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            iiiFor Sarah, the only sister of Mark, Simon and Matthew Nelson.

            
                

            

            ‘She was kind, sweet, vulnerable, loyal, classy, charming, a bit dippy in a good way, hard-working, honest, just a lovely person.’

             

             

             

             

            In October 2021 after a struggle with breast cancer she died peacefully in Colne, Lancashire, aged 55.

All of her brothers were with her.
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            And Jesus Danced (Twice)

         

         William Jellett was born in Dorset in June 1948. He started going to festivals and gigs all over London in the late 1960s and never really stopped, other than an interlude during the 1990s. He was also a regular at Speaker’s Corner.

         One day on the Tube it struck him he could be the second coming of Jesus and had just never realised it. The name – if not the notion – stuck with fellow music fans.

         And if Jesus liked the band, he danced like crazy. Occasionally naked, on stage and if it was really good, he played tambourine or the maracas.

         He was a five-star review in human form. In 1974 NME dedicated a full-page article to him.

         He saw the Milltown Brothers play at the Marquee in 1988, only their sixteenth gig. He danced like merry hell and gave his tambourine some hammer.

         He returned to see them again 16 years later at the Borderline in 2004 and he danced like merry hell again.

         William died aged 72 in January 2021. His ashes were scattered at Speakers’ Corner.
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            Prologue

         

         It was a gloriously sunny day. Ignoring the warning from his father Daedalus, Icarus used the wings he made for him to escape from the Labyrinth to do much more than was strictly necessary. Rather than simply making his getaway from the Minotaur, he discovered he loved the experience of freedom and flight. He began to fly for the sheer pleasure and became lost in the ecstasy and enjoyment of the moment. He found he could soar. And soar and swoop he did. Higher and higher. Such that he flew way too high, too close to the sun. It melted the wax holding his wings together, and he fell to earth.

         The story is one of the most abiding and well known from Greek mythology. It would be good to think it is because we are all too aware of our weaknesses and frailties. The dangers inherent in particularly – but not exclusively – an excess of the male ego. The sheer joy of it all. Getting lost in what’s going on. Taking life for granted. Such that we don’t think at all. Or if we do, we may feel a tiny bit invincible. In control.

         But we’re not, are we?

         We always have to be lucky too. All the time.
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            Introduction

         

         Way back when in 2004 I reluctantly met a pale, slightly out of shape, fair-haired bloke called Matthew Nelson, his name meant nothing to me, despite having a handful of Milltown Brothers’ songs on my iPod.

         I was that kind of half-arsed music fan at the time. Growing family. Crazy job. DIY. Not enough seeing bands. That gap in-between being young, madly into it and old, madly into it.

         He looked about 40, was strangely charming and had the gentle aura of a slightly world-weary, mild-mannered cherub. This was some 15 years after Mandy James had described him as ‘a sultry Botticelli angel’ in her review of the Milltown Brothers’ gig at Manchester Boardwalk in NME, November 1989.

         He wasn’t what I’d been expecting, I’d been expecting a dickhead. And I certainly had no idea I wasn’t the first person to make the cherub or dickhead associations, including the man himself.

         
            ‘“That’s just behind our house!” explains Matt, the boy I called an “angry cherub” in a review, causing him to worry about his weight. “Cherubs are fat, aren’t they?” he asked.’ Andrew Collins, ‘Bed of Roses’, NME, May 1989.

            ‘You’re a dickhead.’ Anonymous girl at Manchester Poly to Matthew on his return from a summer playing with the Word Association in the south of France, October 1987.

            ‘We’re either portrayed as drunken dickheads or boring old farts. At this moment I happen to be drunk and it’s up to everyone else to decide whether I’m a dickhead.’ Matthew with Iestyn George, ‘Burn Baby Burnley’, NME, August 1991. 2

         

         When I say I reluctantly met Matthew, it’s because I was being forced to work with him. I was making a couple of TV sponsorship films for the Co-operative Bank and was expecting – as was the norm – to appoint my own tried, tested and friendly film production team to do so.

         But the Bank did things a little differently. Granada TV was ITV’s regional franchise in the north-west – Coronation Street, Tony Wilson… Jeremy Kyle on the rise – and one of the Bank’s key media partners.

         Unfortunately for me, this meant I was obliged to use their in-house film production people. And Matthew was going to be my contact. I wasn’t looking forward to our first meeting, and neither was he. I couldn’t be bothered to get to know him and didn’t want to work with him.

         I liked him instantly, finding him strangely charming. I couldn’t help it, and it says much about him that he never held my soon confessed preconceptions against me.

         As does the fact he didn’t fill me in for ages about the link between him and my iPod. Not that he knew about my iPod, but you know. And even then it took a ridiculously rainy day in Blackpool for that to happen. It stopped us filming and I was running out of things to say in Wetherspoons. ‘Have you always done this kind of work?’

         He paused for a few seconds, looking at me, then talked about his past in the most diffident, reticent and humble way you can imagine. Maybe it was still a bit raw, ten years on; I didn’t realise he was only three years out of what he now calls his seven-year recovery plan. Which was no plan at all, it had just taken that long. Said he’d been in this little band, they’d released a couple of albums. One had done okay. I had to ask him what they were called and delighted in pulling out my iPod and showing him his songs when he told me.

         Typical as it is of him, such modesty is difficult to comprehend when looking at some of the boy’s press interviews from years earlier – as the ‘Burn Baby Burnley’ NME article from 1991 amply demonstrates: ‘We piss on so many other bands. I know 3we do. I have no peers on the current music scene.’

         Matthew concurs: ‘Oh dear, it’s not easy pretending to be a rock star, I really should have been kept well away from the press.’

         Twenty years later I started working on the idea for this book with the Milltown Brothers. It had been kicking around in my mind for years, a morality tale about a band that could have been huge, were about to be so and somehow managed to avoid it. And in their case leave Oasis, Blur, Pulp and the rest to the success those bands thoroughly deserved… as much as anyone does.

         I’d become – and still am – mildly obsessed with how life is just an infinitesimal number of slender slices of luck from start to finish. At every scintilla of every moment, each of which constantly changes everything in our future, including the end.

         It’s crazy, there’s the long bit before, then we’re born. The best odds anyone appears able to come up with for this to happen, specifically you or me, is 400 trillion to one. Then there’s the tiny bit when we’re alive, then the long bit after.

         So how many people must there be who could have been a genius at something if they’d been given the smallest chance? They just had to be born, have the requisite talent and qualities, in the right place, at the right time, with the right influences and opportunities. All that time, all those places. But what if they weren’t that lucky? They were stuck down a coal mine. Died as an infant. Born in a wilderness. Walked round a corner. Were shy. Didn’t walk round a corner. They never got near a brush, pen, guitar or even a classroom. The greatest singer-songwriter the world has ever seen never got the chance to write or sing a note.

         The Milltown Brothers were fortunate. And would never lay claim to be the greatest or the unluckiest whatever. But what happened to them demonstrates the utterly random nature of life splendidly.

         Fast-forward and the idea dropped out of my mind, as most of them do. I’d left the working world where I knew Matthew. We were still in touch, but met only once or twice a year, usually to get drunk and laugh a lot.

         Then he called in November 2023 to tell me the Milltown 4Brothers were playing a gig. Did I want to come along and make sure there was an audience? The idea for the book jumped out of nowhere into my mind and straight out of my mouth. And he said, ‘Why not?’

