillespie was consumed by punk. A late starter even for Glasgow, he was transformed into a true believer, astonishing his friends. ‘He was born again. He was obsessed,’ says McGee. The wiry Gillespie was soon persuaded that he had star quality as a singer, and was talked into joining a new band called Captain Scarlet and the Mysterons.

         20‘We’d go round to Innes’ house and get drunk,’ Gillespie later recalled. ‘McGee would have a bass and Innes would have a guitar – they’d be playing, like, Pistols songs and Clash songs, Jam songs, and I’d be rolling around on the floor screaming “No Fun” or “White Riot” … But even then I didn’t think I wanted to be a singer.’

         In November 1977, with the city’s doors now opened to visiting punk bands, a record was released that recalled the restriction and fear of the previous spring. ‘Saints and Sinners’, a single by Johnny and the Self Abusers, commemorated the trashing of the St Vincent Street venue by overexcited first-wave punks. Shortly before the record came out, however, the Self Abusers split up. A few of the members advertised for fresh faces to join their new band. Seeing an opportunity to break out of his Mount Florida doldrums, Alan McGee phoned the number and was invited to a house in Toryglen to try out for the role of rhythm guitarist. In less than an hour, he was on his way horne. He had failed his audition for Simple Minds.
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            The Sound of Young Scotland

         

         When John Peel opened the package containing the first single by a group called the Television Personalities in 1977, he was amused to see that the covering letter was signed ‘Nicholas Parsons’. Whoever the sender was, it was unlikely to be the prim host of ITV’s Saturday-evening quiz show Sale of the Century. The note went on to list the members of the Television Personalities as Hughie Green, Bruce Forsyth and Bob Monkhouse: stolid pillars of light entertainment all. That night on his Radio 1 show, Peel played the single – a shambolic slice of tower-block angst entitled ‘14th Floor’ – and read out the letter for good measure.

         The Television Personalities lived in Chelsea, the birthplace of punk in England. Dan Treacy, the band’s singer and main writer, had watched the story unfold from his parents’ seventh-floor flat in the King’s Road, situated at a diagonal to Malcolm McLaren and Vivienne Westwood’s boutique, Sex. Further up the King’s Road was the Roebuck, the pub where Johnny Rotten had first been introduced by McLaren to Steve Jones, Paul Cook and Glen Matlock. Opposite Sex was the laundrette where Treacy’s mother worked during the day, and which was used by some of the Pistols’ entourage.

         In 1977, as the notoriety of Sex and the Sex Pistols spread, the King’s Road became the centrepoint and commercial heartland of punk. To the irritation of those living locally, the area was invaded at weekends by swarms of punks with safety pins, dog collars and leather jackets, heading in a two-way parade towards Sex at the westernmost end and Sloane Square tube station to the east. ‘The first six months was just total shock horror,’ Dan Treacy recalled in 1986. ‘People were scared to go out on a Saturday.’

         Treacy and his fellow Television Personalities Joe Foster and Ed Ball were punk fans to a degree – they had seen gigs by the Pistols, the Clash, the Stranglers and the Damned at early stages in their careers – but the 22cartoon-like aspect of the King’s Road at weekends had convinced them that the movement now merited an injection of satire. ‘It didn’t take long for the whole punk thing to become a tabloid farce,’ says Ed Ball. ‘I saw the Pistols on So It Goes and thought they were exciting. But the cynicism was there in us quite early on.’

         Once they had learned the basics of how to make their own record (from a brief correspondence with a south London group called the Desperate Bicycles), the Television Personalities made ‘14th Floor’ with money saved by Treacy from his job at Swan Song, a record company owned by Led Zeppelin. Unbeknown to Robert Plant and Jimmy Page, they effectively bankrolled the first musical steps taken by their tea boy.

         The Television Personalities’ name was both an afterthought and a signifier. Chosen by Treacy as he was composing his letter to John Peel, it had the effect of sounding at once groovy and perverse: punks weren’t supposed to like middle-aged TV hosts, let alone use their names as aliases. However, Treacy’s wheeze was wholly in keeping with the oblique worldview of these partly overdeveloped, partly naive teenagers. It was particularly germane to boys who had grown up in Chelsea, a chichi area since the 1960s. Even in the mid-’70s, the King’s Road had retained the fashion influence of the previous decade. There was a plethora of clothes shops, and stars from sport and TV were a frequent sight. ‘[Footballers] Peter Osgood and Alan Hudson drank in the Chelsea Drugstore pub,’ says Ball. ‘I remember seeing John Cleese walking down the King’s Road in 1972 or 1973, going to a restaurant. He was dressed quite bizarrely in his Ministry of Silly Walks suit, with a flower sticking out of his buttonhole.’

         As children in the ’60s, the three friends had been shaped by series such as The Prisoner and The Avengers. In their teens, they had discovered and become passionate about ’60s movies depicting Swinging London – Smashing Time, The Knack, Georgy Girl – as well as mod and psychedelic music (the Who, the Pink Floyd) and pop art. In the three principal characters in Lindsay Anderson’s film If …, they had found parallels to their own eccentric relationships and to their hated Catholic school, the London Oratory. ‘I don’t think we wanted to relive the ’60s,’ says Ball. ‘We wanted to be of our time. But the idea of being an anachronism, 23and the faddy coolness of being isolated, were very appealing.’ Or as Joe Foster puts it: ‘We thought it would be pretty nice to be a boy and not have to be a man.’

         For these reasons, the Television Personalities were appreciably stranger in their attitude to culture than many of the punk bands springing up around them. ‘We were always interested in being a peculiar band,’ says Foster. ‘We were interested in being either a really weird psychedelic band, or something like Roxy Music that would have some weird instrument in there somewhere.’ The simplicity of punk rock let the Television Personalities off the hook, removing the need to become proficient as musicians and enabling them to articulate their oddness in an elementary one–two–three–four idiom.

         John Peel not only played ‘14th Floor’ on his radio show, he also wrote about it in his weekly column for Sounds, twinning it with ‘Read About Seymour’, a single by a Midlands band called Swell Maps which had come out at the same time. The two records shared a sense of fun and games, Swell Maps’ single ending in much banging and clattering, as if the band had suddenly started fighting. ‘14th Floor’ was sung by Treacy with the cockney impudence of TV’s Please Sir!, a world of graffiti’d walls, flicked rulers and shouts of ‘oy-oy!’ disturbing the classroom hush. Neither Swell Maps nor the Television Personalities were yet known nationally, and gigs by either band were extremely rare.

         For their second release, in 1978, the Television Personalities spent £22 and four hours recording an EP that wittily pinpointed the childish, points-scoring nature of being a metropolitan punk fan. Named after the LWT presenter who had conducted the infamous interview with the Sex Pistols, the Where’s Bill Grundy Now? EP was released on the band’s own King’s Road label. But it was soon apparent that the demand for the record was exhausting the Television Personalities’ resources. They were going to need help.

         
             

         

         Taking advantage of Glasgow’s new mood of tolerance, Arthur Haggerty of Bruce’s Record Shop gave up his involvement in the Silver Thread Hotel and began to promote punk concerts within Glasgow itself. At Christmas 1977, he organised a gig by the Backstabbers – whom he also managed 24– but this disintegrated into violence when gatecrashers stormed the stage. In January, Haggerty tried his luck with reggae, booking Birmingham’s Steel Pulse to play in Satellite City, a disco above the Apollo, with three local groups making up the bill. In the audience that night was a nineteen-year-old Glasgow University botany student named Alan Horne.

         Horne came from Saltcoats, an unexciting holiday resort on the west coast of Scotland. As a child, he had aspired to be a jockey, but a difficult adolescence had sent him retreating into his shell with severe shyness and depression. Obsessed with movies and music, of which he had an encyclopaedic knowledge, the lisping, bespectacled youth indulged in elaborate fantasies of show business, success and power.

         Shortly before accepting his university place in 1976, Horne took drastic steps to confront his shyness head-on. Packing a rucksack, he embarked alone on a rail journey through Europe, forcing himself to approach strangers with an unfamiliar assertiveness. When he returned to Saltcoats, he was almost unrecognisable. His timid personality had veered to the opposite extreme – he was a verbally aggressive, witheringly sarcastic, arrogant bully.

         These changes brought him perfectly into line with the point-of-sale hostility of punk, and he began to be noticed on the Glasgow music scene the following year. He would hang around in Bruce’s Record Shop with a notebook, sneering at the stupidity of the shop’s clientele. ‘He was really obnoxious,’ recalls the Backstabbers’ guitarist James King. ‘He was offensive to your face. But it wasn’t the kind of offensiveness that made you want to beat the shit out of him. You just thought: who is this dick?’

         Horne attended punk gigs as and when they were drip-fed to Glasgow, enjoying the police presence, the element of danger, the paranoia. ‘Everybody was scared and watching everybody,’ he remembers. ‘It was a really uptight experience.’ As an uptight person himself, Horne had found his milieu. To his delight, a rumour circulated that he had walked into the Stranglers’ dressing room and berated them for being a bunch of phonies. Suddenly, he had a reputation.

         But although it suited Horne’s purposes to be respected as a card-carrying militant punk, he was actually nothing of the kind. Bored with almost all punk music, he was also contemptuous of the consensus 25politics that went with it. Where Mount Florida’s Alan McGee saw in punk a broad church where everyone was welcome, Horne saw dim-witted dogma that lacked humour – and for Horne, there were few crimes more heinous than lacking humour. Believing that a new generation of outrageous bands was needed to recapture the original spirit of the Sex Pistols, he pinned his hopes on a young group called Oscar Wild, which, by the by, included Alan Horne on vocals. Throughout 1977, Horne dipped into his university grant to finance Oscar Wild, but it was not a sound investment. A luckless five-piece, they played only one concert in their short lifetime – in Troon in Ayrshire, to an audience of bikers.

         But if Horne had virtually given up on punk, its sister genre – reggae – still held his interest. He had been running a weekly reggae disco, Channel One, and had been intrigued to learn that Arthur Haggerty was planning to bring Steel Pulse to Glasgow. Horne didn’t like the band as such, but he admired the artful Haggerty and suspected the gig might be fun. He arrived at Satellite City just in time to catch the first of the support groups.

         They were an unusual bunch. The singer–guitarist wore a dark blue Marks & Spencer velvet jacket, quite a stylish touch for a Glasgow punk. He also had his right arm in a sling, which Horne presumed to be some kind of art statement. They began their set with ‘We’re Gonna Have a Real Good Time Together’ by the Velvet Underground, another point in their favour. It meant they had heard 1969: The Velvet Underground Live, a very cool record to own in 1978. However, they were musically untogether and ungainly, and the crowd hated them.

         For one song, they brought a friend onstage. As the band improvised, the friend shouted a refrain from a recent hit by Chic: ‘Yowsa yowsa yowsa! I wanna boogie witchoo! Yowsa yowsa yowsa! I wanna boogie witchoo!’ The audience hooted and yelled, but Horne knew that he was watching something revolutionary for Glasgow. ‘They had a magical hipness,’ he recalls. ‘The Velvets and chart disco – the best white and the best black rhythm-guitar sound. I had to get to know them.’

         The band was the Nu-Sonics, fronted by Edwyn Collins. With a handful of gigs to their name, they were the artiest, most fey group in the city. While their peers were writing songs about housing estates, or 26playing Clash covers, the Nu-Sonics provoked a reaction with the theme tune from the Mary Tyler Moore Show. ‘They weren’t like any of the other Glasgow bands,’ says journalist Tommy Udo, who was at Satellite City that night. ‘I’d never seen anyone as camp as Edwyn Collins in front of a Glasgow audience. There was total abuse: “You fucking poof!”’

         The Nu-Sonics stayed in Horne’s memory, and five months later he and Edwyn Collins met for the first time at a David Bowie concert in the Apollo. There was considerable friction. The Nu-Sonics needed all the fans they could get, but they had good reason not to consort with Horne: he was rumoured to be flirting with Nazism. After the Satellite City gig, he’d spoken to the Nu-Sonics’ drummer Steven Daly (who informed him that Collins’ sling was not an art statement at all – he had cut his hand accidentally with a Stanley knife), and Daly had reported back to a shocked Collins that Horne sported a swastika badge. Horne had also suggested to Daly that the Nu-Sonics play the ‘yowsa yowsa yowsa’ song at their next gig, only this time with Horne dressed in lederhosen and singing ‘Springtime for Hitler’ from The Producers. Collins wanted nothing to do with the idea.

         In the Apollo foyer, Horne, podgy and pugnacious in Harris tweed and a black beret, glimpsed the tall, plaid-shirted Collins standing nearby. ‘Look at that fucking lanky wimp – you’re John Boy Walton,’ he said loudly. ‘Shut your mouth, fat boy,’ retorted Collins. At this, Horne began to giggle.

         ‘He was very, very awkward,’ Horne recalls. ‘He was John Boy Walton. But I knew he was also Jonathan Richman. And that was really weird because Jonathan Richman’s a one-off. You just don’t meet people like that. It wasn’t like a copy thing. [Edwyn] just was that way. I was captivated by him.’

         Like Horne, Collins was tiring of punk rock. Initially excited by literate New York acts like Television and Richard Hell, he’d grown disillusioned with the more populist and clichéd British bands, and now felt as excluded as he had in 1975, when everyone at school had been carrying Pink Floyd’s Wish You Were Here. ‘I was the posh, boho end of Glasgow punk,’ he says. ‘A lot of the hardcore types thought I was a snobby dilettante.’ Most of them assumed – wrongly – that he was gay.

         27The Nu-Sonics had rejected punk’s yob-like orthodoxy, as Collins believed the best English bands had: his favourites were the Buzzcocks, the eccentric Subway Sect and the all-female Slits. The Nu-Sonics’ problem was that Glasgow, being a year behind the times, had only just familiarised itself with the orthodoxy, and a backlash generated in middle-class Bearsden would be unlikely to muster much support.