         I’d come to believe the Milltown Brothers had been – and indeed still were – a bunch of reasonably talented, pleasant, decent, ordinary people. With a glint in their eyes and something else.

         One of an admittedly very large group of bands and musicians who could have been much more commercially successful and well known than they were.

         More significantly, they were one of a much smaller group of bands who got themselves in a position where they were on the cusp of being exactly that.

         All while being ridiculously normal, friendly, flawed and nice with it. Nick Morrell agrees, he’s still a mate of theirs. He went to school with them and roadied for them, then spent his entire career in the army and the prison service. In November 2024 he drove the van for them to their sold-out gig at the Lexington in London.

         They had the songs, enthusiasm, exposure and backing from a record company. They were blessed with good fortune, plus that something else. The sum of their parts was much greater than a bunch of five individuals who could play and sing a bit. They could do magic. When they got it right, they soared.

         Early on they were incredibly lucky, too quickly. They got some big breaks and kept getting them. They had to catch up with themselves under the pitiless eye of the music industry. And possibly never quite did.

         From the start it appeared nothing could go wrong. Hope inevitably turned to expectation. Less than four years after the band formed, four brilliantly good things happened in a mad six-month period in 1991, bringing it all to a climax.

         Within each there was a twist in the tail. One didn’t appear disappointing at all. The next was instantly disappointing and impacted on everything else, but they brushed it off. The other two were slightly slower burners, but their collective impact was 5quietly devastating. Such that another thing went wrong, and another. Throw in one or two (maybe three or four) terrible decisions, and nothing could stop it all unravelling. Even while they were still enjoying themselves, and apparently on the crest of a wave, in their hearts they knew.

         It took three highly entertaining years after things started to go awry, but they snatched obscurity from the jaws of fame. And then they all had to find something else to do.

         Such is life, chaotic and utterly random. Fortune favours neither the bold nor the brave nor those who are winning. It’s just what happens at every given moment. Those with a different perspective might call it divine intervention, providence or fate, or say that things happen for a reason. It isn’t, they don’t, it’s luck.

         And that’s why this is no tragedy. It’s a celebration, it happened. As Tim Paton, the band’s first manager knows: ‘Let’s face it, very few bands have any career at all. They did stuff they could never have dreamt of.’ 6
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            Part 1

            Before (1957–1987)

            
               ‘Well, it’s a story of five friends who do something unusual and good together.’

               Nian

            

         

         Cold Meat

         Jean Brown was the daughter of a dairy farmer. She married Edward Nelson in April 1957, and he started working for G Plan at Clover Mill in Pendle in the early 1960s. Great timing because the company launched their radical Danish range around the same period, designed by renowned architect Ib Kofod-Larsen. Not much at all to do with Edward, but there you go, he was along for the ride. Before retiring in 1989, he worked his way through the company and ended up managing director of the upholstery division. All while living 20 minutes away in the family home in Colne.

         Jean and Edward had four children. In order of appearance: Mark, Simon, Sarah, Matthew. All born in the mill town of Colne in Lancashire, between 1959 and 1968.

         The first performance by any of those who would become the Milltown Brothers took place in the early summer of 1975 in the garage of the Nelson family home in Colne. Their band was called Cold Meat. It comprised elder brother Mark Nelson on lead guitar and vocals, Simon Nelson and neighbour Andy Marsden on drums, and Sarah and Matthew – the latter just seven years old – on air guitar.

         It was a 12-bar blues jam according to Mark. It’s not clear what it was to Sarah or Matthew. The audience included parents, neighbours and one cousin. 8
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         Following Joe Cocker’s inaugural air guitar performance at Woodstock in 1969 during his cover of the Beatles’ ‘With a Little Help from My Friends’, Cold Meat’s may be one of the earliest known recorded occurrences of the phenomenon in the UK – outside of Status Quo fans, obviously. Since 1996 the Air Guitar World Championships have taken place in Oulu in Finland.

         Mark Nelson

         Mark Nelson was born to Jean and Edward in 1959 in Colne. He’s the eldest Nelson brother, but he was never a Milltown Brother. Too old. Too wild. Too daft. Too busy. Although he does occasionally get up on stage with them.

         He got the music ball rolling and kept booting it forward.

         Mark has always tried hard to have a good time. He’s a large, passionate and sensitive soul, a tad intimidating if you don’t know him. He says insightful things in a big northern accent. A man of contrast and contradiction. Successful artist and art teacher. Successful rugby union player and coach. A good scrapper and a good man of peace. The most opinionated, outspoken and devil-may-care of the Nelson brothers. And there’s one thing 9 the brothers all agree on, including Mark, unsurprisingly. He’d have made the best rock star.
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         He was the first to board at Lancaster Royal Grammar School for Boys, 50 miles from home. It’s not a private school, it’s a state school, but unusually it takes boarders. Unlike his brothers to come he loved it, being into art and sport. Sport is particularly good there, but not if you want to play football. They play rugby union and he played on the wing for England Rugby Union schoolboys in 1978.

         He studied fine art at Liverpool Polytechnic and teacher training at Carnegie College Leeds. He played, he taught, he coached. He was the backs coach for Sale Sharks when they won the Rugby Union Premiership in 2006. And for all that time he wrote and performed music, wherever and whenever he got the chance, and he still does. 10

         In his youth he learned to play both piano and guitar, the latter on a second-hand Burns London Original electric guitar his dad bought him for £10. (He asked me to put that in, said it would amuse and warm some people.) His primary motivation to learn was to impress girls. The first song he could play was ‘Something’ by the Beatles. He quickly began to write songs. You’re unlikely to have heard any of them, but quite a few are out there.

         After the Cold Meat gig, he played his next as the Hamptons. It took place in one of the smallest rooms in his school and was ‘laid-back and intimate’. Accompanying him on drums was 12-year-old brother Simon. They had three songs, all covers: ‘Bad Moon Rising’ by Creedence Clearwater Revival, ‘Meet Me on the Corner’ by Lindisfarne and ‘Arms of Mary’ by Sutherland Brothers and Quiver.

         The second and final gig played by the Hamptons was in a bigger room at the school in 1977. Brother Simon, now 14, was still on drums. They’d forgotten how to play ‘Arms of Mary’ but still knew ‘Bad Moon Rising’ and ‘Meet Me on the Corner’, and they had ‘this bluesy riff, we could play it slow… And we could play it quick.’ They ended up filling the place and had to repeat their just about four-song set. Mark remembers it as a much more rocking gig than the first one, mainly because of the quick version of the bluesy riff and the boisterous crowd. During the third renditioning of ‘Bad Moon Rising’ he realised the audience was beginning to get bored and abruptly ended the show, suggesting they go to the pub. This didn’t go down well with the teachers present.

         In 1991 Mark played guitar for the exotically named Breezer & Red Squared. (A few years later another of the Milltown Brothers – Barney, not himself a Nelson – appeared in the abridged version of the band, Red Squared.) At Loughborough Students Christmas Ball in 1991, they supported Chesney Hawkes, one of the most famous of one-hit wonders. Although, to be fair, he had one and a half – and ‘The One and Only’, written by Nik Kershaw, was much bigger than anything the Milltown Brothers did. 11

         After the gig a couple of members of the band got chatting with someone from BMG who happened to be there and was moderately impressed. They came straight to the point. ‘I like you but I hate the name and you must get rid of the bouncer on guitar.’ Mark once played and sang ‘Leaving on a Jet Plane’ over the

         PA system to the whole of Manchester Airport. He also played in a band called Big Picture, alongside Barney (again) and Bobby Elliott, a founding member of the ’60s British beat combo the Hollies. Big Picture released a cover of Crosby, Stills, Nash & Young’s ‘Our House’ in 2007 as a charity single for Pendleside Hospice. And in 2009 Mark provided both the cover art and co-wrote two songs, including the title track, for the 21st and final Hollies album Now, Then, Always.