         Though fearful of Horne’s suspected Nazi sympathies, Collins went along to the large Victorian flat in Glasgow’s student neighbourhood where Horne lived, to see if it had potential as a Nu-Sonics rehearsal space. As he and Horne got talking, Collins’ worries abated and he began to laugh out loud. This was not a racist. This was a full-blown misanthrope. Horne showed him copies of Swankers, a fanzine he published and distributed to local shops. It was a virulent, nihilistic piece of work whose singular aim, Horne explained, was to ridicule and infuriate his flatmate, Oscar Wild’s guitarist Brian Taylor – or, as the Warhol-influenced Horne had renamed him, Brian Superstar. Swankers was full of stories about Superstar, each one grossly libellous.

         ‘It was a horrible, horrible fanzine,’ says Collins. ‘The thing that was probably most offensive was he had this picture [headlined] “Carnage at Auschwitz”, with a caption he’d written at the bottom of the page saying: “Good carnage, but not great carnage”. Horrible, nasty, student humour. But he put a lot of effort into it. I think he made about three issues – solely to annoy Brian Superstar. That’s the kind of person he was.’

         Behind his Milky Bar Kid veneer, Horne was deceptively dangerous, a troubled soul too ruinous and loveless even for the most gratuitous excesses of punk. Steven Daly comments: ‘Alan’s whole drive in life – his animus – was … It’s like when your schoolteacher would say to you: “You just want to spoil it for everybody else.” That’s all Alan wanted to do. He didn’t want any of that right-wing bullshit. He didn’t want to join any organisation. He just wanted to spoil it for everybody else.’

         By 1979, Collins was Horne’s wry lieutenant and co-conspirator. Two effete misfits – one heterosexual, one secretly gay – in a graceless time and place, they were united, in Horne’s phrase, ‘by a complete loathing of all the naffness around us’. Whatever the Nu-Sonics did next, it was certain that Horne would be involved.

         28‘There was a sea change in ’79,’ says Collins. ‘Nobody was interested in what punk had become. It seemed to arty types like us to be a debasement. All of a sudden you got the identikit Sid Vicious look in Glasgow. Everyone was wearing leather jackets, bondage trousers and spiky hair. Suddenly it was all clones, and they’d look at you aggressively because you were carrying an umbrella.’

         In May, the Nu-Sonics started to perform under a new name, Orange Juice. The sweet-toothed appellation mocked the thuggishness of the Sham 69-type bands whose popularity in Glasgow had snowballed. All over the city, slow-off-the-mark punks were making up for lost time with a shower of phlegm every night. ‘I did a gig at Partick Borough Hall,’ recalls James King. ‘This was after spitting at gigs had become unfashionable in London. I came offstage and my trousers were filthy from being gobbed on. As far as the audience were concerned, it was still 1977.’

         When Orange Juice played at the Glasgow School of Art, they had pints of beer thrown at them and were threatened with a beating. The assailants were a duo called the Dyeletics, furious because Orange Juice wouldn’t let them sing an impromptu song of their own. ‘We were going to give them a doing when they got offstage. Then we felt sorry for them. They were all nice boys,’ Jake Black of the Dyeletics says.

         Jake Black’s crowd of first-wave Glasgow punks had watched aghast as the movement went first commercial, then professional – to the point where Siouxsie and the Banshees’ second album sounded to them like progressive rock. Black had recognised the members of Orange Juice from the Satellite City club eighteen months before, but took some convincing that their Velvet Underground-indebted noise was the way forward for Glasgow.

         ‘The Nu-Sonics had been one of the worst bands ever,’ he says. ‘They thought they were doing all this twee pop music with nice melodies, but it was just this mad thrash. And early Orange Juice was like that as well. The very early gigs were frenetic. They were obsessed with that Velvets’ guitar sound – pure tin. Ed [Collins] was gifted, but they were all self-taught boys, they weren’t musos. And they cultivated that Andy Warhol’s Factory look. Ed had his big fringe and that. It was Cuban heels, tight 29denims and turtlenecks. Ed was the first guy that I saw wearing Ray-Bans as a fashion accessory, which were not considered cool in 1979.’

         But although Orange Juice were shrill and amateurish in concert, something important was happening behind the scenes. They were being given a crash course in Alan Horne’s ‘magical hipness’, absorbing the best pop, rock and soul records from the ’60s and ’70s, which Horne had been collecting since his early teens. ‘He had accumulated a huge box, a huge chest of 45s,’ says Collins. ‘One column was all the Elektra singles: Love and the Doors. Then he would have all the Kinks EPs, the Small Faces’ “Here Come the Nice” and all the rest. Then he’d have all the records on blue [label] Stax, a few Northern Soul singles … He had a huge frame of reference. If you wanted to go and hear rare Dylan things, or something like “Different Drum” by the Stone Poneys, he would have it in his box. He read magazines religiously. He was fanatical about music.’

         Another influence on Orange Juice was the preppiness, or weird ‘straightness’, of Talking Heads. Drummer Steven Daly actually looked like a Talking Head: smart, clean-cut, rather abnormally normal. As the sensible member of Orange Juice – he had a job as a civil servant – Daly was wary of Horne’s growing influence on the band, and particularly on Collins. ‘Steven had no confidence in Edwyn,’ says Horne. ‘He thought he was an idiot. The side of Edwyn that I thought was a star, Steven thought was an arsehole … The group was always in a state of collapse.’

         Like a Hydra-headed Professor Higgins, Horne indirectly and directly pushed Collins and Orange Juice in a variety of musical directions. Their rhythmic bedrock was the motorised wrist action of Lou Reed in the Velvet Underground of 1969. From Philadelphia soul, they took their dance-orientated beat and a lightness of touch. Already overreaching, and with little thought of expediency, they threw in diverse elements of ’60s pop, American west coast folk-rock and Nashville country music. In theory, they were mixing roots they did not have with techniques they could not emulate. In essence, they were juxtaposing forms that resisted juxtaposition. What gave it legitimacy, aside from the fact that Horne and Collins seemed to like the results, was the context of British alternative music in 1979.

         30Out of punk’s sinister atmosphere had emerged a compelling new strand of rock that had outgrown the petulant ululations of 1977 and slowed itself down to the pulses of dub reggae, Roxy Music, American funk or – most unhurried of all – the sombre ice-shifts of David Bowie’s Berlin albums Low and Heroes. In many groups, the synthesizer or the saxophone had replaced the guitar as the lead instrument. Magazine, Public Image Ltd, the Pop Group, Joy Division, the Human League and the Gang of Four – some of the most acclaimed bands of the period – had shaken off punk’s fetters to produce landmark records in 1978–9. Post-punk music, as it was speculatively tagged, had no ground rules but it did have certain distinctive characteristics. The records often came in cryptic, shadowy sleeves. The titles of the songs were inclined to be psyche-related and of one-word length. And the lyrics would contemplate alienation, paranoia and morbidity. Intensely ideas-based, post-punk music appealed to four judicious, overlapping audiences: intelligent teenagers, ex-punks, young males and students. Crucially, it had the backing of the weekly rock press and Radio 1’s John Peel.

         Orange Juice both belonged in this changing world and stood back from it. Horne, who had had enough alienation to last him a lifetime, loathed at least three of the aforementioned post-punk groups. Moreover, the lyrics of Collins’ songs were not dark or gloomy in the slightest – on the contrary, they were amusing and romantic. But the nationwide shift towards a more abstract underground music had done Horne and Orange Juice two big favours. It had educated the palate of the listeners, giving them a taste for records that had an edge – be it a slightly out-of-tune vocal or a jarring clash of musical components – and thereby an all-important cachet of modernism. And secondly, it had placed several key people in the media who would go out on a limb for a band in the regions that was doing something a little different.

         The dilemmas that faced Orange Juice on their home turf – where crowds reacted with disdain and promoters thought twice of booking them – would soon cease to matter.

         
             

         

         In the 1960s, both Glasgow and Edinburgh had enjoyed thriving live music circuits. However, in neither city was there a pop industry as 31such, and few outlets existed for bands to make records. One or two independent labels had been started around the time of R&B and Merseybeat, notably Alp (short for Andy Lothian Productions, a leading Scottish promoter of the day), which secured a national distribution deal with Polydor and received some Radio Luxembourg support in 1966 for a single by the Perth-based Vikings. But in 1967, when Alp folded, the Vikings were forced to join the trail of Scottish bands heading south.

         With these acts, the same story was repeated again and again. A major London record company, seeing a passion and a fire in Scottish groups that their English counterparts often lacked, would bring them down to record a single. The band would make the journey with high hopes; many of the Scottish hit-makers of the following decade – Gerry Rafferty, Frankie Miller, Alex Harvey, Gallagher and Lyle – had brief stints on London labels in the mid-’60s. The trouble was that disc jockeys in England would not play records by unknown Scots.

         By the end of the ’60s, live music in Glasgow and Edinburgh was dying out in the face of gang violence, venue closures and the end of the dancehall boom. Glasgow’s stringent licensing laws all but killed off its music scene. During the first half of the ’70s, the only record labels in Scotland were those that served the folk community – the ‘haggis and heather’ scene. To achieve commercial success in those years – as Nazareth, the Bay City Rollers, the Sensational Alex Harvey Band and the Average White Band all did – it was necessary to leave Scotland and relocate to London or America. And although punk rock inspired plenty of Scots to form bands in 1977, very few amounted to anything outside Scotland.

         Only the Skids from Fife – signed by Virgin in 1978, on the day that British Rail’s Intercity 125 cut the journey to London by a critical three hours – and the Rezillos, from Edinburgh, made a dent nationally. ‘There wasn’t any confidence in Scottish music,’ says Edwyn Collins. ‘Even when the Rezillos had a national profile, people didn’t really take them very seriously. It didn’t seem like any of the groups could actually build a career.’ And besides, as Jake Black points out, there was a deep suspicion among Scottish punks of any band that sought to make its 32name in London. ‘Everybody was reactionary towards the idea of people becoming commercially successful,’ he says. ‘That was not de rigueur. You would be betraying your local following if you were to get sucked into the corporate quagmire in England.’

         Realistically, a Scottish band could not afford to ignore London, assuming it possessed a modicum of ambition. But in 1977, ignoring London was precisely what Lenny Love, an Edinburgh-based promotions rep for Island Records, was obliged to do. He was the manager of the Rezillos, Edinburgh’s own manic boy–girl outfit surfing the punk wave. Once the Rezillos had built up a following in the city, Love tried to interest the major London labels, only to meet with scorn and incomprehension. No one was ready for Scottish punk, it seemed. Back in Edinburgh, Love explained his predicament to his friend Bruce Findlay, owner of the Bruce’s Record Shop chain. Findlay had himself taken a young band under his wing – the Valves – and was planning to bypass the London companies and start his own indie label north of the border. He advised Love to do the same.

         In the summer of 1977, Love founded Sensible Records – the first punk/new wave label in Scotland – and pressed up a few thousand copies of ‘Can’t Stand My Baby’, a single by the Rezillos. He found a distributor, Scotia, which served the Scottish market. Then, like every other indie label owner in Britain, Love sat back and waited for John Peel to play his record. The Rezillos were fortunate: Peel loved the song.

         Soon Love had a national buzz. Scotia started shipping ‘Can’t Stand My Baby’ to Rough Trade – London’s foremost indie record shop – in batches of hundreds. Within a few weeks, ‘Can’t Stand My Baby’ had hit 7,000 sales and rising, and Love was hanging on for dear life. ‘It was great that Scotland had local bands that could justify having their own records out,’ he says. ‘I didn’t really think about England, or anywhere else in the world for that matter. I didn’t expect [the record] to sell outside Edinburgh, to tell you the truth.’

         But England was where it counted, and when Bruce Findlay launched his own label, Zoom, in September, it was clear that England did not care for anything he had to offer. ‘I saw the immediate punk explosion falter,’ Findlay later recalled, ‘and I knew Zoom had to get financial 33support to survive.’ He took a band called the Zones to a London label, Arista, in 1978, and later that same year delivered a second act, Simple Minds. Findlay took on Simple Minds’ management in 1980. The job had once been turned down by Arthur Haggerty.

         Lenny Love returned home one night in 1977 to find a message on his answering machine from Seymour Stein, the head of Sire Records in America. Stein, who had signed Talking Heads and the Ramones in 1976, was one of the New York punk scene’s chief executives and he wanted the Rezillos for Sire. When he got them, it was the end of Sensible.

         The spotlight now fell on Bob Last, an Englishman studying in Edinburgh who had been the Rezillos’ road manager. Inspired by the eye-catching use of collage on an early Buzzcocks sleeve, Last started the Fast Product label in December 1977 with the intention of combining music and design in hard-hitting audio-visual packages. Fast Product’s house style, a farrago of humorously incongruous slogans and photographs, attracted the sort of aficionado who liked records to look arty and highbrow, but it also talked a language that the market in general was becoming used to hearing. In essence, this said: records should be brilliant for an instant, relevant for a moment and forgotten in a flash. Quite the most knowing indie label of its time, Fast Product was manna to the choosy new wave collector. As Brian Hogg noted in his book All That Ever Mattered: The History of Scottish Rock and Pop: ‘[Fast Product’s] notion of corporate identity encouraged fans to buy every release – complete the set, so to speak – irrespective of artist, or, more perversely, merit.’

         Putting the icing on the post-modernist cake, Fast Product was a Scottish label whose roster consisted almost entirely of English bands. In a display of enlightened largesse that most record companies would have thought suicidal, Last actively encouraged these bands to leave Fast Product if they received a better offer – and the Gang of Four and the Human League did just that. After licensing a single for UK release by San Francisco punks the Dead Kennedys, Fast Product wound itself down at the beginning of 1980.

         If Last had shown that he could run a chic Scottish indie label that also meant something in England, this still didn’t get around the fact 34that nobody had ever done it in Glasgow. The man who would do it – Alan Horne – was not the type to be influenced by an Edinburgh intellectual such as Last. Horne’s motivation would come in time, but it had to be idiomatic of Horne. It had to be bloody-minded. It had to be perverse. And above all, it had to be mean-spirited.

         Orange Juice hardly played any more in Glasgow, and were to all intents and purposes an art-school secret. Wearing his managerial hat, Horne ordered them to get professional or risk missing their chance. An offended Steven Daly left the band in 1979 and swore never to talk to Horne again. To show Orange Juice what kind of business acumen they were losing, Daly motivated himself to finance, release and promote two singles – one by an Edinburgh band called Josef K, and one by the Fun Four, a Glasgow group comprised of Daly and three ex-Backstabbers. From his desk at the Maryhill DHSS, where he worked as a clerk, Daly priced studios, contacted sleeve-printers and approached a pressing plant, ordering 1,000 copies of each single.

         Horne’s curiosity was roused. If Daly could do all of that unaided, he thought to himself, it surely couldn’t be so difficult. Hmmm … The scheming Horne volunteered to drive Daly to the pressing plant in London and helped him distribute copies to Rough Trade and John Peel, using the long car journey to sweet-talk Daly into rejoining Orange Juice. ‘We’ll make a record ourselves, Steven,’ he promised. ‘But we can’t do it without you.’ And it’ll be miles better than either of yours, he added to himself.

         With bad grace, Daly agreed to return to Orange Juice and play drums on the first single to be released on Postcard, a label launched by Horne. Horne’s dreams for Postcard were as petty as they were grandiose. He wanted to obliterate Daly’s two singles – but he also envisaged a seethingly productive school of excellence that would not only recreate the bohemian spirit of the Factory under Warhol, but also bear comparison, ultimately, with two of the most illustrious homes-of-the-hits in black American history.

         ‘The label was based along the lines of Stax and Motown,’ Edwyn Collins told Brian Hogg. ‘Alan saw himself as a cross between Berry Gordy and Andy Warhol.’ Nor was Horne joking. ‘I was thinking: well, 35there’s all that [music] there, and we’re going to come in here and be the main thing, and all that will just go away,’ he says. ‘Echo and the Bunnymen? The Clash? Joy Division? They won’t matter. They’ll all fade away. All that shite: gone.’

         In an eight-track studio below a tailor’s shop in Paisley, Orange Juice recorded their debut single, ‘Falling and Laughing’, for just under £100. The tiny budget exposed all the flaws in the performance – wayward tunefulness, erratic drumming, structural fragility – but these were pardonable blemishes for the post-punk times. Towering above them, in any case, was the extraordinary presence of Collins, whose fruity vocal and arch, cleverly rhymed lyric were completely new for Scotland. Slurring his way down a slalom of unexpected chord changes, he made it hard to guess his true age. Twenty years old, he sounded younger and strikingly gauche. It was the voice of – as one journalist would put it – ‘lovesick schoolboys’; the voice of John Gordon Sinclair in the hit Scottish film of the following year, Gregory’s Girl.

         Exhilarated by the recording, Orange Juice and Horne pressed up around 1,000 copies of ‘Falling and Laughing’, of which roughly 200 were circulated to shops, radio stations and fanzines in Glasgow and Edinburgh. The remaining 800 were put in the boot of Horne’s father’s Austin Maxi as Horne and Collins headed for London.

         Their first visit was to Rough Trade, the leading indie emporium in the south of England. Opened as a reggae-and-imports record shop in 1976, it had moved into distribution in 1977 and – in 1978 – started its own label, Rough Trade Records. The company’s founder and label boss, Geoff Travis, was a Cambridge graduate with a Jimi Hendrix Experience-style Afro and an intense whisper of a voice. Horne and Collins knew that he was a man who could potentially be of great value to them. In his undemonstrative way, Travis was just as important a figure in indie music as John Peel.

         Travis played ‘Falling and Laughing’ on the spot, liked it and agreed to take 300 copies. Horne and Collins were delighted. Getting back in the car, they called in at Small Wonder – another London indie shop – who told them the single was terrible but took 100 anyway. They returned to Glasgow in good cheer.

         36But now Horne came to the hurdle at which every Glasgow label before Postcard had fallen: making headway with the London media. Horne knew that a rave review in the NME, Sounds or Melody Maker could make the difference between an indie hit and a lonely wait on Rough Trade’s shelves. He and Collins drove back to London the next week, walking into the offices of the music papers one by one.

         At the NME, they left a copy of ‘Falling and Laughing’ for Danny Baker, a well-known fan of soul music. At Melody Maker, Sounds, Smash Hits and even Cosmopolitan, they introduced themselves as the two brightest sparks north of London – why, they were musicians, entrepreneurs, fanzine editors, label managers and talent-spotters. ‘I remember walking into Melody Maker and looking at the place, and it was all hippies,’ says Horne. ‘I thought there’d be a punk somewhere, just somebody of our age. They were all old men in cowboy boots.’ At each destination, he and Collins took care to stress their youth and their foreignness, presuming that no journalist would want to miss out on the breaking story of Glasgow’s pop renaissance.

         That evening, they cold-called John Peel at Broadcasting House. The avuncular Peel was used to unannounced visits from young bands and made a point of listening to every record he was given. He was liked and respected by the punk generation, which made what happened next all the more exceptional. ‘I waited in the foyer while Alan went up to see him,’ says Collins. ‘This was about fifteen minutes before Peel was due on the air at ten o’clock. And I know what Alan said to him because Peel repeated the conversation on the air the next night. Alan said: “Listen, all that Liverpool stuff you play – the Bunnymen and the Teardrop Explodes – that’s all just a nice bore.” That was one of Alan’s favourite phrases at the time – “a nice bore”. He said: “You always catch on a year after every other cunt. I mean, really, we are the future and either you’ll get wise to that or you’ll look very stupid.”’

         Peel, 20 years Horne’s senior, was taken aback. It was risky stuff. ‘Peel, the next night, played “Falling and Laughing”,’ remembers Collins, ‘but he said: “I’m only going to play this once, because I was confronted last night by a horrible, truculent youth.”’ In a single journey, Horne and Collins had promoted Orange Juice brilliantly – with no overheads 37apart from petrol – and made an unforgettable impression. Or so they imagined.

         A week later, the results started coming in. Danny Baker at the NME had reviewed the B-side of ‘Falling and Laughing’ by mistake. The Sounds notice was kind, but the journalist wrote incorrectly that Orange Juice no longer existed under that name; he also had the temerity to list Postcard alongside other contemporary Scottish labels such as Bob Last’s new venture Pop Aural and Daly’s one-off label Absolute. Smash Hits overlooked ‘Falling and Laughing’ altogether. Only in Melody Maker was the praise unqualified: ‘[A] lovely, lilting Glaswegian record … the best flighty rhythm I’ve heard in a long time.’

         In general, the single was reviewed less favourably than those released on more established indie labels by the Teardrop Explodes, Wah! Heat, Swell Maps and the Fall. For Horne and Collins, pushing to the front of the queue was going to be harder than they thought.

         
             

         

         Postcard was only one of several hundred indie labels that started up in Britain in the late ’70s and early ’80s. Coming from every corner of the land, they found their terminus more often than not at the Ladbroke Grove address of Rough Trade. The most identifiable brand name in the independent sector, Rough Trade was a shop, a record label, a distribution company, a music publisher – and even the title of a song on Stiff Little Fingers’ album Inflammable Material, which, needless to say, was released on Rough Trade Records.

         Of all the various Rough Trade activities, the record label was Geoff Travis’s main interest by the start of 1980. He saw the purpose of Rough Trade as helping musicians make the records they wanted to make, and this didn’t just mean paying studio bills. The credits on Inflammable Material listed Travis as a co-producer.

         Like Travis himself, Rough Trade was not anti-Top 40 so much as oblivious to it. With a constant turnover of independent product from all over the world, the shop had learned to play to its strengths and be generous in its orders. Nikki Sudden of Swell Maps paints a picture of a vast indie clearing-house run on principles of near-philanthropy. Prior to agreeing a deal with Rough Trade in 1978, Swell Maps had released 38their single ‘Read About Seymour’ on their own label, using one of Rough Trade’s competitors as their distributor. Nine months after its release, ‘Read About Seymour’ had sold less than half of its 2,200 pressing run. Strolling into the Rough Trade shop at 202 Kensington Park Road, Sudden was asked: ‘How many copies of that single have you got left?’ ‘About twelve hundred,’ he admitted. ‘We’ll take the lot,’ they told him.

         By 1979, Travis’s business partner Richard Scott, a former manager of the reggae band Third World, had turned Rough Trade’s ailing mail-order service into an efficient distribution utility, building up a network of friends in like-minded indie shops up and down the country. Each shop would order product from the Rough Trade mothership as it arrived from London, regional Britain, mainland Europe, America, Australia or Jamaica.

         But Rough Trade Distribution was more than just a means of getting a record from A to B. It centralised the anarchic indie hurly-burly and gave underground music a spine. In the context of post-punk Britain, the endeavours of Scott and Travis were as beneficial and as provident as if they had been building the first roads. In the process, Scott and Travis opened the door to anyone who wished to start his own label. All he had to do was think of a catchy name and deliver a cheaply made 45 to Rough Trade, which would – for a small percentage of the profits – dispatch it to the Midlands, the north, the west, Scotland …

         Since the late ’70s – the beginning of the indie label revolution in Britain – dozens of aspiring moguls had followed this procedure to the letter. Their stimuli for starting a label would vary, of course. They might be members of a young band that didn’t fancy waiting to be discovered (or more probably, rebuffed) by an existing label. They might be spurred into action by an article read in a fanzine, and quite a few were. They might, like Alan Horne, covet the kudos of being the local big shot. Or they might simply realise that thanks to punk’s do-it-yourself credo, things were now getting made that could never have been made before, not least money. As an NME writer remarked in September 1977, the first question on a young man’s lips now was not ‘How do I form a group?’ but ‘How do I set up my own record company?’

         39If punk had made all of this possible, the follow-on effect was a schism in the music world. On one side stood the major labels and the bands that signed to them. On the other side: the bands that released their records independently. For sure, a lot of these bands were indie by necessity – no major label wanted them. But for others, the decision to take the independent route represented an emotional rejection, based on ethics and political beliefs, of everything the major labels stood for. And nowhere were these ethics more fundamental, or more keenly discussed, than at Rough Trade.

         ‘There were two different sets of musicians,’ says Geoff Travis. ‘There was one set who definitely had an agenda. They wanted a career in pop music and their aspiration was to be on a major. Being on an independent was [perceived by them to be] just mucking about. For Siouxsie Sioux, for example, or Generation X, the benefits of having an independent scene were very minimal. But the generation after – the Scritti Polittis of this world – had a different agenda.’

         In the eyes of these newer bands, major labels were greedy corporations staffed by uncool straights who maltreated and undermined their artists, and thought nothing of diluting the art itself to make it commercially viable. The whole point of an indie label was that the art remained undiluted – a band could record whatever it liked. At Rough Trade, this indie–major polarisation was very much played up. Here was the righteous indie band making interesting music without compromise; and over there was the banally ambitious, morally capitulating group that had sold its soul to a major label for money. While the indies appeared to have the upper hand in the argument as far as market credibility was concerned (the influential NME, for instance, had firm anti-major leanings), both sides could claim to be winning a theoretical war, and each could poke fun at the other’s tenets like statesmen in a political cartoon:

         
            
               ‘You have hits – but at what cost?’ 

               ‘You have respect – but where are your hits?’ 

            

         

         ‘Obviously, lots of music that you love is on major labels,’ says Travis. ‘And if someone says to you: “I’ll take your record and release it, and here’s fifty thousand quid,” that’s a pretty attractive offer and quite hard 40to turn down, whatever your ethics. But really, it just wasn’t our cup of tea. We were a new generation of people and we wanted to do things our own way. And we also wanted to deal with music whose reason to exist was nothing to do with its commerciality. All that mattered was whether or not the record gave you a thrill.’

         Travis was sincere about not caring whether a record sounded commercial. The Television Personalities’ EP Where’s Bill Grundy Now?, which Rough Trade had started distributing, was musically barely competent. But it enchanted Travis, who offered the band a deal it would never have got from a major label. No royalties and half-percentages. No clauses heavily weighted in the record company’s favour. ‘It was an old-fashioned, spit-and-shake, 50–50 deal,’ says band member Ed Ball. ‘Share the risk and share the profits.’

         Re-released on Rough Trade in 1979, the Where’s Bill Grundy Now? EP struck a mood and sold well enough – between 20,000 and 30,000 copies – to enable each of the Television Personalities to purchase a Super 8 camera and live out a pop art fantasy in the King’s Road. ‘Dan [Treacy] always wore white trousers à la David Hemmings in Blow Up,’ says Ball. ‘Sometimes I’d wear cravats, although usually I thought I was Number 6 in The Prisoner. Joe [Foster] thought he was Fellini. And we all thought we were Young Businessmen of the Year 1979. We’d walk around thinking: we are famous. Which maybe for a couple of weeks we were.’

         But the EP was a hit in contextual terms only. None of the tracks was played on daytime radio, and despite its popularity the record did not show in the national charts. When the Television Personalities’ follow-up single proved less successful, they began to resent Rough Trade’s inexperience. ‘We didn’t really know about hit records,’ admits Travis. ‘That seemed like another world.’

         In fact, the issue was more complicated than that. Rough Trade’s ethics baulked at sending records to journalists, and the label’s relationship with Radio 1 was non-existent. When Stiff Little Fingers’ Inflammable Material took everyone by surprise by reaching number 14 in the album charts in 1979, Travis realised the company could no longer afford to be so precious.

         41‘I came to Rough Trade in March 1979,’ says Scott Piering, an American brought in by Richard Scott to introduce the concept of promotion.* ‘At that point, they were asking the music press to come along to the shop and buy [the records] to review. Everybody would send over taxis. I changed all that. I gave away more copies sometimes than we sold.’