         As for the Milltown Brothers, Mark not only introduced Simon to playing in a band, he also helped him learn to play guitar. And introduced him to the music he liked, which was mostly prog rock. But perhaps his most significant impact on them was to be indirectly responsible for the Milltown Brothers’ name. Which may or may not be a good thing.

         In the early summer of 1987 Mark played a one-off gig with brother Simon at the Water Witch, a canal side pub in Lancaster. Needing a name for the night, they called themselves the Millionaire Brothers and their eclectic set included covers of the Smiths’ ‘Heaven Knows I’m Miserable Now’, Lindisfarne’s indefatigable ‘Meet Me on the Corner’ and Cockney Rebel’s ‘Judy Teen’, alongside a few of their own songs. Brother Matthew, who was in his first band (The Spire), went along to watch them and jokingly said the Milltown Brothers would have been much better than the Millionaire Brothers. It stuck somewhere in Simon’s head.

         Mark brought this gig to a close by headbutting a member of the audience as they approached him, having shouted: ‘Do you know Bob? Do you know Bob? Do you know Bob?’ ad nauseam for most of the set.

         He now lives in Lytham St Annes on the Lancashire coast with his partner, Susan. He’s a full-time artist and part-time 12musician and says the art would make him a reasonable living if he could add a nought or two to what he sold each painting for.

         Simon Nelson

         Simon Nelson is the elder statesman of the Milltown Brothers. He was born on 2 May 1963. He plays guitar and in partnership with Matthew is the main songwriter for the band. By the time they finally became the Milltown Brothers in December 1987, he was all of 24 years old. He’s got at least five years on the rest of them – although an article three years later in the first issue of the short-lived London Music magazine suggests someone may occasionally have been liberal with the truth. ‘In case you’re wondering, Matt, aged 22, and Simon, one year his junior, are the only blood relations in the group.’

         It didn’t stop here. Simon is as honest as the day is long, but he did insist in late 1993, in what proved to be the last issue of ‘Coming From The Mill’, the band’s UK fanzine, that he was 27 when he was just about 30. Call it the power of pop – and desperate times – at play. Because of the age gap and the fact that Matthew’s friend James was a superb guitarist, he thought he was lucky the others let him in the band. He shouldn’t have worried, they loved him.

         Nian explains: ‘We were lucky to have Simon, we were just young lads… in a school band… and we’re making this decision to go to Manchester Poly, we didn’t care what we were studying, we just wanted to carry on with the music when our band the Spire was actually a bit shit, not very good, we had nothing to hang on to.’

         And his contribution to the Milltown Brothers would go way beyond the music. Not least because having a pair of genetic brothers reinforced the idea of the brotherly spirit among the band – all deeply true despite industry cynicism. Similar but more inclusive than the Allman Brothers and certainly more authentic than either the Righteous Brothers or the Ramones. Or any of the many iterations of Brotherhood of Man for that matter. 13

         The other members of the band talk about his intelligence, level-headedness, diligence, ability to get stuff done – and persistent attempts to keep them on the relatively straight and narrow. A path he’s tried to follow ‘with a fair-ish measure of success’ throughout his music career. In the very early days of the Milltown Brothers, he even turned up for most gigs in a suit and tie, straight from work. But always managed to get changed before going on stage.

         When he describes himself, we get an alternative picture. Of someone who’s essentially pessimistic, who overthinks things and worries, and who is perversely superstitious about the band – and Burnley FC. ‘I’d definitely avoid shaving on the day of a gig especially if it was the first day of a tour… never black underpants on gig days… I would always favour left stage in the early days, but we were pushed around as support band so often I had to drop that one. In the recording studio I’d do all I could to avoid looking at the gain gauge on the 24-track recorder and fader on the desk for channel 13 – if the producer put the guitar on channel 13, I would ask to change it… on the way to recording in Bath in May 1992 I was desperately searching for two magpies together but only ever saw one… I knew the session was doomed… I have carried this over into Burnley FC, but it has been proved wrong so many times that it’s now defunct.’

         He’s terrified of failure too. So he was always loath to pass up any opportunity to promote the band. Even if the vehicle was – frankly – inappropriate. Ergo playing live on Blue Peter, Wogan and even Going Live! – on which, far too early in the morning of Saturday 16 February 1991 and after having played a crazy gig in Wolverhampton the night before, the band played ‘Which Way Should I Jump?’ live from BBC Television Centre, White City. (A ridiculously enthusiastic and bouncy young compère called Phillip Schofield introduced and interviewed the band.)

         Simon was the second Nelson brother to attend and board at Lancaster Grammar. He was keen to disassociate himself from the drums and used a Yamaha acoustic and Telecaster copy to learn to play guitar, both owned by Mark. 14

         ‘I guess first learning to play in early 1980, I was very influenced by all the punk and new wave bands I’d listened to. Initially I thought of it as a vehicle for songwriting and showing off, so the downstroke chug and crash chord styles of the likes of the Undertones, the Jam, the Cars, the Pistols etc. seemed to make sense, although obviously I learned later there was miles more sophistication in the likes of John and Damian O’Neill’s playing. As I got more confident, I was certainly influenced by the magnificent jangle and angular playing of people like James Honeyman-Scott, Johnny Marr, Frank Infante, Chris Stein, Tom Verlaine and, most important of all, Peter Buck.’

         He wanted to disassociate himself from the school too, despite his intelligence. He particularly didn’t like having to board there and hated being called a ‘fucking grammar stiff’ in the street. He wrote many tearful letters home.

         He wasn’t even in the cool set of boys in his year, or their band. So he formed his own, The Spies, with Patrick, the geography teacher’s son, on piano. He sang, played guitar and wrote songs. They played at school Film Society nights and entered an Ormskirk young songwriters’ competition. They didn’t win. Their career highlight was headlining a street party on 29 July 1981 in Lancaster – celebrating the wedding of Prince Charles and Lady Diana Spencer.

         All would agree Simon is the most academic of the Nelson brothers. He did well at school and went to Nottingham University, emerging in 1986 with a decent degree in French. While he was there he met Rachel, who a few years later would become his wife and happily still is.

         In his first year he formed a band with Ian Mellanby on bass and Ian Bell on drums. They weren’t much good. And they weren’t much good with names. They looked at the racing page in a discarded Daily Mirror for guidance and somehow a horse called Tropical Blue jumped out at them. They decided to ride it.

         Tropical Blue’s first gig? Supporting the Polecats – rockabilly stalwarts – at Nottingham University. In June 1984 they stepped a little further out of the shadows, entering a Battle of the Bands competition at the legendary Rock City in Nottingham, hosted 15by Radio 1 DJ Janice Long. First prize was a Radio 1 session. You got nothing for coming second – and they came second. But Janice took a fancy to them and offered a Radio 1 session anyway. Euphoria, they were on their way.