         Piering stayed late every night for four months, listening to all the records in the stockroom until he was schooled in what he calls ‘the philosophy of Rough Trade’ – a unique ideological marriage of music, comradeship and debate. ‘I got right into the ethos of it,’ he says. ‘There were certain things that I wanted to institute that had to go to committee meetings. We had these meetings all the time [about] whether or not to give free stock away, or pay for taking someone to lunch. There was one time when we were given a load of money and half the people wanted to give it away to worthy political causes.’

         Rough Trade’s committee meetings, which became notorious, were attended by everyone from Travis to the shop staff. As Richard Scott hired more people, and as the record company and the distribution department moved to new premises in Blenheim Crescent, the meetings grew in size. ‘It was a majority thing where the loudest vocal factions would have influence,’ says Piering. ‘But I think at the end of the day Geoff had a very strong will to operate as the leader, without actually declaring himself the leader.’

         As it turned out, Travis was so quietly spoken that declarations on any subject were few and far between. ‘He didn’t speak a lot,’ says Peter Fowler, who joined Rough Trade in the early ’80s. ‘He’s quite a shy, awkward, self-aware guy to get on with. I’d say to him: “I think my favourite record this year is ‘Shipbuilding’.” And three days later he’d come back and say: “I agree with you.”’

         Fowler had come from a job in television, where he had worn a suit. Rough Trade was so democratic and committee-based that he assumed he had joined a workers’ cooperative. Actually, it was a privately owned 42company going out of its way to behave like a commune. ‘Everyone was on £8,000 a year at that point,’ says Fowler. ‘Geoff Travis was obviously the main honcho, but … it was very much mucking in. One minute you’d be packing boxes. The next minute you’d be dealing with Factory or 4AD or Mute [labels distributed by Rough Trade], ordering stock. And we’d all take it in turns to do the washing-up.’

         As Travis developed Rough Trade Records, it began to function increasingly independently of the distribution company. Soon the two were striking different types of deal. Record deals were offered to individual bands by Travis as Rough Trade Records’ head of A&R, while distribution deals would be made with indie labels by Richard Scott’s people, who often disagreed with Travis about which music showed potential – and what kind of potential at that.

         ‘The record company had their own set agendas, and [the] distribution [company] had their own set agendas,’ says Simon Edwards, who worked in distribution. ‘We were more aware of what would sell in the short term than Geoff, who was thinking about long-term A&R. The thing that held it all together was the illusion – well, the objective – of being a cooperative.’ To confuse matters, Travis could – and occasionally did – sign an indie label en bloc to Rough Trade Records if he saw long-term potential in one or more of its acts. And this is what he was thinking of doing with Alan Horne’s Postcard.

         Rather than press up another 1,000 copies of ‘Falling and Laughing’ as Travis had advised him to do, Horne decided to put Orange Juice in a studio without delay. He had acquired another band for Postcard – Josef K from Edinburgh, who wore dark suits and played a brittle-sounding funk noir – and was confident that Orange Juice’s next single, ‘Blue Boy’, would break through nationally if it were recorded well enough. Judging his principal rival in Scotland to be Bob Last’s Edinburgh label Pop Aural, a disingenuous Horne asked Last to recommend a good studio in the area. Last told him about Castle Sound, just outside Edinburgh, and Horne booked an all-day session for the recording of ‘Blue Boy’ and the Postcard debut of Josef K.

         In the meantime, Horne had come up with a slogan for Postcard – ‘The Sound of Young Scotland’ – which was to appear on all future releases. 43Lifted from Motown’s ‘The Sound of Young America’, ‘The Sound of Young Scotland’ had the ring of national pride, but it dripped with sarcasm. ‘There’s that kind of inbred persecution complex the Scots have because of things like the Highland clearances,’† said Edwyn Collins in 1984. ‘So Alan thought: right, I’ll play on this middle-class guilt. He also wanted to play on Scotland as the Scottish Tourist Board would – tartans, kilts, the rest of it.’ Horne – need it be said – abhorred Scotland.

         Since Orange Juice had been shunned by audiences and promoters in Glasgow, Horne was determined to take the Sound of Young Scotland where it would be better appreciated: south of the border. He was relying on Travis to agree a pressing-and-distribution deal, which would remove the burdens of finance and administration from Horne’s shoulders and free him up to act as a self-publicist and gadabout. A Rough Trade deal would also give the career of Orange Juice a fillip. Horne didn’t worry in the slightest when Travis told him the deal was subject to ‘Blue Boy’ being as good as ‘Falling and Laughing’.

         For the recording of ‘Blue Boy’, Orange Juice borrowed a Vox organ from a band Collins had seen play at the Glasgow College of Technology. The five-piece Newspeak were one of a dozen groups trying to get a foothold on the regional post-punk merry-go-round, but they invariably came across as a poor xerox of early XTC. Certainly, there was little common ground between Newspeak and Orange Juice. The latter were acid-tongued fops from the west end. The former were south-siders with a reputation for being dour.

         James King, who saw Newspeak play at the art school, viewed them strictly as also-rans. ‘I felt kind of sorry for them,’ he recalls. ‘There were maybe 12 people in the place. I remember the bassist was a ginger-headed cunt, and he’d bounce up and down while he was playing.’

         
             

         

         Following his unsuccessful audition for Simple Minds, Alan McGee had had a frustrating couple of years. At the beginning of 1978, he’d got a 44job as a stores clerk with British Rail, which was undemanding enough to let him concentrate on his musical career. Since then, however, he’d had nothing but bad luck.

         In the spring of 1978, he had joined a band called H2O, fronted by singer Ian Donaldson. Donaldson was an ex-punk who had noticed that alternative music was becoming less frenetic and more cerebral. H2O was his way of acknowledging the winds of change, but he also had ambitions to become successful. The band made its public debut at an outdoor Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament festival in front of a few hundred rowdy locals, with McGee on bass. ‘He had quite a note-y bass-playing style,’ says Donaldson. ‘It was the time of Jean-Jacques Burnel, where the bass was quite prominent. You had to be able to play, and Alan could.’

         McGee was a good deal harder for Donaldson to relate to as a person. ‘He was uncomfortable with himself,’ Donaldson says. ‘It was partly that he was dying to do something to break out of the humdrum life and the threat of following your dad into whatever he did for a living. But I also think he was a bit uncomfortable in life. He was quite a loner and he was quite deep. He had a short fuse. He was not at ease with himself.’

         When H2O lost a guitarist after an argument, McGee brought in Andrew Innes. This line-up played four or five times before McGee began having doubts. ‘It was obvious that Ian wanted to be like the Bay City Rollers instead of the Velvet Underground,’ he says. McGee and Innes left, taking recently arrived guitarist Neil Clark with them. They formed Newspeak in 1979 with a new singer, Jack Reilly, and a drummer.

         Billy Sloan was the presenter of Fast Forward, a new wave show on Radio Clyde. The only programme of its kind on the Glasgow airwaves, it was a magnet for local bands’ demo tapes. ‘I was used to the pushy singer telling you that his band was the greatest thing you’d ever heard,’ says Sloan. ‘But McGee was the pushy bass player, and pushy in a nice way. He was naturally enthusiastic. His enthusiasm was so profound that you almost wanted it to happen for him.’

         Beyond Sloan’s warm-hearted patronage, however, Newspeak’s options were limited. In those months before Postcard started up, there 45were no local record labels. McGee made 35 copies of Newspeak’s demo tape and sent them to all the English record companies he could think of. None of them replied.

         Newspeak fragmented. Andrew Innes wanted to move to London, and singer Jack Reilly decided to go with him. McGee had been going out with a girl who worked for British Rail, Yvonne McMurray, and was reluctant to leave her. But something made him accompany Innes and Reilly on that journey. ‘It’s easy to look back through the mists of time and think that I had a game plan,’ he says. ‘But in reality, Andrew Innes was going to London because he was seventeen – and nuts – and I was in his band. I didn’t even want to go. I went because my pals were going.’ British Rail gave him a transfer to a department in London, and in June 1980 McGee, Innes and Jack Reilly left Glasgow and moved into a one-room flat in south London’s Tooting Bec. Within weeks, the homesick Reilly returned to Glasgow and Newspeak broke up.

         To his surprise, McGee was promoted ahead of older British Rail colleagues to the post of pay clerk. His day job, at least, was moving in the right direction. Outside work, however, he pined for his girlfriend and dreamed of an entrée into the capital’s music scene. The desperate need to find a drummer was drifting through his mind when, passing a phone box in Clapham one day, he spotted two of the most outrageous-looking punks he had ever seen.

         ‘I had bright pink hair and I think my mate had got leopardskin hair,’ says Karen Bignall. ‘We were off to France – that’s why we were using the phone box. Alan came up and asked if I knew any drummers. I said: “I’ve got one sitting at home in my front room at the moment.”’ McGee went back with the girls to meet Mark Jardim.

         Jardim, a Portuguese raised in Croydon, agreed to be the drummer in McGee’s and Innes’ new trio, the Laughing Apple. In that Clapham house, the two Glaswegians had stumbled upon punk rock’s dying embers. ‘We unwittingly got involved in a heroin subculture,’ says McGee. ‘This was the first time I’d ever encountered real drug abuse. I’d never actually noticed drugs before – that’s how naive I was at nineteen. And suddenly we’re in a room and somebody would tie up his arm and jack up.’ McGee squeamishly refused to try the drug.

         46‘I think Alan was a little bit concerned that we might lead him astray,’ concedes Bignall. ‘Everyone was [taking heroin] – and not only heroin, everything.’ She found McGee grumpy and hard to get along with. He recalls: ‘It was quite a rough existence. I suppose you’d call it a traveller’s existence now. We used to go out and nick the milk off people’s doorsteps for our breakfast. This was punk in London in 1980.’

         The Laughing Apple had only one useful contact, and he was in Glasgow, not London. Alex Forsyth, the organiser of the CND festivals at which H2O – and a year later, Newspeak – had performed, offered the Laughing Apple a loan of £500 to record and press up a single, in return for CND being mentioned on the sleeve. The Ha Ha Hee Hee EP, which the band travelled back to Scotland to record, threw an inexperienced McGee into the role of an Alan Horne or a Bob Last. Christening the band’s label Autonomy (after a Buzzcocks song), he paid the first of many visits to Rough Trade’s distribution department at 137 Blenheim Crescent.

         Blenheim Crescent was all things to all men. The anarcho-syndicalist band Crass, whose label Rough Trade distributed, would travel in from their headquarters in Epping Forest with the latest instalment in their punk compilation series Bullshit Detector. Other musicians used the building as a contact address, as a hangout and as a good place to hear new records. ‘There would be people coming in and flogging their instruments,’ says Peter Fowler. ‘The Birthday Party, who were on 4AD, always used to store their drum kit and their guitars there. It was a very … in a way idealistic, but completely unbusinesslike environment. It was a dream that wasn’t quite happening.’

         Pilfering was par for the course, and break-ins were frequent. The Ha Ha Hee Hee EP, however, remained unstolen and was as difficult to sell as it was to pronounce. ‘The Laughing Apple were one of dozens and dozens of bands,’ says Fowler. ‘We had a wall the length of a restaurant, covered from floor to ceiling with boxes of 7-inches. Hundreds and hundreds of records. And I must say the Laughing Apple weren’t one of the leading lights.’

         McGee would pop in to ask how the EP was doing; the conversation would rarely last long. ‘He would come in every week without fail,’ says 47Fowler, ‘refusing to wear his glasses – and he’s absolutely blind as a bat – and he’d walk around trying to find records. He would talk passionately about music. Unfortunately, he’d talk passionately about music that no one else was passionate about.’

         McGee’s visits to Blenheim Crescent were more than just a matter of keeping tabs on The Ha Ha Hee Hee EP, however. He knew few people in London except for those on the ghoulish, opiated Clapham scene. Rough Trade offered companionship as much as anything else. ‘I was ambitious,’ he says. ‘I wanted to be successful. And Rough Trade was the only bit of the music business that would let me in.’

         Simon Edwards, in distribution, remembers McGee as a serious and rather morose person. But it was Edwards who first noticed that the Glaswegian might be a bit more intelligent than they all thought. ‘He was someone who was looking and absorbing what was going on,’ Edwards recalls, ‘and asking what I thought were relevant and interesting questions.’ Among the questions McGee asked was how many records Orange Juice and Josef K were selling. He wanted to know if the Laughing Apple might benefit from the amazing success story of Postcard and the celebrated rebirth of Scottish pop.

         
             

         

         ‘We’ve done it,’ thought Alan Horne as they left Castle Sound studios. Two singles had been recorded: ‘Blue Boy’ by Orange Juice in the morning, and ‘Radio Drill Time’ by Josef K in the evening – and both, Horne was telling anyone who would listen, were all-time classics.

         As much as he liked ‘Radio Drill Time’, Horne’s reasons for bringing Josef K to Postcard had been more tactical than musical. A label with two acts, he had noticed, was taken more seriously by the press than a label with only one. Horne was a chauvinist when it came to the crunch, and the Edinburgh-based Josef K, who were neither devastating nor quick-fire in their repartee, simply didn’t excite him as much as Orange Juice did. And in ‘Blue Boy’, Horne believed that Orange Juice had recorded the best single of the year.

         A sizzling three-minute volley of tension-and-release dynamics, ‘Blue Boy’ combined melodic pop with controlled punk energy. Gone was the whimsy of ‘Falling and Laughing’. The jubilant outbursts and yelpingly 48atonal guitar solo on ‘Blue Boy’ showed a self-assurance that Scottish music had been missing for a decade. Horne rightly deduced that no young Scot could resist it. As Brian Hogg points out, while ‘Anarchy in the UK’ had a hugely liberating effect on the youth of England, ‘it was “Blue Boy” which emancipated Scotland’s pop, providing undreamed of directions and hope to new, aspiring musicians. After it, nothing could be the same again …’ Three years after the Stranglers’ momentous concert at the City Hall, Glasgow had finally caught up with England. There was just one snag. The man who would be releasing ‘Blue Boy’ didn’t like it.