         Simon picks up the story. ‘A few weeks later we’d still heard nothing about the session and a creeping concern was sinking in. The Radio 1 Roadshow was on a large barge, winding its merry way along the Leeds Liverpool canal – with Janice aboard. It was due to pass through Blackburn and I convinced myself if I could get to it and grab Janice’s attention in person she’d sort it. It was the summer and I was home from Nottingham, so I got my dad to drive me to the right spot. As the barge approached I saw Janice and shouted, “Janice, it’s Simon from Tropical Blue… the Rock City Battle of the Bands thing… radio session…” Janice smiled, seemed to recognise me and shouted back, asking if I’d like to join them on the barge for the day, enjoy the party. I still cringe and blush when I recall the 12 words that came out of my mouth in response: “I’m sorry, I can’t. My dad’s waiting for me in the car.”’

         The session did eventually happen but didn’t go well. It was quietly broadcast on Radio 1 on Ian Brass’s show at 7.30 in the evening on Saturday, 15 December 1984. Three years later Simon and Matthew wrote what they call their first proper songs, among them ‘Janice Is Gone’, which the Milltown Brothers recorded at Strawberry Studios in Stockport in 1988.

         The disappointment of the session and the move to Paris didn’t deter Tropical Blue. Both Ians decamped and lived on Simon’s floor until the summer of 1985. In early 1985 they decided Tropical Blue wasn’t a great name and changed it. Good move.

         The Word Association

         Simon Nelson: Vocals / Guitar / Songwriter

         Ian Mellanby: Bass

         Ian Bell: Drums, until July 1985

         Jean-Brice Vietri: Drums, from July 1985 16
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         The Word Association managed a handful of gigs in Paris, including at the veteran rock club Gibus. It’s still open today, one of the leading gay clubs in the French capital.

         At the end of the summer term via a friend who worked for NAT Holidays, the band got themselves a lovely job playing a circuit of campsites and bars in the south of France for the summer. Off they went. The Ian’s fell out and drummer Ian disappeared into the night with his French girlfriend. Desperately in need of a drummer, the band were introduced to a local, Jean-Brice Vietri. Jean ended up staying with the band until, two years or so later, they called it a day – in Nottingham and London as well as Marseillan Plage and Cap d’Agde.

         It would be putting it mildly to say the band enjoyed what turned out to be three summers playing the circuit in the south of France, living in tents until the last summer when they borrowed a small apartment from one of Jean-Brice’s dad’s friends. Each year they played 40 or 50 gigs from mid-June to September. A mix of covers – from the likes of the Beatles, Elvis Costello, the Undertones and U2 – and Simon’s originals. 17

         On returning to the UK, the Word Association released their one and only independent single in October 1985: the harmonica-driven ‘Mary Mary’ backed with ‘The Ballad of Tina Rose’ on Crocker Records, both written by Simon. ‘Mary, Mary’ features on C85, a 3CD release from Cherry Red records offering ‘the best of the burgeoning indie scene.’ Along with small headline gigs the band’s support slots into 1986 included Mighty Mighty, Richard Jobson’s Armoury Show and the June Brides. All of this proper band stuff was being admired and envied from afar by Matthew and his school friends James and Nian.

         Unbeknown to them, though, Simon wasn’t feeling much like a musician. After finishing university and their second summer season in the south of France in 1986 the band decided to move to a grim Finchley bedsit in London, to give the music a go.

         In contrast to the south of France in summer, ‘a shithole’ in Finchley in winter lacks a certain charm. They were on the dole, they were freezing, they were damp. Their dole cheques kept getting stolen by tramps. Tramps who frequently dossed in the bathroom. But they did manage a couple of demo sessions and sent out an 8-track demo tape. It achieved nothing.

         Simon remembers it as an increasingly desperate time. The dark, cold months were interminable. Nothing much ever seemed to happen. But they did play a handful of gigs in London and Lancaster. Twice at the Timebox Club in the Bull & Gate – a pub (almost) next door to the Town & Country Club in Kentish Town – in 1986 and 1987. Little more than a year later he’d be back at the Bull & Gate with the Milltown Brothers, a pivotal gig in their career… and within another year of that the Milltown Brothers would play at the Town & Country Club itself.

         In February 1987, the Word Association played a gig at the Brown Cow in Lancaster, supported by the Spire, the band brother Matthew had formed with his school friends James and Nian. Two months later the lease on the flat was up and the Word Association had all had enough of Finchley. Another summer in the south of France lay ahead, but Finchley had been a harsh dose of reality. 18

         Simon moved back to the family home, caught a gig by the Spire at the Park Hotel in Lancaster and began working for a few weeks at Colne library, before heading off to the south of France – with brother Matthew in tow – to play that final summer with The Word Association. The band played their last gig together in Cap d’Agde in early September 1987.

         But Simon wasn’t done with music. On the contrary, working in Colne Library wasn’t the only thing he’d been doing before the final south of France trip.

         Matthew Nelson

         Matthew Nelson was born on 20 March 1968 in Colne. He’s the singer (he even wrote a song to prove it, called ‘I’m a Singer’), main songwriter and the creative heartbeat (say the other members of the band, not him) of the Milltown Brothers. Given what he was doing – and how he was doing it – when I met him in 2004, I find this difficult to get my head around. The point when you meet people and the assumptions you inevitably form is frighteningly arbitrary, demonstrating how we can have only one view of the world, when there is an infinity at any given moment and an infinity of moments.

         Matthew is admirably indifferent to his past and, as you already know, rarely talks about himself. Out of the spotlight he’s always been quiet, and in the background, he can appear unemotional, withdrawn and uninterested. But when persuaded – say when you’re writing a book that involves him – he’ll tell you he’s a songwriter and his singing voice is something he honed out of limited resources to express his songs. Songwriting is what he discovered he could do and what makes it worthwhile. Happily he wrote and demoed a song called ‘So You Want to be a Writer’ – as well as ‘I’m a Singer’. It eventually appeared on More Slinky, a compilation album released only in Japan in the autumn of 1991.

         The other thing you need to know about Matthew is that he openly admits to being bottom of the class academically. School 19didn’t work for him. This is hard to figure given his songwriting ability and the spontaneity and dynamism he brings to his role as lead singer and ringmaster on stage. He has a nerveless, passionate and mildly possessed persona, and tells me he’s always felt very comfortable on stage. It was his safe place, surrounded by his mates. Gave him the sense of being set free. Although he admits his stage banter never amounted to very much: ‘This is our favourite song…’ on repeat, after many, many different songs.

         Plus the occasional misjudged rant, all of which is at odds with the songs he writes. These have most often been described as poetic. Typically heartfelt stories and allegories about love, loss, joy, yearning, belonging and… self-doubt. The best are streams of consciousness, just what pours out of him. Fans love the everyday life passions they articulate, critics think they can be over-sentimental and romantic, with insufficient questioning of the world and its injustices. More soft Kerouac than hard Dylan. And he’s never been comfortable talking about them. ‘Whenever I explain a song it dies on me, they are metaphors for losing your innocence,’ he told Vox, August 1991.

         This more recent reflection is a more honest and helpful interpretation, and would have stood him in good stead in 1991. ‘I just write whatever comes out of my head when we’ve got a melody or riff and other people can decide what it’s about for them when it’s left me. The easier the words come and instinctively knowing where they are going to go, the better the song. Where the words go is a pretty loose exercise, yet it makes or breaks everything. As for the meaning, there’s no considered thought behind it; it really is a stream of consciousness when it works best and whatever the words are, they’re as close to a raw expression of me, my essence, who I am as anything could be. I don’t understand what’s wrong with that. They’re the outpourings of a normal person with a head and a heart who wasn’t great at school, it’s what I want to get across. Let’s face it, most singers who think they have something important to say didn’t start life as a philosopher or whatever. It’s easy to fall flat on your face if it’s a facade and you’re singing about stuff that you maybe think will make the music be taken more seriously by the world. I’m not saying protest singers aren’t 20genuine in their beliefs – you know how the band feel about Dylan – but I want it to be instinctive and don’t want to force myself to think too much about it and try writing about stuff I know nothing about. It’s like lying and could mess with the tune.’