         Horne had made up his mind about Geoff Travis within seconds of meeting him. He had taken one look at Travis’s Afro and presumed him to be an ineffectual, dyed-in-the-wool hippy. Travis, meanwhile, had clocked Horne at once as a mixture of borrowed technique and cosmetic front. (‘He was a would-be Malcolm McLaren,’ Travis says, ‘obnoxious and snotty and insulting on purpose because he thought that was the way to behave.’) In a head-to-head between the two men, the more circumspect Travis would be the favourite to prevail. But Horne was not expecting an argument – quite the reverse – when he and Collins drove down to Blenheim Crescent with the tapes from the Castle Sound session.

         After listening to ‘Blue Boy’ and ‘Radio Drill Time’, Travis spoke softly and sadly, like a disappointed housemaster. He told them he wasn’t as keen on ‘Blue Boy’ as he had been on ‘Falling and Laughing’. He thought it fell between two stools: sonic sophistication at the expense of charming primitivism; but not sophisticated enough to qualify as mainstream pop. And he didn’t like Josef K’s single either. In fact, the whole thing was rather a letdown. Perhaps they could all aim to try harder next time?

         A crestfallen Collins saw his career disappearing down the plughole. Horne was outraged. ‘Alan said: “What the fuck does that disgusting, despicable hippy know anyway?” and stormed out,’ says Collins. ‘And he went into this partly affected, mad trance.’ ‘Edwyn was floored as well,’ Horne remembers. ‘But I don’t know if Edwyn had the same expectations as me. We sat in a café and I just lost it. It wasn’t madly out of character with things I’d done in the past.’

         49Collins reached down into the plughole with both hands. ‘I said: “Well, if what Geoff says is true [about the relative sophistication of the production], perhaps there’ll be some interest from major record companies,”’ he recalls. ‘Alan said: “Well, take them to a major record company and fucking betray me, you cunt.” And then he walked out into the middle of the traffic, saying: “Come on, run me over.”’

         Collins mothered a semi-catatonic Horne back to Glasgow. In the weeks that followed, Horne declined into a drunken depression, hanging out at art-school dances and agonising over ways to get the two singles pressed up. ‘He would do crazy things,’ says James King. ‘He’d write letters to Elton John asking him for money. Brian Taylor put on an English accent and phoned Horne pretending to be Elton John. Horne’s supposed to have wet himself.’

         To cut down on costs, Horne pressed up 2,000 copies of each single in a dual-purpose sleeve – one side for ‘Blue Boy’, the other for ‘Radio Drill Time’. A few of these were posted to journalists in London, including Dave McCullough at Sounds, who had reviewed ‘Falling and Laughing’ earlier in the year. Although he had got one or two things wrong in that review, McCullough was a vital and much-cultivated figure in independent music. An Irishman, his opinions were famously peremptory and often controversial – not least within the offices of the publication he worked for. He wrote almost exclusively about new bands, appearing to have little time for established ones. ‘He always had a strong image of what a band should be in [the music business] for,’ a colleague recalls, ‘and that image would survive for as long as it took for their first album to come out. When the album arrived, it would always disappoint him. You could literally see the suffering on his face.’

         On receipt of ‘Blue Boy’ and ‘Radio Drill Time’, McCullough arrived by train to interview Orange Juice, Josef K and Alan Horne. His two-page article was published in Sounds at the end of August and effected a wholesale turnaround in Postcard’s fortunes. McCullough called the label ‘the brightest hope I have seen for a very long time’ and suggested that Scottish pop’s revival in the previous six months had been ‘staggering’. He added that ‘a caring independent label is what Scotland has been begging for for years’. (That was going too far. Horne cared so 50little about new bands that he would refuse to listen to unsolicited demo tapes, and almost never replied to fanmail.)

         On the day Sounds hit the streets in London, Horne received a phone call from Geoff Travis. He had changed his mind: Rough Trade Records would do a pressing-and-distribution deal with Postcard after all.

         It had been an unpleasant shock for Horne to discover that Travis was not the easy touch he’d imagined. But as he drove to London to negotiate the deal, Horne steeled himself for retribution. He vowed to let that hippy bastard have it with both barrels. When Horne arrived at Blenheim Crescent, Travis spelled out the terms of the deal. Rough Trade would undertake Postcard’s pressing and distribution; would refund Horne for the Castle Sound studio bill; and would take care of all Postcard’s promotion and marketing requirements. It was a licensing deal in all but name, and Travis offered the standard Rough Trade 50–50 split of the profits after costs. This was not good enough for the piqued Scot.

         ‘I said: “Where are you getting 50? What’s your 50 for?”’ recalls Horne. ‘He said, “Oh well, we’re paying for the studio, and we’re doing the pressing and the promoting and the distributing.” I said: “Yeah? Well, I don’t think that’s worth 50.” I knew he wanted us and I just really hated him, so I said: “You’ll get 15.”’

         Incredibly, Travis assented. After discounts, manufacturing costs and distribution fees, the percentages were agreed as 85:15 in Horne’s favour. He was seeing to it that Rough Trade would never make money out of Postcard.

         Back in Glasgow, Horne crowed that he had put one over on the Rough Trade hippies and negotiated the most enviable contract in indie music. Not surprisingly, the deal was the subject of heated debate in Blenheim Crescent. ‘There were a lot of doubters at Rough Trade,’ says Scott Piering. ‘They were like: “The guy [Edwyn Collins] can’t sing, he’s taking the piss.” At that point Geoff said: “No, you’ve got to listen to this, you’ve got to read between the lines.” And when it came time to selling the single to the assembled committee – and it’s a great technique if you could put up with it – he would play a single three, four, five times in a row, just to make sure people got it. It’s the ideal way that you’d love people to listen to music.’

         51So Travis was urging everybody to hear ‘Blue Boy’ five times before making a decision? The irony of that would have appealed richly to Horne.

         
             

         

         Nineteen eighty-one was the year it became hip to be a young musician from Scotland. Edwyn Collins appeared on the front cover of the NME with Clare Grogan – the singer in Glasgow’s Altered Images and a supporting actress in Gregory’s Girl – and Rough Trade organised a two-night showcase for Postcard at the Venue in Victoria. Both nights were rammed to the rafters, and interest in Scottish pop grew out of all proportion. Jake Black, who had moved to London in 1980, was amazed to find his inside knowledge of Postcard getting him feted like a Liverpudlian in mid-’60s America. ‘I would be in pubs with people in the music business, and they would be going: “What – you know those people?”’ he says. ‘It was the hot label for about six months.’

         Malcolm Dunbar was a Scot who had gone to London to work for Polydor. He compares the 1981 explosion of interest in Scottish bands to the major-label feeding frenzy of the punk era, when every A&R man raced to get the signatures of any group that looked the part. ‘British Airways and British Caledonian were making a fortune, as were the hotels in Scotland,’ says Dunbar. ‘There were just millions of bands being signed.’ And the traffic was heading in both directions. Dozens of Dunbars were taking up positions with major labels in A&R, marketing and PR. ‘It was like half of Scotland had moved to work in the record industry in London,’ he says.

         The BBC Scotland arts programme Spectrum made a documentary called ‘Jock ’n’ Roll’ – presented by B. A. Robertson – which told the story of Scottish pop, from Lulu to the Skids. It was inevitable that Robertson would want to meet Alan Horne and Edwyn Collins, and it was equally inevitable that the interview would be excruciating. Footage of the encounter shows Robertson squeezed between Horne and Collins on a sofa in Postcard’s West Princes Street headquarters. Genial and jokey, Robertson tries to bond with his young hosts. But as Collins sniggers and double-takes, the baby-faced Horne waits to pounce on Robertson’s first mistake. It is not long in arriving. Horne announces airily that he might 52be signing a young band called the French Impressionists. ‘They could record “Give Me Monet”, I suppose,’ suggests Robertson. The pun would have got a polite laugh in any other company. ‘Oh yes,’ says Horne, sadistically deadpan, ‘that’s funny.’ Collins nearly falls off the sofa.

         Robertson was not the only victim. Arranging an interview with Horne and Collins for a Glasgow listings magazine, Billy Sloan looked forward to a nice positive discussion about Scottish music. Instead, they poured scorn on him and on every band he dared to mention. Sloan was a burly fellow, but he admits to being completely intimidated. ‘The whole Postcard camp treated everybody else, no matter what their background was, with complete and utter disdain,’ he says. ‘They would sneer down their noses at you. Horne was Glasgow’s answer to Andy Warhol, running a whole movement, a coterie of trendy people.’

         Glasgow had never had an art-school tradition. Now the traditions it did lay claim to, and was proud of – soul music, R&B, passion, working-class fire – were being thrown back in its face by contemptuous, middle-class upstarts. The streets of Glasgow teemed with new bands: the post-‘Blue Boy’ bands. As the Postcard scenesters lorded it over everyone they considered their intellectual inferior – from Robertson and Sloan downwards – the music of Orange Juice could be heard, with varying degrees of replication and dilution, in the songs of the Bluebells, the Jazzateers, Del Amitri, Strawberry Switchblade, Lloyd Cole and many others. The once-derided Edwyn Collins was now the single most imitated musician in the city. ‘I remember being about 16 and I had “I Love Edwyn Collins” on my school jotter,’ Justin Currie of Del Amitri recalled in 1998. ‘You’d walk around town and you’d see him in his knee-length cavalry boots and think he’s the coolest motherfucker ever seen. Couldn’t sing, but it didn’t matter.’

         The demo tapes pressed into Billy Sloan’s hands each night showed the telltale influence of Orange Juice. ‘There were hundreds of students from the universities suddenly forming groups,’ says Horne, ‘or old rock people in pubs changing their sound and pretending to be camp. It was depressing. It was bad enough when the Sweet did it.’

         There was even an Orange Juice-inspired band in Horne’s own flat. Brian Superstar played guitar in the Pastels, formed by a gauche 53nineteen-year-old from Bearsden named Stephen McRobbie. A singer and frontman, Stephen Pastel (as McRobbie was to call himself) made Edwyn Collins sound like Robert Plant. In style and approach, the Pastels were Orange Juice in concentrated form. Quite remarkably fey, they horrified Horne. ‘I wouldn’t talk to them,’ he says. ‘I wouldn’t even acknowledge them as they passed me in the hall. They were like something that Edwyn would have invented to annoy me.’

         Orange Juice’s third single, ‘Simply Thrilled Honey’, had been acclaimed by the music papers as a masterpiece. Postcard was officially the toast of London. Glasgow had leapfrogged Liverpool and Manchester to become the vanguard city for independent pop. ‘It was a crazy time,’ remembers Horne. ‘Adam Ant would be on Radio 1 saying “Simply Thrilled” was great. The Undertones would phone up saying: “You’re the best band in the world. Please come on tour with us.” I realised that after all those months, we’d done it. From a punk perspective we had got quite far, and there was a sense of achievement.’

         
             

         

         With London’s A&R pack jetting regularly to Scotland, it was typical of his luck that Alan McGee had gone in the opposite direction. The Laughing Apple were snagged up in a holding pattern of bottom-rung bands trying to pick up 20-minute support slots in London clubs like the Moonlight and the Rock Garden. Karen Bignall recalls McGee bursting into the house in Clapham one night to announce that he had seen Dave Gahan, the singer of Depeche Mode, walking out of a nightclub with a girl on each arm. That was the pop star’s life McGee aspired to … but how to get there?

         As Scottish pop proliferated and thrived in 1981, the Laughing Apple were able to take advantage only once. The Ha Ha Hee Hee EP found an admirer in Dave McCullough, who interviewed the band for Sounds in March. He hailed the EP as one of the year’s three benchmark releases – the other two were Postcard singles, so this was significant praise – and promoted the Laughing Apple as a vigorous trio in the Jam tradition. In the interview, however, McGee came across as a disillusioned soul. ‘They’re all hippies in London,’ he protested. ‘Their attitudes belong to ten years ago. They really don’t care about music, it’s just the fashion they care about …’

         54If Postcard had brought a golden dawn for music-making Scots, the Laughing Apple had the marbled pallor of late risers. McGee, an angry young man still fighting the punk wars of three years earlier, was in little doubt that progress for his band would be hard won. He was counting on McCullough’s article to start the ball rolling, but it was a vain hope. The ovations of the Irishman would go unechoed.

         The NME journalist Charles Shaar Murray once made the observation that punk rock had created a new generation of movers and shakers – fanzine writers, promoters, indie label owners – whom he compared to the college newspaper editors and entertainments secretaries who’d come out of the progressive rock boom to land key jobs in the British record industry of the early ’70s. Like prog-rock, Murray seemed to be saying, punk had signalled all-change; open sesame; opportunity knocks. By 1981, Britain was full of people like Alan McGee who proved the lie. Still standing at the conclusion of punk’s round of musical chairs, these were the musicians from bands that had played far down the 1977 bills – if they had played at all – or grown up in towns and cities which had been punk backwaters. No one in a position of influence had been listening to the radio the night their demo tape was played.

         On the face of it, McGee was a straightforward punk rock throwback. Talking to McCullough in the old language of 1977 (‘hippies’, ‘destroy’, ‘revolution’), he had the tone of a forlorn warrior, an anachronism even for Clapham. But the more doors that closed in the Laughing Apple’s faces – and the angrier McGee became as a result – the more he fell into step with the motley ranks of waifs, strays and stragglers experiencing similar frustration around Britain. There were, for example, two brothers from East Kilbride, near Glasgow, who sent a demo tape to Alan Horne in 1981. He put it to one side without even listening to it, and the destinies of Horne and Alan McGee crossed in that moment.

         
             

         

         By the late summer of 1981, Postcard was in trouble. After their fourth single, ‘Poor Old Soul’, cracks had appeared in Orange Juice’s relationship with Horne that could not be papered over with wit or sarcasm. Steven Daly was the first to realise that the indie route was a cul-de-sac. 55As the band began recording an album, Daly lobbied vociferously for the tapes to be shopped around major labels.

         His words made sense. Orange Juice wanted to be in the high-street record shops – and in the Top 40 – but Rough Trade had no sales reps to put them there; such blatant commercialism was anathema at Blenheim Crescent. ‘Rough Trade were ineffectual and lacked the wherewithal to get records in the charts,’ says Edwyn Collins. ‘And that was the whole Postcard manifesto – to get our sort of indie music in the charts.’

         As Orange Juice’s besotted Brian Epstein, Horne naturally wanted the best for his boys, but sending them off to a major label would spell the end of Postcard, whose raison d’être was to advance the career of Orange Juice. More pressingly, the band needed money. Horne, hopeless at accounting, had lost control of the finances months before. ‘It was a struggle to get any money out of him,’ says Collins. ‘We would all go down to this café, Equi, at the foot of Sauchiehall Street. Alan would be eating knickerbocker glories, and we could barely afford soup.’ The joke became: Horne is spending all the money on ice cream. But it was not funny. Collins had had his unemployment benefit stopped and was living on £3 a day.

         ‘There was no money. I wish there was,’ says Horne, who adds that indie singles do not bring in much income. ‘We didn’t look where the money was going. We didn’t do books. How dare they think I was going to sit at home doing the books?’

         As a career move, Orange Juice’s smart-alecky intuition was starting to look dangerously like unworldliness. They were years behind the Top 40 bands in know-how, like schoolboys who’d fidgeted their way through lessons. ‘We really had no clue how to go about it,’ says Daly. ‘All that language that is now familiar to every member of the public – cracking it on your third single; remixing – we had no idea about.’

         Horne’s hold over the group had slipped, and the line-up was breaking apart over the issue of major labels. The unpopular Daly was clutching on by his fingernails, and when Malcolm Dunbar’s Polydor sent a deputation to an Orange Juice gig in Leeds, lead guitarist James Kirk protested by taking the stage in an undertaker’s coat and playing a guitar that wasn’t plugged into his amplifier.

         56Josef K, of whom expectations had grown impossibly high, had recorded an album for Postcard, Sorry for Laughing, at Castle Sound, but shelved it when everyone from Horne to Collins expressed doubts about its production. Horne consoled himself with the thought that it was only Rough Trade’s money they were wasting. Josef K’s second attempt, The Only Fun in Town, was released in the summer of 1981 to general disappointment. By August, they had split up. Meanwhile, the only Edinburgh band that Horne had ever wanted – the dazzling, hotly tipped Fire Engines – had signed to the enemy, Pop Aural.

         Horne was exhausted. To his chagrin, Postcard’s reputation in England had grown a personality all of its own – one which bore scant resemblance to the Glasgow Motown he’d had in mind. Thanks to the kilts and the tartan in the artwork, the label was widely being misrepresented as a sort of musical shortbread tin. Patronisingly, Orange Juice were cast as cuddly McMonkees with cute fringes. And Horne, the greatest misanthrope of all, was depicted as a public-spirited pop guru. Privately, he lamented the fact that Postcard’s releases did not stand up to the classics. One night, as he got ready to travel to a gig by Aztec Camera – the latest addition to the Postcard roster – Horne looked outside and saw that it was snowing. He spent the evening watching television instead.

         Orange Juice signed to Polydor in September 1981. Steven Daly, who’d pushed hardest for the deal, would soon be out of the band, as would James Kirk. Aztec Camera moved on to Rough Trade in 1982. Orange Juice’s album, You Can’t Hide Your Love Forever, was released in February that year and drew criticism for its major-label glossiness and lack of indie bite. It had actually been recorded while they were still a Postcard band, but they were playing for different stakes now.

         
            * Scott Piering died of cancer in 2000. The author is very grateful for his contribution to this book.

            † The forced removal of Highlands crofters from their land by absentee landlords in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, which led to widespread emigration to North America.
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            The Neophyte Psychedelian

         

         With the independent sector seemingly content to let profits take a back seat to creativity, others were only too delighted to have their cake and eat it. Flouncing forth from the nightclubs – the Blitz, the Kilt and Le Beat Route in London, and Rum Runner in Birmingham – the New Romantics not only nipped post-punk austerity in the bud but sent the clocks spinning back to the early ’70s, when pop had been a world of make-believe, dressing up and self-reinvention.

         New Romantic clubs were so elitist about whom they let in that Steve Strange, manager of Club for Heroes in Baker Street, even turned away his own flatmate one night. Cheerfully apolitical peacocks, the New Romantics were a rowdy party in the bar of a sinking ship. Shortly before Birmingham’s Duran Duran broke through in 1981, one member told the NME: ‘We’re going to be rich, and when we’re rich we’ll buy a gymnasium and that’ll keep us fit. Also when you’re rich you can eat really nice food like smoked salmon 24 hours a day …’ While he spoke, four hundred Rastafarians rioted a quarter of a mile away in New Street.

         The wall between performer and audience, which punk had demolished, was rebuilt. It was no surprise that the New Romantics – Duran, Spandau Ballet, Japan, Visage and others – engendered seething contempt among indie bands. Alan McGee of the Laughing Apple had two reasons for feeling insulted. Struggling to find a foothold in London life, he really didn’t need to be reminded of his loneliness by the tinkling laughter from the balcony tables. And as a fan of passionate, angry songwriting, he found the New Romantic motifs of prosperity and pageantry hopelessly superficial. ‘There was no sense of revolution,’ he says. ‘It was like punk had never happened. You couldn’t align yourself to anyone bar Paul Weller and Kevin Rowland. You had no affinity with them. Whereas with the indie thing, you had an affinity with the people 58as human beings. Even though you might not like a lot of the bands, you met them and you believed in them.’

         This was the pivotal shift for McGee, and signalled his absolute immersion in independent music. If you assumed, as he now assumed, that the agenda of the major labels was a combination of philistinism, lousy judgement and a desire to maintain the status quo at all costs, then everything started to fall into place. It explained why the real heroes were going unacclaimed – the underdogs playing in tiny clubs and releasing records on indies. ‘Independents invest in human beings, majors invest in the system,’ was how McGee rationalised it in an interview in 1988.

         Detesting the fashion-led trends in pop which saw New Romantics and synthesizer duos dominate the charts, he started to take a keener interest in indie labels, particularly the London indie Cherry Red, which had a reputation for acquiring the hippest talent.

         Cherry Red’s owner Iain McNay, who was in his mid-thirties, had come from the accountancy side of the music business. In the early ’70s, he had worked for the hit-making labels Bell and Magnet, and with Cherry Red he was attempting to balance a love of punk with his sober understanding of the bottom line. On a hunch, he became the first of the new breed of indie bosses to take an interest in publishing. McNay’s company, Cherry Red Music, monitored hundreds of indies and snapped up any songwriter who moved, boosting its catalogue by signing unknown writers on a one-song or two-song basis for nominal advances.

         One morning in December 1979, McNay woke with an idea for an independent chart. Based on accurate sales data from small record dealers, it would list Britain’s 30 highest-selling indie singles and 15 highest-selling albums. There had been underground charts before – Sounds had printed a new wave Top 20 or Top 30 intermittently since 1977 – but these had usually been compiled from sales in a single London or regional record shop, giving a distorted picture of Britain as a whole. And they had included records on major labels, which rather defeated the exercise.

         McNay took his idea to friends at the trade magazine Record Business, and the inaugural independent chart was published in January 1980. 59Among other things, the chart defined the ubiquitous word ‘indie’. Though it would later be applied to everything from a musical style to a fashion sensibility, indie was neither a sound nor a look. ‘To have indie status,’ explained chart compiler and statistician Barry Lazell, ‘a record – or the label on which it was released – had to be one which was independently distributed: produced, manufactured, marketed and put into the shops without recourse to the corporate framework of the major record companies …’ Many famous independent labels of the ’70s – including Virgin, A&M, Chrysalis and Island – were distributed by majors by 1980, and were therefore ineligible for the Record Business chart.

         In the early ’80s, the indie chart (subsequently compiled by the research company MRIB) gave prestige and validity to a multitude of small labels – Cherry Red, Factory, Mute, Crass, Small Wonder, Postcard, Pop Aural and others – and, as McNay would later write, ‘helped shops order records, provided information for radio stations on what was really selling, and showed record companies abroad which companies were worth talking to regarding licensing releases for their territories. For ten years, the chart served a clear purpose and for many labels was the chart.’

         However, McNay had allowed Cherry Red Records to drift. A one-man show, it was a trashy new wave label – not fit to be seen in the modish company of Mute, Factory or Rough Trade. With the profits from the Dead Kennedys’ album Fresh Fruit for Rotting Vegetables, which had gone Top 40 in the autumn of 1980, McNay was able to invest in an A&R man. He had been taking calls from an enthusiastic young promoter in west London named Mike Alway, who managed a band McNay had never heard of. ‘He’d ring up and say: “I’ve got this band Scissor Fits. What can I compare them to? They’re as good as the Beatles,”’ McNay recalls. ‘And he meant it. He wasn’t a bullshitter, he really believed it.’

         McNay passed on Scissor Fits but offered Alway a job. The newcomer took one look at Cherry Red’s menagerie of three-legged punk donkeys and knew he would have to make sweeping changes. A ’60s buff, Alway decided to establish Cherry Red as a credible underground label with a strong identity. He wanted melody, ’60s pop flavours and 60psychedelic patterns, a dry sense of humour, a suggestion of darkness and as much pretentiousness as his acts could give him. Between 1980 and 1982, Alway brought to Cherry Red over a dozen bands and songwriters who – individually and collectively – made the label stand out from its contemporaries. He signed an all-girl trio (the Marine Girls), a jazz-educated singer-songwriter (Ben Watt), a darkly enigmatic, impressionist quartet from Birmingham (Felt), an arty trio from the north (the Passage), an intense post-punk duo (Eyeless in Gaza) and sardonic veterans the Monochrome Set, who yoked recherché wit to a spaghetti western guitar sound.

         Under Alway’s A&R direction, Cherry Red was both timeless and of its time. While his £50-a-week salary put him on one of the lowest floors of the record business infrastructure, many believed he had more style than everyone in the Warner Bros building put together. ‘His press releases would be amazing,’ says McNay. ‘There was no truth in them whatsoever. It was just the most fantastic rubbish.’ In one, Alway claimed that the Monochrome Set’s singer Bid (who was of Indian descent) had been telephoned by Sunil Gavaskar, the captain of India’s cricket team, and asked for his advice on how to prepare an ideal test wicket in Bangalore. ‘But Mike was never good with money,’ McNay adds. ‘When he first came to work with me, he was homeless. He had these different girlfriends he stayed with. He was a man for the ladies.’

         When the Laughing Apple supported Eyeless in Gaza at the Moonlight in 1981, Alan McGee got his first sight of the Alway aura. ‘Mike was strolling about like Oscar Wilde with this sort of army–RAF bag,’ he later recalled. ‘He was totally charismatic. He was more charismatic than Eyeless in Gaza onstage. I didn’t know much about Mike Alway … but I knew the room was revolving around him.’

         Theo Chalmers, who ran Cherry Red Music, rang to offer McGee an assignment deal for his Laughing Apple songs. The advance was far from generous – a few tenners – but it at least got McGee into the Cherry Red family. He went along to the label’s offices in Bayswater. ‘Entering into 53 Kensington Gardens Square was like going into a subterranean lair of creativity and inspiration,’ he would later say. ‘The whole of the early ’80s was dominated by your chart position. And 61there was [Alway], who didn’t give a shit about his chart position. All he wanted to do was put out these really weird art records. He created [a] whole world. If you talk about somebody who I thought: God, I aspire to be like that, it was Mike.’

         However, the Laughing Apple were not invited to sign to Cherry Red Records. They had released a second single on their own Autonomy label, ‘Participate’, but this had put them no higher up the Rock Garden or Moonlight ranks. They’d had a change of drummer and were about to lose Andrew Innes, who returned to Glasgow to recover from hepatitis. McGee regrouped with two musicians from Lincolnshire – drummer Ken Popple and guitarist Dick Green – and started writing all the Laughing Apple’s songs himself. He missed Innes’ ear for a tune. ‘[My songs were] like a cross between Ian Curtis and Gary Numan,’ McGee says. ‘It was pretty abysmal.’ Worse, only one person had ever been seen to enjoy a Laughing Apple concert. In an audience of seven people at the Rock Garden in January 1981, one skinny kid had danced irrepressibly from beginning to end. One fan. It wasn’t much.

         On 19 August, a band recently signed by Alway to Cherry Red headlined a midweek triple bill at the Venue in Victoria. The Nightingales had a rambunctious, lurching style and a droll saloon-bar poet for a vocalist, which had caused more than one journalist to describe them as Birmingham’s answer to the Fall. Alan McGee would later claim that the Venue gig was the most amazing he had seen since the Clash at the Glasgow Apollo. But it wasn’t the Nightingales who had amazed him. It was one of the support bands: the Television Personalities.

         Prior to playing the Venue that night, the three founder members of the Television Personalities – Dan Treacy, Ed Ball and Joe Foster – had never appeared together on the same stage. At that time, there seemed to be several groups in London masquerading as the Television Personalities, such as the Times, O Level and the Gifted Children, giving the illusory dimension of a complicated in-joke. ‘It was difficult to work out whose project was what,’ says Clive Solomon, whose company Twist and Shout published Treacy’s songs. ‘The Times was Ed and the TV Personalities was Dan, but they were in each other’s bands. You never quite knew who was going to turn up.’