         It’s no surprise to learn that as a young boy he loved his own company, his first childhood memories dominated by time he spent alone. At junior school he found things hard going. His dad performed a minor miracle or two to get him through the eleven-plus. Matthew has no idea how he managed to pass and can’t remember a thing about it.

         One of the few things to bring him out of himself was his love of Burnley Football Club. A fondness shared by Simon and the rest of the Milltown Brothers – more or less; don’t believe everything you read in the press. James was never a football fan but was happy to go along with it. Nian comes from a family of ardent Liverpool supporters and was certainly never a member of Burnley’s youth football team, despite being an excellent player, but given Liverpool’s self-evident superiority he was happy for Burnley to be his second club for PR purposes.

         Matthew’s most vivid early memories of attending football matches relate more to what happened just about off the pitch than on it. He vividly remembers a midweek game against Celtic in the – not sadly missed – Anglo-Scottish Cup when he was 10. Turf Moor – Burnley’s ground – became a battlefield. Rival fans ripped up railings and terracing and used them as spears and clubs. Separated from his mate and his mate’s dad, he was escorted to a quieter spot by a policeman and told not to move if he valued his life. It happened again the following Saturday against Sunderland.

         Football was his weekends. And so, unsurprisingly, was this: he became the third Nelson brother to board at Lancaster Grammar and he hated it.

         But funnily, his educational struggles got better while apparently becoming much worse. He performed so poorly in his second year that the school suggested he stay down and do the year again. Which turned out to be lucky because waiting for 21him in the class in that year below were James, Nian, Nick and Max. Two of them would eventually become Milltown Brothers, while the other two would do anything and everything to help the band do their thing. All in one class – and one of four classes he could have been put in. Very lucky. And through a mangle of sport, music and a shared sense of humour, plus Matthew hating the dumb bullying and middle-class laddish mentality dominating the boarders’ lives, he gradually found his natural place among them.
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         Come the early summer of 1985, James and Nian did what they’d kept saying they were going to do and formed a ‘post-punk metal’ band, Warning. The two of them got into the habit of going to Nian’s house during the holidays, then lunch breaks and weekends in term time (he lived close to the school) to watch videos of music programmes and do a bit of very basic music themselves. When he could during term Matthew joined them and occasionally helped them help themselves to some of Nian’s dad’s home brew. 22

         Decent music programmes were few and far between. Nian recorded bits of Top of the Pops, The Old Grey Whistle Test and the odd live show that turned up somewhere on BBC 2 or the relatively fresh-faced Channel 4. But the show they loved was The Tube. It appeared on Channel 4 for the first time on Bonfire Night in 1982. A brilliant, irreverent alternative to Top of the Pops, giving exposure to many alternative, post-punk and indie bands and musicians. And with a much cooler, more discerning youth audience. It became a polarising influence for Matthew, James and Nian, encouraging the convergence of their musical interests. REM made their first appearance outside the USA on The Tube on 18 November 1983 – the day before playing their first UK gig at Dingwalls in Camden.

         The next time REM were on The Tube was October 1985. By then Matthew had briefly visited Simon as the Word Association played their first tour in the south of France earlier that summer and had his first experience of being on stage. This proved somewhat challenging, an experience best left to everyone’s imagination. REM played the sublime ‘Driver 8’ on The Tube that night, four days after Matthew and Simon had seen them play it and 23 other songs at Rock City in Nottingham. Two nights later they saw Prefab Sprout play there too, in support of their second album Steve McQueen.

         Between these REM TV appearances, and in addition to his visit to the south of France, Matthew had begun to teach himself guitar sufficiently well to use it to write what he calls ‘sort of…’ songs. And ‘doing bits and pieces of music and stuff’ while hanging out with James and Nian. Motivated by what they and Simon were up to, he decided that being a singer/songwriter was something he might be able to do. A career choice. He just had to find the songs, the voice and the band. After the REM and Prefab Sprout gigs in Nottingham his mind was made up. ‘I didn’t have any other career in my head by the time I was 17 or so. Luckily I was friends with a great guitar player and a drummer. I think I became happy to be a singer when I was in the south of France the first time, other than I couldn’t really sing and my songs were awful, but you 23know. Warning had played a couple of gigs in Lancaster, but Nian didn’t like metal, he was mad about Echo & the Bunnymen, and James was up for anything. Conveniently the summer break and a load of new influences put paid to Warning.’

         Autumn term 1985. Writing a bit. Playing a bit. Singing a bit. Watching plenty. Matthew and James trying to work out a few songs, admiring Simon and the Word Association – and their ‘Mary Mary’ single release – from afar. Come the new year, with James on guitar and Nian on drums, they formed the Spire in February 1986, recruiting classmate Craig Holden on bass.

         Six months later, at the beginning of the final school year in September 1986, Matthew, James and Nian had this crazy idea to go to Manchester Poly together and see if they could make the music work. Sensibly Craig decided quietly to leave them to it at the end of school life in 1987. What Matthew chose to study at Manchester was irrelevant, other than making sure he got there. He decided Hotel and Catering Management was within his power. Two Es were required. He managed two Es.

         James Fraser
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         24James Fraser was born in Sale, Lancashire on 1 November 1968. All Saints’ Day. His family moved to Scale Hall on the outskirts of Lancaster when he was two. His dad was a civil engineer at the nuclear power station on the Lancashire coast at Heysham.

         Early life was comfortable enough but tense and difficult at times as a result of three things. Firstly, despite the nature of his job, his dad seemed to be in and out of work and money was often scarce. Secondly his younger sister Holly was unwell and in and out of hospital as a child. And, to top it all, he went to a Catholic primary school.

         Even though he was never bullied, he never thought he belonged, finding the other children wild, noisy and hard to get on with. As to the ritualisation and enforcement of religion in school, it was a nightmare and violently put him off organised Western religion. Priests were regular visitors, corporal punishment the norm. Like all the boys he received the sacraments and went to confession. But while the others seemed to balance it effortlessly with a rough and mischievous side, he couldn’t and feels if he’d stayed at the school he’d have struggled. Fortunately he told his mum and she got him out of it and into a village-based state school where his sisters went. It was a breath of fresh air and he passed his eleven-plus easily. Next stop Lancaster Royal Grammar School. Not as a boarder, he was local.

         It’s pretty obvious that discovering the guitar helped him get through the primary school experience. His mum and dad got him a cheap acoustic for Christmas when he was about 9. And while being eternally grateful, James animatedly – for him – insists ‘it was as much like a real guitar as a Lego car is a real car.’ (Accurate descriptions are important to him in regard to everything musical.) He started playing, though, and got obsessed. Rushing home every night from primary school to just play and get lost in it.

         He can’t read music and learned to play by ear, listening over and over to cassette tapes and finding his own way – as Barney did when he discovered the piano. He developed a passion for heavy rock and metal and eventually got himself an electric guitar. 25His guitar teacher was more than happy to take him down the Thin Lizzy, Black Sabbath and Saxon route to playing. He’s arguably the most accomplished and committed musician among the Milltown Brothers, Barney being the other candidate. Nian knew. ‘James was good from day one with Warning, then the Spire and then the Milltown Brothers. He could play and we were novices. He’d pick up a riff and it would instantly sound like a song, it made us, carried us, we seemed far better than we were.’