         62Since the Where’s Bill Grundy Now? EP, the Television Personalities had fallen abruptly from grace. Their lo-fidelity, character-based songs appeared trifling compared to the much more straight-faced work of Joy Division and Cabaret Voltaire, and the band had retreated into semi-retirement. By 1981, when they re-emerged as acolytes of Syd Barrett and tea-and-cakes psychedelia, the Television Personalities were stranded in no-man’s-land. ‘People could never quite get the point with us,’ says Joe Foster. ‘Having humour and irony was not hip. Rough Trade saw us as a comedy version of a ’60s pop group, which I always vaguely resented. I thought: I’m not asking you to say we’re all geniuses, but for God’s sake we’re not fucking clowns.’

         The band’s releases had dwindled to the rate of one a year. The latest 45, ‘I Know Where Syd Barrett Lives’, was a tribute to Treacy’s reclusive hero. But their record sales had fallen off a cliff, the press rarely mentioned them and they were in complete disarray. Their gigs sometimes included poetry, painting, free-form cacophony and a revolving cast. Some nights, Treacy didn’t bother showing up. The sense of anything-can-happen translated perfectly to one delighted Glaswegian in the Venue shadows.

         ‘They sawed up a Rickenbacker guitar onstage,’ McGee recalls. ‘Joe Foster came on and rambled through “Part Time Punks” [from the Where’s Bill Grundy Now? EP] like a lunatic. They had about twelve people onstage showing home movies and playing chess. It was like some kind of ’60s café society.’ By the end of their set, the Television Personalities were McGee’s favourite band.

         Until the Jam went Beatle-esque on their single ‘Start’ in 1980, McGee had not paid much attention to music from the ’60s. The following spring, Paul Weller had written sleevenotes for a compilation by the Action, a spirited mid-’60s band in the Who vein. Weller’s approbation helped McGee to realise that the Swinging ’60s had not simply been a self-indulgent debauch for the benefit of the middle classes. (Certainly, he could never have respected a ’60s-inspired label like Cherry Red without that guarantee.) Thanks to Weller, the doors of McGee’s mind swung open with a creak, and along with the Television Personalities one of the most important bands he discovered was a vintage pop art combo called the Creation.

         63How Does It Feel to Feel, a collection of the Creation’s songs recorded between 1966 and 1968, was released in October 1982 by the British reissue label Edsel. The album was a classic in McGee’s eyes. Like the Who – with whom they shared a producer, the American Shel Talmy – the Creation were prone to unexpected explosions of feedback and distortion, and songs like ‘Painter Man’ and ‘How Does It Feel to Feel’, composed as snotty paeans to the fast-moving times, retained a punky arrogance that could stir the blood almost sixteen years later. Unlike the Who, the Creation had not had much success: ‘Painter Man’, in 1966, had been their only Top 40 hit. ‘They were so close to making it,’ wrote Julian Cope in an NME guide to psychedelia published in 1983. ‘Because of their lack of success, Creation fans actually tend to overrate them now, so intent are they on telling us what should have been.’ Alan McGee was more intent than most.

         He soon found that the Creation had been a major influence on the Television Personalities. Both bands destroyed instruments onstage and spray-painted canvases during songs. To McGee, pop art seemed a living, breathing form. For example, the Creation had used vivid language that was still relevant to the early-’80s punk resistance fighter. ‘It’s happening right now,’ went one song, ‘biff bang pow!’ Now that was more like it.

         A neophyte psychedelian, McGee bought a Regency jacket from Carnaby Street and gave it pride of place in his home. He fell in love with the imagery of the red Rickenbacker guitar, a classic ’60s instrument played by Pete Townshend, Paul Weller and the Television Personalities. Listening to the songs of the Creation and Dan Treacy over and over, McGee decided that pop art-inspired music – in particular, the idea of creating while destroying – was precisely the new punk rock he had been looking for.

         
             

         

         Jerry Thackray had his evening routine worked out to precision. Before leaving the house, he would play ‘Wouldn’t You?’ – the B-side of ‘Participate’ by the Laughing Apple – which would gee him up for the concert ahead. He would queue outside the venue, head immediately towards the stage without buying a drink or speaking to anybody, 64and wait for the band to appear. When the musicians started playing, Thackray would begin to dance.

         ‘It was a very peculiar dance,’ he says. ‘I used to expend a lot of energy. I would swing my arms from side to side – and I’d quite often be holding a plastic bag as well. I would be really frantic, too. I would keep up with the bands, however fast they played … I was basically a naive, friendless kid, pretty much. All my money went on records or gigs. Totally tunnel vision.’

         A mathematics graduate with a dull job as a silk-screen printer, Thackray was the Laughing Apple’s biggest fan. He’d read about them in Sounds, and although he hadn’t yet spoken to them he felt a strong kinship with their music. However, when he saw them for the third time – at the Golf Club, a venue near Great Portland Street, in January 1982 – he was very disappointed. They had changed their line-up, they sounded like an uninspired New Order and their new songs were all terrible. But as he had travelled a long way from Rotherhithe in London’s south-east, he danced to them anyway. At the end of the concert, the singer came up and said hello to him. ‘He said: “You’re that kid who was dancing down the front at the Rock Garden a year ago,”’ Thackray remembers. ‘I was like: fucking hell, a pop star’s speaking to me.’

         Though Thackray did not know it, McGee was on the verge of giving up. Grateful for the fan’s support, the Glaswegian made an interesting suggestion. ‘He was going: “We’ve got to write to each other,”’ says Thackray. ‘So we started this correspondence kind of thing, writing each other really passionate letters about music.’ The correspondence blossomed into a friendship. Thackray would spend several evenings a week in Tottenham, where McGee lived with his wife Yvonne.

         ‘I’d started going out with Yvonne in 1978,’ McGee says. ‘I met her through British Rail when she was a beautiful, seventeen-year-old, Italian-looking girl. I married her in December 1980 and I had some of my happiest times with her. We were very alike: we were both kind of like mongrels from our families. We were good for each other. It was quite a supportive relationship.’ Thackray remembers Yvonne as ‘fiery … quite well-matched with Alan’.

         65When Yvonne went to bed, her husband and Thackray would continue talking. ‘We would end up chatting until three or four in the morning,’ Thackray says. ‘No alcohol or anything like that. Just listening to records and talking, and mapping out the future of the world.’ As far as Thackray was aware, McGee had no other friends in London. ‘He wasn’t even on his way to being established when I first met him. Not even vaguely.’

         As diehard indie as they came, Thackray did not endorse McGee’s growing obsession with the ’60s, but he did agree that the Television Personalities and the Marine Girls were genuine pop visionaries who should be receiving all the riches and publicity afforded to chart bands like Duran Duran, Classix Nouveaux and Simple Minds. ‘The first time I went round to Alan’s,’ says Thackray, ‘he was so enthusiastic about the Marine Girls that he gave me his copy of the album. He had written his name on the label, like you do when you’re a kid.’

         Over the course of many late-night discussions, McGee and Thackray drew up a list of good and bad indie labels. Rough Trade was good, as was Dan Treacy’s label Whaam!, which had released the Marine Girls album they loved so much. Cherry Red had been good, but was now bad. It had become too successful, was liked by the wrong sort of journalist and made too many showings in the indie charts. Thackray was terribly anti-Cherry Red, dismissing Mike Alway as a hippy. (Geoff Travis, who really had been a hippy, escaped their censure scot-free. ‘We were very arbitrary,’ Thackray concedes.)

         Fortified by cups of tea, McGee and Thackray plotted as vindictively and as helplessly as two strangers who’d forged an instant solidarity based on being refused entry to the same nightclub. They detested the music papers, but made sure to buy their copies on the day of publication. They despised the journalists for their cushy lives and compromised opinions, but envied them their lives and their means to express those opinions.

         In May, McGee promoted his first concert in London. Booking a Sunday night at the Africa Centre in Covent Garden, he telephoned the Nightingales, who agreed to headline. But the audience was negligible and McGee lost heavily on the night. ‘He was a pain the arse, actually,’ 66says the Nightingales’ singer Robert Lloyd. ‘“Oh, it’s all right for you! I’ve lost my shirt on this!” “Shut the fuck up for God’s sake, mate …”’

         Around the same time, McGee was introduced to Dan Treacy in a pub on the Strand called the Coal Hole. Treacy was a man he really wanted to get to know. Slightly in awe, he gave Treacy his usual spiel: uncontrollable enthusiasm peppered with expletives. Treacy, a more guarded individual, did not buy it. Still, Treacy would continue to fascinate McGee for a long time to come. ‘He seemed like a very eccentric, bizarre guru figure. I couldn’t believe that he was so talented and nobody knew about him.’

         The previous year, Treacy and Ed Ball had co-founded Whaam!, an indie label named after the pop art painting by Roy Lichtenstein. At first, as they looked for ways to stamp a ’60s pop identity on early-’80s London, Treacy and Ball hoped to license and release the Creation’s back catalogue (before Edsel had the same idea) and eyed up premises in Denmark Street, the renowned Tin Pan Alley (before rejecting them as too expensive). Forced to take the easier and more convenient route, they negotiated a distribution deal with Rough Trade and ran their operations from Treacy’s bedroom.

         ‘I never took Whaam! very seriously,’ says Nikki Sudden, whom Treacy and Ball had plans to record as a solo artist. ‘I have this memory of Dan having the master tapes of the first two TVPs albums leaning up against the speakers of his record player. I had to point out to him that they’d be wiped by the magnets in the speakers. I went back there six months later and they were in exactly the same place.’

         In Blenheim Crescent, Rough Trade Distribution had noticed Treacy’s habit of going AWOL for long periods, leaving Whaam! inactive. Its releases did not sell much and Rough Trade was loath to extend Treacy any more credit. ‘Dan had taken it as far as he possibly could,’ says Ball. ‘He had the enthusiasm but he didn’t have the energy … The success of the Where’s Bill Grundy Now? EP had done his head in. He got mood swings. He could possibly have had a minor breakdown.’

         Whaam! was in a cleft stick. It could not afford to back lost causes, but nor could it find the resources to see a band through to maturation. When Treacy was unable to finance a follow-up to the Marine Girls’ 67album (which they had recorded in his garden shed), he lost them to Mike Alway. And when Ed Ball bailed out of Whaam! after an argument about money, Treacy’s dream of an ’80s pop art label began to look unviable. As well as rumours of a breakdown, Treacy had started alluding to drugs during gigs. Ed Ball found this particularly sad. ‘We used to joke about drugs but we never did any,’ he says. ‘My closeness with Dan ended about 1982. By then, he’d seriously started to get involved in drugs.’

         Just before they stopped talking altogether, however, Treacy gave Ball a word of advice. ‘Dan said: “There’s this guy called Alan McGee. You’re going to be hearing a lot about him pretty soon.” He’d been chasing Dan up to do something. Dan said something to the effect of: “He’s really pushy so … beware.”’

         
            ‘Audiences nowadays are scum. You people should be out there creating, not sitting around waiting. Do what you want cos this is a New Art School! Remember! Shake these new hippies up!! Infiltrate and destroy! Kneecap the enemy!’ – Alan McGee writing in issue two of Communication Blur fanzine, August 1983.

         

         McGee and Jerry Thackray had outlined many a manifesto in Tottenham, but by the summer of 1982 all they had to show for their rhetoric was a few hundred used tea bags and one poorly attended gig by the Nightingales. McGee was still unclear about what role he wanted to play on London’s indie scene: promoter, manager (of the Television Personalities, if Treacy would only let him) or label boss. But Autonomy no longer existed and its successor, Essential – which put out the third and final single by the Laughing Apple, ‘Precious Feeling’ – was not a serious concern.

         Among the music publications McGee read avidly was Jamming!, a fanzine written by an eighteen-year-old Paul Weller fan named Tony Fletcher. McGee liked Fletcher’s writing, often agreed with his opinions and considered Jamming! to be more honest and less cliquey than the far more widely read NME. In his summer issue of 1982, Fletcher wrote an editorial which railed at the state of post-New Romantic pop music. He concluded by urging his readers to get up off their backsides, remember punk and do something. McGee reread the article many times.

         68Had Fletcher’s assessment been purely pessimistic, McGee would probably not have been so stung by it. But although he declared the first six months of 1982 to have been ‘the worst period in ages’ for live music, Fletcher gave two reasons for being cheerful. In the first case, a generation of punk kids was now old enough to make its presence felt in the corridors of the music business if it so desired. Secondly, and more nebulously, Fletcher argued that music travels in cycles, producing key years for pop. This was something that McGee had himself been blinking towards since his discovery of ’60s pop art and psychedelia.

         Fletcher listed pop’s four most momentous years as 1956 (rock ’n’ roll), 1964 (Beatlemania), 1968 (rock is born) and 1976 (the evolution of punk in England). McGee swapped these four for a satisfyingly symmetrical pair of his own: 1967 (Syd Barrett, the Creation and psychedelia) and 1977 (the arrival of punk in Scotland). Sixty-seven and seventy-seven. A perfect mantra.

         Fletcher also made the point that once everyone got motivated, the new uprising – whatever it might look or sound like – would not be as major-label-controlled as punk had been. There was a solid indie structure in place, he insisted, which could exclude the majors from the party. This, more than anything, made McGee sit up and take notice. ‘[The] thing can be done ourselves, keeping control over what’s going on …’ Fletcher suggested. Provided the bands were suitably organised – he imagined a ‘network’ of groups with similar attitudes – they could between them devise a powerful musical package to attract the kids who were growing sick of fashion-led chart pop.

         McGee had never been so moved by a piece of writing. He decided to publish a fanzine of his own (in which he could develop his ingenious 1967/1977 theory) and to promote more concerts in London. He also thought seriously about starting a new independent label.

         McGee’s fanzine Communication Blur – which included contributions from Jerry Thackray – courted controversy from day one. A tirade of commands and exclamation marks (‘Participate!’ ‘Communicate!’ ‘Innovate!’), it read like the work of a slightly broken Dalek. Its stapled pages heaped criticism after criticism on Cherry Red, causing Mike Alway to telephone Thackray in protest. This had two effects: it won 69Communication Blur immediate respect for hard-lining the hippies; and it persuaded McGee and Thackray to step up the abuse in their next issue.

         McGee was no prose stylist, but he knew how to make optimum use of his allotted space. Besides garlanding the Television Personalities, he shrewdly advertised the Laughing Apple records gathering dust at Blenheim Crescent – a never-to-be-repeated offer: all three singles for £2-the-lot – and he succeeded in tapping into the widespread mood of dissatisfaction among indie bands, fans and fellow fanzine writers. Communication Blur was by no means the only ’zine to suggest that pop music’s rebirth would come from a psychedelia/punk synthesis – the Scottish fanzine Juniper Beri Beri made similar claims with a great deal more humour – but McGee’s untrammelled syntax and illiberal stance marked him out as an incendiary new voice, and he was congratulated in print by some of his fanzine rivals. For the first time, he realised that his natural enthusiasm had the ability to inspire others. ‘I felt empowered by some sort of righteousness,’ he says. ‘I felt as if I had a platform. And [Communication Blur] turned a lot of people on.’

         One of its readers was Tim Vass, a twenty-three-year-old indie fan from Luton. An ex-punk, Vass had graduated to the Postcard label in 1980, only to lose interest in Orange Juice when they signed to a major. He had since turned to ’60s psychedelia, but like the writers of Communication Blur, he was looking for a current, credible scene to connect with.

         As a pop-psychedelia fan in London in 1982, Vass found he was having to look long and hard for bands worth going to see. Two of the groups he liked – the Laughing Apple and a band called Twelve Cubic Feet – led him far off the beaten track. Their gigs took place, as it were, beneath the indie scene, where only the most intrepid, or the most desperate, dared to venture. ‘You got forced further and further underground looking for like-minded souls,’ says Vass. ‘You ended up going to gigs where there were maybe twenty people there, in the smallest, grottiest club imaginable, watching a band that was totally unknown.’

         In this subterranean demi-monde, the music press was as irrelevant as the price of a bottle of champagne to a pauper. For Vass and his friends, all the information about what was effectively London’s secret musical 70world came from the fanzines. And because the ’80s were closed off to them, the fanzines held the ’60s in improbably high esteem. Many a ’zine, Communication Blur included, illustrated articles about unsigned local bands with photos of ’60s icons such as Pete Townshend, Diana Rigg or Julie Christie; or assembled collages of London buses, City of Westminster street signs and telephone boxes. It was a nice way of revealing the fanzine writer’s cultural identity, while at the same time showing that he or she felt the iconography of the ’80s to be vastly inferior. It was also a trick learned from the Television Personalities, who decorated their record sleeves in ’60s ephemera. Despite the loss of Ed Ball and the financial troubles of Whaam!, the Television Personalities were the flagship band for this marginalised, fanzine-based, sub-indie, unnamed, out-of-time society.

         ‘We weren’t looking for ’60s soundalike bands, particularly,’ says Vass. ‘It was more a feeling that music had lost its way. Obviously, the ’60s had an effect on the way people dressed. Early on, a few of us used to wear shirts with Jackson Pollock-type action-painting splashes over them. I had a shirt with a painting of Syd Barrett on it, and some of his lyrics, and my girlfriend Shirley had a shirt with “The Next Projected Sound” from the ad for “Arnold Layne”, the first Pink Floyd single.’

         A year before, in 1981, London’s main psychedelic hangout had been the Groovy Cellar, a club in Piccadilly run by Dan Treacy’s publisher Clive Solomon. Inside, teenagers in Beau Brummel clothes and granny glasses frugged to old sides by the Move and the Jefferson Airplane, or stared transfixed at the oil wheels. ‘The Groovy Cellar was like walking into the club in Blow Up,’ says Ed Ball, who went regularly. ‘It really was very authentic. There seemed to be a gang of people that were into dressing up quite meticulously, dancing to records and meeting girls. There really was no place like it, where you could escape from the Duran Durans and the Spandau Ballets.’

         When the newly launched Channel 4 started repeating old episodes of The Avengers in November 1982 (because it was cheaper than commissioning new drama), the much-vaunted ’60s revival duly kicked in. For the first time in three years, the Television Personalities, whose first album had featured Patrick Macnee as John Steed on its cover, were 71topical, if not exactly dernier cri. However, this ’60s resurgence was kitschy and every bit as fashion-based as New Romanticism. At second-generation psychedelic clubs like the Clinic in Dean Street, the accent was on silly behaviour and organised fun. ‘People eat jelly off the floor and playfully stab each other with bananas,’ reported one journalist. Tim Vass and company stayed well away.

         Ed Ball’s band the Times continued to carry a torch for pop art’s halcyon days, but Ball was so far underground by now that he’d all but disappeared off the map. By the autumn of 1982, there was no nightspot in London to cater for the more intelligent ’60s fan who wanted to hear new music as well as old. ‘You didn’t really have clubs any more,’ says Peter Fowler. ‘It was just gigs in various places. I remember thinking at the time: wouldn’t it be great if we had a club like you imagine the beatniks did, where you could have a bit of poetry, drink a beer and spontaneous things would happen and it’ll be crazy and wonderful?’

         In October, a new Sunday-night club opened in Camden Town with something like that vision in mind. The Communication Club promised music, poetry and comedy at low prices; come one, come all. The brainchild of Alan McGee, it was Communication Blur transposed to a live entertainment format. By definition, then, it would give exposure to the kind of unassimilated bands that no promoter in his right mind would book. Come one, come no one.

         Among those who performed during the Communication Club’s eight-week run were the Nightingales, the Television Personalities, Tony Fletcher’s band Apocalypse, the Go-Betweens, Twelve Cubic Feet – and the Formica Tops, a group formed by a recuperated Andrew Innes. The Laughing Apple did not play. McGee and Dick Green had quietly folded the band a short time before.

         If the premise of the Communication Club had been to see if there existed a genuine niche market – a 1967/1977 psychedelia/punk overlap – large enough to merit a weekly event, the size of the audiences suggested not. The club attracted fewer than 50 people a night, giving McGee another financial headache. It had closed by December.

         The second issue of Communication Blur emerged in the summer of 1983. Inside, a cartoon showed Jerry Thackray bursting into Cherry 72Red with a machine gun and shooting dead a young singer playing an acoustic guitar. This was Ben Watt, one of Mike Alway’s closest friends. Alway himself was depicted in the cartoon smoking a joint. He had never taken drugs in his life. McGee’s relationship with Cherry Red was over.

         As before, the Laughing Apple’s singles were advertised in Communication Blur on a two-quid-for-all-three basis. But alongside them a new record was touted: a single entitled ‘73 in 83’. It was credited to the Legend! and released on a label called Creation Artifact – or Creation for short.

         
             

         

         Two things happened concurrently: a label and a new club. The idea was that one would feed the other, while both would assist sales of Communication Blur. By August, McGee was putting everything he had learned – from Thackray, from Tony Fletcher, from Alway and from Treacy – into practice.

         Although the Communication Club had failed, McGee still firmly believed that an audience was out there. Paying for the weekly Saturday-night use of an upstairs room in the Adams Arms, a pub in Conway Street underneath the Post Office Tower, he announced in the back pages of NME the imminent arrival of a club called the Living Room. Once again, his first phone call was to Robert Lloyd of the Nightingales.

         In the headcount of characters that orbited McGee during this period, Lloyd was very much the odd man out. A hard-drinking cynic with a curdled perspective on most of what passed for independent music, Lloyd had no time for the jingly-jangly pop-psychedelia that McGee held so dear, and was too long in the tooth to share McGee’s idealistic view of indie labels per se. The Nightingales had recorded for two of the most prestigious indies in the country – Rough Trade and Cherry Red – and watched their sales bottom out regardless. ‘As far as releasing records is concerned,’ said Lloyd in March 1983, ‘the Nightingales are officially teetering on the waste of time.’

         But Lloyd had a sneaking admiration for McGee, and Communication Blur was one of the few fanzines he made the effort to read. Feeling he had nothing to lose, he brought the Nightingales down to play the 73opening night of the Living Room on 6 August. ‘I like those kinds of gigs – always have – where you’re sat downstairs having a drink before you go on,’ says Lloyd. ‘I don’t like the dressing-room, stagey kind of thing.’ It was lucky he didn’t.

         The upstairs room of the Adams Arms was testament to the exiguousness of support for Alan McGee’s music. ‘I called it the Living Room because it was literally someone’s living room,’ he says. The room was already home to a weekly folk music club, Dingle’s, which had set the tone of the furnishings. There were a few tables, with a candle on each one. Pictures of folk singers lined the back wall. The capacity was, if everyone breathed in, 60. McGee admitted double that amount – without moving any of the tables. ‘It was incredibly dangerous,’ he says. ‘I was putting a hundred and twenty people in there some nights. It was a total fire hazard.’

         A much smaller space to fill than the Communication Club had been, the Living Room was a packed-out success. Each Saturday – and subsequently each Friday, too – a band of the Television Personalities’ or the Nightingales’ calibre would headline, preceded by two unsigned groups (Twelve Cubic Feet, for example, or the Jasmine Minks, a Jam-influenced four-piece from Aberdeen), something humorous involving Thackray, and a scratch combo featuring either McGee or Dick Green. ‘It was a very good atmosphere, very friendly,’ says Peter Fowler. ‘In a room of fifty people, you’d be good friends with ten of them and on nodding terms with another ten. It became a hangout for bands and their mates.’

         Tim Vass had finally found a club he could call his own. ‘The reason the Living Room became so important,’ he says, ‘was because it gave a focus to all these disparate people who all vaguely knew each other. There was always a good sense of camaraderie around the Living Room. It was the place to go to get hammered every Friday or Saturday night. And it was the first time you’d felt you belonged to anything since punk four or five years earlier.’

         Downstairs, the pub would fill with bands waiting for their signal to go up and play. Everyone would be asked to buy a fanzine. ‘So many people in the Living Room would do fanzines,’ says John Robb, the 74singer in a Blackpool band, the Membranes. ‘There were loads of guys holding plastic bags full of them. You’d always end up doing about ten fanzine interviews in there.’

         Inspired by Tony Fletcher’s Jamming! editorial, Creation Artifact – named in honour of McGee’s favourite ’60s band – began life in July. McGee imagined Creation as the premier indie for new guitar music, issuing only top-of-the-range pop-psychedelia in colourful, highly collectible, hand-folded sleeves. The bands would be art-conscious – in the way that the Television Personalities and the Times were art-conscious – and the records would be summery and melodic, but with a punk edge.

         There was something of a nod to both Postcard and Cherry Red in all of this, but McGee was coming at psychedelia from a more dilettantish angle than the cultured Mike Alway, and had none of the interest in black music of Alan Horne. The real model for Creation was a label for which each day was a struggle to survive. ‘Creation was based on the identity of Whaam!’ McGee admits. ‘That’s what I wanted. I wanted to have my own record label like Dan Treacy had.’

         McGee’s old life was catching up with him. Ian Donaldson’s latest line-up of H2O had signed to RCA and enjoyed a summer Top 20 hit with ‘Dream to Sleep’, a lugubrious, well-produced ballad. In a move that appalled McGee, H2O toured Britain supporting Kajagoogoo, a widely derided pop quintet with an adoring fanbase of pre-teenage girls. Kajagoogoo’s single ‘Too Shy’ – a number 1 smash in February – was to McGee’s ears the most dreadful song of the year. He little suspected Creation’s debut was to be worse.

         McGee took Jerry Thackray into a cheap studio in Shepherd’s Bush to record ‘73 in 83’, a tuneless rant Thackray had written about the music business. Thackray was going by his nom de guerre the Legend! – an abbreviation of the Legendary Jerry Thackray, an alias bestowed on him by McGee in a moment of madness. For the recording of ‘73 in 83’ and its two B-side songs, McGee and the Legend! were joined by an ad hoc band that included Dick Green, Yvonne McGee, a bassist named Simon Downe and the former punk poet Patrik Fitzgerald. Together they came up with one of the poorest records ever released by a British label.

         75‘73 in 83’ begins with the sound of Alan McGee incompetently playing a drum kit. A nadir-esque start, but the song quickly finds a way to deteriorate. Thackray – his weak Rs reminiscent of Rik Mayall’s disgruntled student in The Young Ones – commences a staccato terrace-chant in which he compares the music scene of 1983 to that of 1973. It is not clear whether Thackray thinks this is a good or a bad thing. Then, about a minute after it starts, it stops. Nobody ever wants to hear it again.

         Robert Lloyd was among the first to be given a copy. ‘[McGee] was full of enthusiasm,’ he recalls. ‘He was like: “This is my first record!” I just thought: it’s awful … it’s awful. I was diplomatic about it – and sort of encouraging – but fucking hell …’ Sinking like a stone, ‘73 in 83’ sold only a few dozen copies, passing unmentioned by any music publication save for Jamming!, which condemned it as ‘totally worthless’. The reception at the Living Room was just as hostile.

         McGee was dismayed. He had assumed that everyone would go crazy for a weird single made by two groovy guys like Thackray and himself. ‘I had been getting quite a lot of acclaim and I was really getting into the idea of meaning something to people,’ McGee says. ‘Then I put out that single and I got crucified, absolutely obliterated out of the sea. And deservedly so. And it registered.’ More than six months would elapse before he dared to release another Creation single.

         Journalists from the music papers started going to the Living Room in September, when an NME review of a gig by the Three Johns, a band from Leeds, gave the club’s profile a shot in the arm. One writer who became a Living Room regular was Danny Kelly, an NME freelancer whose tastes lay mostly in soul and reggae, but who had a soft spot for indie pop. A former British Rail clerk himself, Kelly related to McGee at once. ‘He would look straight into your eyes and talk to you as though he’d known you all his life,’ Kelly says. ‘And all he wanted to do was talk about how great music was. “I’ve just seen this … I’ve just heard that … Have you ever heard this record?” On and on and on. It never occurred to me that Alan was making a load of money out of [the Living Room]. He was this incredibly idealistic figure.’
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