         What I like about James is that en route to his mid-50s he has acquired and retained at least five different names – and is more than happy to be called any of them. It suggests he doesn’t take himself too seriously, despite an earnest and studied disposition. So many people think their name is ridiculously important. It’s just an appendage your parents give you, it has nothing innately to do with you.

         He’s James. Jim. Fraz. Dogman. Hairy Dogman. They get looser and looser. He was christened Dogman – or Hairy Dogman if you prefer the unabridged version – by Matthew in 1983, after noticing his hairy legs during swimming at school and being hairless in that department himself.

         Not sure who the joke’s on here.

         He’s the most measured, softly spoken and considered of the band – but with a certain self-possession and engaging sense of humour that made him popular at Lancaster Grammar, which belies his diffidence and natural social awkwardness. Often lost for words, he thinks he can appear, at best, subdued and boring. He talks carefully about his ability – or inability – to process things. It’s extraordinary he’s appeared on stage in front of all those people. Hundreds of times. And always, on the face of it, happy and confident to do so, I suggest. ‘I’m too wrapped up in what I’m doing to notice. I know exactly what I have to do and after the gig a few drinks and a smoke or two does the trick.’

         His first band ‘experience’ was with Nick, who couldn’t and can’t play anything. Bigpigs. They worked out song lyrics between them during English classes, dealing with such fertile topics as the horrors of the abattoir, from a pig’s perspective. 26Much more compelling than Keats’ ‘Ode to a Nightingale’. Then James took the lyrics home, strummed a tune around them and played and sung them back to Nick. That was it.

         At the same time Nian was going around to James’ house to accompany his guitar playing, using a pair of chopsticks, chair arm and a couple of cushions. Eventually he got a second-hand drum kit for Christmas in 1984… and by the start of summer term 1985 Warning existed. Nian at the back, Tom Myall and James on vocals and guitars and Matthew Chalmers on bass.

         Tom and Matthew lived in Caton, a few miles outside of Lancaster. They rehearsed in the garage of Matthew’s mum and dad. It was hard work when there were no parents to give James and Nian a lift with their gear: they had to get the bus and take a mile hike up a steep hill, with electric guitar, amp and full drum kit in a couple of bin bags. And then take it all the way back to catch the bus home. At least that bit was downhill.

         Their admirable persistence paid off. They got some songs together and played a few gigs. The first of these was in the summer at Beaumont College, which was for children and young adults with multiple learning difficulties, run by what would become Scope, then known as the National Spastics Society. It wouldn’t be the last time Beaumont College loomed large in James’ life.

         Their second gig was in 1985 at a Keep Music Live event at Lancaster’s Sugarhouse – in subsequent years they’d play there as part of both the Spire and the Milltown Brothers. Weirdly given his abject memory about much of the past – if not unsurprising given his musical focus – James remembers unprompted the opening of the Sugarhouse performance. ‘It was an utter nightmare… my guitar was out of tune from the very first chord.’

         What happened next? The summer holidays and those influences – REM, the Waterboys, Echo & the Bunnymen – and the indie-driven the Spire slowly rising from the ashes of Warning. James is completely unable to remember anything about the Brown Cow gig when the Spire supported the Word Association in February 1987. But he can remember getting to know Matthew’s brother Simon a lot better, just before his final 27school exams in April and at about the same time he was offered a place to do Business Studies at Manchester Poly, an offer that delighted him but thoroughly disappointed his teachers. They knew him to be capable of much more. Apparent apathy set against potential. They expected him to at least be going to a ‘proper’ university to study an academic subject. James couldn’t care less; all he wanted to do was music.

         Nian Brindle

         Nian Dylan Brindle was born in Lancaster on 12 February 1969. His dad was a driver, his mum a schoolteacher. He has a brother Seth, five years younger, who remains his best friend outside the band. Seth and his children were at the sold-out Milltown Brothers at the Lexington on Pentonville Road, the one Nick drove the van to, in November 2024.

         His parents were still in their teens when they had Nian. Very much cool people of their time, much younger in both age and outlook than most of his friends’ parents. Huge Dylan fans if you hadn’t noticed. And life was pretty communal for downtown Lancaster. ‘There were people hanging about the house at all times 28of the day and night, doing this, doing that, drinking, sleeping, smoking, sleeping, tai chi, staring into space, whatever.’
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         A rugby-playing hippy, his dad still got into punk in the late 70s – loved the anarchic lyrics – and had a copy of ‘God Save The Queen’ by the Sex Pistols. Nian was 9 and ‘borrowed’ it to play at the home of his best mate at primary school, Ian ‘Scotty’ Moorhouse. Many years later Scotty, who would learn to play the didgeridoo of all things, would go on to form a band, Greenheart, with James. The national press furore regarding punk meant Scotty’s grandma, who was looking after him, refused to let Nian play it and sent him home. He blushes about it to this day.

         Home was a small-terraced house in a bunch of narrow streets butting up to the playing fields of Lancaster Grammar. Nice juxtaposition. His dad regarded work simply as a means to an end, the end being sport and music. Nian’s not much different. There wasn’t any money in the house, but they had a superb stereo system to complement their vast record collection. And his dad had been an outstanding rugby union player for the Vale of Lune, where Nelson brothers Mark and Simon, then Nian would also play. In the mid-1970s when union was still an amateur sport, his dad was offered a professional contract by Halifax rugby league, but didn’t fancy it.

         His mum kept the family on the rails while his dad had a tendency to occasionally drift off them.

         He happily regaled the rather conservative members of Vale of Lune rugby club – pillar of the local community with many ties to Lancaster Grammar School – with his transcendental hippy experiences. Meanwhile Mum was persuading Nian – a good footballer – to go to school there. But they played rugby, not football, and so even though he’d passed his eleven-plus and had been offered a place, he was reluctant to go. His mum solved the problem by finding Nian a local Sunday League team – Marsh United. And then he became a good rugby player at school too.

         Nian knew Max first – at primary school – and then Nick, 29before any of the others crossed paths, except for the Nelson brothers of course. Nick didn’t go to the same primary school, but they were both good footballers and played in the same Lancaster Schools team where Nian was the captain.

         Being sports mad and more than handy at any sport he tried was brilliant for him at Lancaster. Like James’ sense of humour, it made Nian popular and feel he belonged. And he thinks that musically percussion is ideal for sporty people. Being all about good hand–eye coordination, making an effort, hitting something frequently as hard as you can… and delivering a noise bang on time. He really did start out with chopsticks and the chair arm and James on guitar and was desperate for some proper ones to hit, which is why he ended up going with his mum to pick up a second-hand kit from the vicarage in the village of Cockerham for Christmas in 1984.

         Atypically for a drummer, Nian is outgoing and articulate. He’s the other Milltown Brother I knew when I first popped Matthew the question about this book; he’d often helped out when Matthew and I were making adverts and stuff. Given the Milltown Brothers’ distinct lack of anyone who could speak effectively with the press – and his leadership skills demonstrated on the sports field – I end up wondering whether they could have pushed him more to the fore, unusual for a drummer I accept. When I suggest this to the rest of the band, hilarity follows. They point me to YouTube and that performance of ‘Which Way Should I Jump?’ on Going Live! and the strained interview with Phillip Schofield afterwards. The band look like choir boys (minus the cassocks and surplices), albeit obviously hungover and not saying much at all. James and Nian skulk at the back while Matthew mumbles something about ‘no money to buy clothes’ and ‘we’re ragamuffins’ before tailing off into silence. Nian jumps in and has a go at stringing a coherent sentence or two together about their influences and style… then starts to repeat himself with a couple of flailing open armed gestures. It doesn’t look that bad to me, particularly as the question was daft and no one else was saying anything. 30

         He’s also empathetic, he gets people, while not wasting his words. ‘School was terrible for boarders, they didn’t have their own life, but they kept themselves apart. Matthew was different. It’s never been on his radar to think he was better than anyone else just because his mum and dad could afford for him to board at school. And he carried none of that impregnable air of confidence unlike the rest of them. I found him easy to talk to and after I’d nervously asked him round to my house a couple of times, I told him how crap I felt about where I lived compared to everyone else. He just told me I had a lovely family home, he really loved coming over – and that he’d like to be able to go home every night. I realised then everyone has their hang-ups and insecurities.’

         As to the music, he got into Echo & the Bunnymen and saw them at Lancaster University in October 1984 on the Ocean Rain tour. It was a huge thing for him and it all mushroomed with Matthew and James. Then he discovered girls. Then he got involved with Warning, followed by the Spire. Then he got a long-term girlfriend, Suzanne, who was Nian’s first love; they were inseparable until 1992. Then he read On the Road by Jack Kerouac and realised life might be ‘just for kicks’, and certainly much bigger than Lancaster. Then his education was sacrificed because of all these other thens… In his A levels he managed just two Ds and an E.

         Which is why he ended up being the last one, ages after Matthew and James, to get a place at Manchester Poly, scrambling through clearing and getting to do Geography and European Studies. Which is also why he ended up in a student house in Stretford, on the other side of Manchester from James and Matthew in Didsbury.

         The Spire

         
            Matthew Nelson: Vocals / Songwriter

            James Fraser: Guitar / Songwriter

            Nian Brindle: Drums

            Craig Holden: Bass 31
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         So, the name…? The band could see the spire of Lancaster Cathedral from the room in the school where they rehearsed.

         In February 1986 they started making a noise whenever they got the chance to play together, into a ghetto blaster with a built-in microphone, and Matthew shouting his head off in order to be heard. The first of a number of Nelson/Fraser compositions they demoed in this way was a song called ‘Crown of Thorns’. The quality was terrible and only one tape was made of every song. So other than when they played it back together, they ended up passing it round in slow circulation to chew over.

         Within a couple of months they organised and paid for their first recording session at the Lancaster Musicians Co-op – a huge moment. Mick Armistead engineered the session and held their hands. Mick would later play keyboards on James’ third album, One Man Clapping, recorded live over two nights at Moles, the club in Bath, a place that would later become extremely familiar to the Milltown Brothers.

         Says Nian: ‘The first time we ever went into a studio down at the musicians Co-op just round the corner from where I lived… 32Mick Armistead, who’s a lovely bloke, set everything up for us. We just stood around in a bit of a daze, didn’t have a clue what we were doing. Then we got round to playing something and the first time we went upstairs to hear what we’d done it was just like “Oh my god” – you know, hearing the bass drum, then the snare come through the studio desk and it sounds like something I’d heard on record before, it actually sounded quite good and I’m like, Is that me?’

         They demoed three songs, ‘City of the Dreaming Spires’, ‘Progress’ and ‘Salford Lady’. The last-named grabbed elder brother Simon’s attention when he heard it: it’s one of the darkest and most aggressive songs Matthew has written, about Myra Hindley and her attempts to be released from jail around that time. Driven by James’ guitar, it jangles along in something approximating to what would become Milltown Brothers fashion. But Matthew’s vocal is a one-off, deep, forceful and emotionally charged, predating similarly committed grunge vocals by a couple of years. The song resurfaced seven years later as an easier-going Milltown Brothers song, ‘Sweet Nothing’, the B-side for the vinyl single of Dylan cover ‘It’s All Over Now, Baby Blue’.

         During May half-term, the Spire played their first gig. At the Gregson Centre, only a few minutes’ walk from school. As with their first session, the band made all the arrangements, booking and paying for it themselves. Convinced they were ready one minute but thoroughly unconvinced the next. By turn loving the thrill, then shellshocked and terrified at what they’d done.

         A week before they were due to play, they’d sold all the tickets. And written and practised 12 original songs plus a couple of covers for the night. Among them ‘Salford Lady’, ‘I’ve Got a Cousin Who Lives Upstairs’ – ‘He identifies himself by the clothes he wears, He used to be a Bolshevik but now he’s insane…’. Matthew admits: ‘Yes… In large parts it was all very sixth form.’

         They played two sets of seven songs each. Matthew thinks it must have been boring, but both the band and partisan crowd loved it. Elder brother Mark was there, standing out like a sore thumb. He loved it too. Nian’s diary tells us the band managed a two-song encore. And he managed six pints. 33
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         They went on to play a handful of gigs in and around Lancaster during 1986 and early 1987. Including at the Water Witch, where the Millionaire Brothers – Mark and Simon – later played and Matthew uttered the words ‘Milltown Brothers’ for the first time.

         They were determined to take every opportunity, whatever got in their way. At St Martin’s College – a venue also played by Simon and the Word Association – James played sat in a chair with his leg in a plaster cast as a result of a fall from his bike.

         At the Red Well Country Inn in Arkholme, 10 miles from Lancaster, they struggled to get their gear over in a borrowed car and set up in front of a handful of disinterested regulars. The first song they played was a cover of a Police song, ‘De Doo Doo Doo, De Da Da Da’. As they ended their opener the landlord of the pub walked over to Matthew, whispered in his ear and 34walked off. The rest of the band were eager to know what he’d said. ‘You’re shit, pack up and fuck off.’

         They decided they were going nowhere – it had been a nightmare getting there – so they brazened it out to the bitter end with their entire set. Before doing as the landlord suggested.

         Enthused, they had their second session at the Lancaster Musicians Co-op, demoing ‘I’ve Got a Cousin …’, ‘Heavenly Majesty’, ‘Secondhand News’, ‘Fisherman’ and ‘Girls Don’t Cry’.

         The decision to go to higher education together to do the band thing may have been a flight of fancy, but once it was made, going to Manchester Poly was a no-brainer. The city was coming alive musically, they were all pretty sure of getting in and it was close enough to all their homes to move stuff back and forth… and get Nick and Max’s help and support.
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         The Spire did their third and final session at the Lancaster Musicians Co-op around the time of their gig with the Word 35Association at the Brown Cow. ‘My Country’, ‘One in a Million’ and ‘Hey There Little Girl’ were the resulting demos.

         After the Brown Cow gig and with final exams looming, they played what proved to be their last gig at the Park Hotel in Lancaster in April 1987, with brother Simon in the audience.

         Barnaby ‘Barney’ Williams

         Barnaby James Williams is the baby of the band, born in Burnley on 5 June 1969. Not only is he the youngest, he was also, by some distance, the last piece of the Milltown Brothers to arrive. They met him at Manchester Poly, even though he was brought up round the corner from the Nelsons in Burnley.

         Always known as Barney, he’s part of a close-knit family, from Padiham on the western edge of Burnley. They lived with his paternal grandfather, while next door his mum’s sister lived with her family and Barney’s maternal grandparents.
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         36His dad, William Williams, was a jobbing solicitor in town in his father-in-law’s small local practice. And a chain-smoker – Barney remembers going to sit with him in his grotty office at the weekends strewn with box files and papers, the air thick with cigarette smoke. In 1997 he died aged 68 from leukaemia.

         Barney was very close to his mum, Gaye, a volunteer Justice of the Peace. He describes her as a wonderful woman and is clearly moved when he talks about her death in 2013. He attributes his outlook on life to a positive take on her pet phrase about the family: ‘What we do is make the best of a bad lot.’ And he’s adamant their’s wasn’t a bad lot.

         His best childhood friend was the family St Bernard, Brandy, who went everywhere with him. And he is still close to his brother, Mark, and sister, Helen. The family had a piano that his dad liked to knock out a tune on. When Helen started taking lessons, so did Barney aged 8, but he didn’t enjoy the classical approach of his teacher Mr Sutcliffe and gave it up after a couple of months.

         Despite this, he would eventually find a way to become the keyboard player in the Milltown Brothers, and team up with Mr Sutcliffe again at a slightly later date. For quite a while in the band, he preferred to be known as Barney James. One of his great heroes, Ray Charles, used his middle name as his last name for career purposes. Barney thought that was cool but eventually just forgot and reverted to his last name.

         He challenges James for being the driest wit in the band and, indeed, most obsessive musician – while being much more manic with it. In many ways he looks as innocuous and cute as a mouse – but he has a kick like a mule. He talks in a deep northern accent, vibrantly alive, a pithy person who gets on with life extremely quickly, in all manner of ways. The tiny bits as much as the big bits.

         James knows him best off all: ‘Barney is a bit bonkers. He’s spent his whole life just being busy, he can never sit still, he’s always got somewhere to go, but he’s a great lad, I love him and we shared a room together when we were away. We’re like chalk and cheese but 37get on brilliantly, same sense of humour, he brings me out of myself and gets me going.’

         He’s probably the biggest Burnley FC fan of all among the band. Matthew disagrees vehemently, despite Barney being a season ticket holder from the age of 6. When he was 16 or so, he used to pile into the back of a Transit van with 20 others to get to away games. He was friends with most of the hardcore Burnley football hooligans who became known affectionately as the Suicide Squad in the 1980s. Fighting at football wasn’t his thing, but inside a boxing ring it was a different matter and from the age of 10 he was part of the Old Mill boxing club. He loved the fitness and discipline and had a handful of amateur bouts before his mum blamed his increasingly bad migraines on the boxing and begged him to stop. Which he did, but he was never going to have a humdrum adolescence.

         ‘I was 16 and me and my friend Nick were stranded after a party with no taxi money. We walked to the nearest village and found an Escort RS 1600 with the keys in it, so we jumped in. I drove because I had been driving bangers on my mate’s farm for a while. The idea was to drop Nick off and leave the car somewhere near my house, but we had a blowout on the country roads, so we scouted around and found a Capri with keys in too and tried to continue the mission, but unfortunately I crashed it into a wall. I wasn’t particularly proud of myself and certainly wasn’t going to do it again. Time passed and we thought we’d got away with it, but another lad we vaguely knew had been nicking cars and six months later he got arrested. They were trying to pin these two on him, so he grassed us up and we got arrested. As my dad was a local solicitor and Nick’s dad a sergeant in the police, we made the front page of the Burnley Express. I had to sell my motorbike to pay the fine and got banned from driving (I was 17 by the time we got done) for 12 months.’

         Barney hadn’t enjoyed his time at Queen Elizabeth Grammar School, Blackburn, his destination after passing the eleven-plus. First chance he got to leave, he went to Nelson & Colne College. He was no star pupil but discovered a love for acting while he was 38there, having initially been press-ganged into it. He applied for a place at RADA, but decided not to pursue his interview when they asked him to bring along his leotard. The idea of him having to have a leotard was enough.

         Not much of a fan of early 1980s music, he’d begun listening to his dad’s vinyl collection and discovered Oscar Peterson, Ray Charles and Aretha Franklin among others. His brother had also introduced him to ska and two-tone. One lunchtime in his first year at college, he found himself in the music department and heard a guy called Adrian Douthwaite tinkering 12-bar blues melodies on the piano. Mesmerised, he asked him what and how he was playing.

         At home that evening, he couldn’t wait to get to the family piano. It had been sat for years doing not very much. He jumped on it, started teaching himself and carried on – day-in, day-out. He had a ghetto blaster with cassette tapes and listened repeatedly to the tiniest snippets of Ray Charles and Oscar Peterson that grabbed him. And found his way to reproduce them on the piano. Jazz, blues and boogie-woogie piano were his thing.

         It wasn’t long before Barney’s ability to improve on the piano had plateaued. He needed to find someone who could take him to the next level, and did so in the shape of Patricia Schofield. She taught jazz piano from her home in Blackburn, having majored in jazz on the piano at Leeds College of Music. He loved it and was determined to pursue a career in music, but with no qualifications at all in music or piano, music college was a non-starter.

         Unaware of the existence of Simon, or Matthew, Nian and James and their plan to go to Manchester Poly in the autumn of 1987, he decided on his own to do more or less the same thing. Manchester looked like a good place to get involved with music in a more grass roots, social kind of way, it had a strong jazz tradition and was handy for home too. He got offered a place on an HND Business Studies course, at just about the same time as he got involved with his first band in Burnley. 39

         Plastic Spearmen

         A bar called Archives, part of Oaks Hotel in Reedley, was popular with the underage drinkers, including Barney, at college. They often had live music, and one Friday a duo singing covers to backing tapes were being barracked. They had enough and walked off shouting, ‘You fucking do it then, you wankers.’

         Everyone went quiet… apart from Barney, who jumped up and started belting out George Michael’s ‘Careless Whisper’, which was next up on the backing tape. Later that evening he was approached by two lads from the year above him at college who wanted to start a band. Jez played drums, Duncan played guitar. They were looking for a singer and asked if he wanted to join them. They were thinking ‘Plastic Spearmen’ was a good name, because plastic spears can’t hurt anyone.

         
            
[image: ]Handmade A4 poster for the Mechanics

            

         

         40The band played their first gig a couple of months after they formed. At the Archives. No bass player, just the three of them. Barney singing and on keyboards, doing a cover of Booker T. & the M.G.s’ ‘Green Onions’ as the intro. They proceeded to play a set of rock ’n’ roll standards. The place was rammed and an enthusiastic write-up appeared in the Burnley Express, waxing lyrical about 16-year-old Barney Williams bringing the house down. Next time Barney went into the Archives, they refused to serve him.

         Buoyed by this success they quickly expanded the band to include a bass player, two saxophonists and a trumpet player. And the set shifted to an emphasis that was more R & B, more boogie-woogie (still Barney’s favourite music genre), drawing heavily on the music and clothes from The Blues Brothers, which Barney’s brother Mark had taken him to see in 1983.

         Gigs followed. The height of Plastic Spearmen’s success saw them become the first band to sell out the newly refurbished and reopened Burnley Mechanics Institute on 30 July 1987. A splendid 625 people. Other than Barney, nobody who would become a Milltown Brother was there. But Jonathan Bibby was, and he would become a huge fan of the Milltown Brothers and get involved with much of their music and activity in later years – and indeed this book.

         The night remains a legendary highlight of Burnley youth culture. £2 a head to get in, promoted by Barney and the band with scrawled A4 posters and a hand-painted white bedsheet in the window of an empty shop next door to the Mechanics. An upwardly mobile band from Manchester called James had played the Mechanics the week before. They were just about to release their second album and Jonathan had been there too. They’d played to just 60 people.
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