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What was the shell doing, on the shore?


An ear endlessly drinking?


What? Sound? Silence?


Which came first?


Listen.
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Each generation, to put it another way, rescues a new area from what its predecessors arrogantly and snobbishly dismissed as ‘the lunatic fringe.’




 





CHRISTOPHER HILL The World Turned Upside Down





Today the word ‘indie’ has a myriad of meanings, as likely to refer to the cut of a band’s trousers as to their music. ‘Indie’, originally used as an abbreviation of the word independent, has become a catch-all term. ‘Indie’ music is a genre, a type of music played by four or five white young men. An ‘indie’ band’s songs document their passage into adulthood with the odd jarring chord sequence, a sense that no one has been through this kind of thing before, vague or confused lyrics and an underfed look in their video. Away from music there are such things as ‘indie’ real estate, ‘indie’ rom-coms and even ‘indie’ pizza.


Though ‘indie’, both literally and metaphorically, likes to hide behind its fringe, for the major record companies it is big business. In 2007 a leaked memo from one major label VP to another outlined how important their priority breakthrough act’s image of scruffy hair and leather jackets was in securing the right demographic. As the executive noted in his email: ‘That aspirational indie vibe is pretty important when reeling the 25–35s in.’ The etymology of ‘indie’, from a definition of means of production and distribution to a meaningless adjective, colours our story. But the word ‘indie’ itself, ubiquitous as it is today, was long ago dispensed with by the independent music business.


Independent record labels have been around since music started being recorded. Self-financing, artist-friendly and the product of a music fan’s desire to engage directly with his or her obsession, the independent label usually started with zero financial planning in the bedroom, garage or shed. Many, if not all, of the world’s greatest record companies began in such inauspicious circumstances: Sun, Chess, Atlantic, Elektra, Virgin and Island were all the product of one person’s visionary moments and spare time. The independent label prides itself on its autonomy. Nurturing talent, financing, marketing, releasing and distributing music solely on its own terms, the independent label operates in splendid isolation. Or, as Geoff Travis, founder and director of Rough Trade and, more or less, the éminence grise and architect of the independent industry succinctly puts it, ‘Independence means not having to answer to anyone, really – that’s what it means in my mind.’


According to Alan McGee, forever ‘the man who discovered Oasis’, and whose colourful exploits and releases on his label Creation illuminated and invigorated the independent industry in the Eighties and Nineties, the inspiration for running a record company is clear: ‘Atlantic is the blueprint for every great indie label there has ever been – even if they don’t know it. Ahmet [Ertegun] invented the first one in 1947.’ Ertegun, who died in 2006, was a music business legend. Urbane, multilingual and a natural bon viveur, Ertegun was happiest cutting deals at the ball game or in a bar, anywhere that an artist would feel they were being treated to a level playing field in an atmosphere of informal largesse. Ertegun counted Ray Charles, Aretha Franklin, John Coltrane, Led Zeppelin and the Rolling Stones among his signings, and he was as erudite and fluent discussing the harmonies in a gospel arrangement as he was the contents of Truman Capote’s bathroom cabinet.


Charming, generous with anecdotes both salacious and musical, and immaculately turned out, best of all he was a music fan. McGee was always in thrall: ‘I loved Ahmet – he was a legend. He knew every genre of music back to front. When I met him he told me so many great stories. I said, “Ahmet, you should write a book,” and he replied, “Alan, it would get me killed.”’ In 2006 Ertegun, now in his eighties, entertained Laurence Bell, founder of Domino Records, to dinner at Elaine’s in New York. During the proceedings he expressed an interest in buying the American rights to one of Bell’s newest signings, the Arctic Monkeys. In his pitch Ertegun referred to each of the band members by their full name, ran through the album’s tracklisting and paused to reflect on just how good their drummer was. Having heard that the band were not keen on releasing singles from their albums, Ertegun was able to point out that he’d been through all that with Led Zeppelin and added, with a twinkle in his eye, that he’d made it work out all right for them. ‘I hung on his every word,’ remembers Bell. ‘He drank me under the table.’


To aspiring moguls like McGee or Bell, Atlantic, with their care and attention to detail in the recording process and the depth of colour and feel of their artwork, shone as a romantic archetype of how to succeed in the music business. But by 1969 the harsher realities of running an independent label had impacted on Atlantic. In the Warner Brothers entertainment conglomerate WEA, Atlantic now represented the ‘A’, with ‘W’ for the Warner group itself and the ‘E’ for Elektra. Founded in his Boston college dorm by Jac Holzman in 1950 to record the nascent folk music coffee-house scene, Elektra went on to sign the cream of the late Sixties counter-culture: Love, the Stooges, MC5, The Doors and Tim Buckley all added lustre to the label’s stellar roster. However, by that time Holzman, as many before and many more after, found himself in the impossible position of trying to square critical and cult success with the market realities of the entertainment industry. Holzman sold out to the major, consoling himself with financial stability and the fact that he found himself in good company next to Ertegun, the likes of whom, in the Warner Brothers corporate structure and its parent company, the Kinney Corporation, were thin on the ground – a situation that according to McGee persists to this day: ‘The people who run the music business now are yes men and accountants. Very few people in the higher regions of the business are there for the music, but Ahmet Ertegun and Jac Holzman were two of them.’


In the UK at the end of the Sixties, while Ertegun and Holzman were shoring up their balance sheets with Warners in the USA, two of the world’s greatest independent labels emerged out of the counter-culture miasma: Virgin and Island. Both companies provided the soundtrack to the ongoing long-format late-night sessions as the Sixties turned into the Seventies. Their founders, Richard Branson and, to a less public extent, Chris Blackwell, would go on to become paragons of liberal entrepreneurship. Before diversifying into aviation, finance and mobile communication Branson was releasing records by Faust, Captain Beefheart, Gong and Henry Cow on Virgin – pure pass-the-bong-head music. While masterminding the superstardom of Bob Marley, Chris Blackwell and Island were promoting bucolic Albion Arcadia in the form of Joe Boyd’s Witchseason Productions imprint. Witchseason albums were intensely recorded affairs, full of reflective, personal, folk-edged music by the likes of Fairport Convention, John Martyn and the then little-regarded Nick Drake.


Island and Virgin were both maverick independents developing a catalogue of artfully created albums by Roxy Music, Van Der Graaf Generator, Robert Wyatt, Brian Eno, Kevin Ayers and John Cale – a frontline of artists that would have far more of an influence on punk than the impending confrontational politics of 1976 would allow.


Despite the waywardness and envelope-pushing of their acts, according to punk’s scorched-earth cultural dictates, the loose denims and salon beards marked Branson and his generation out as hip capitalists; pioneers of the double-album statement, the lowest of the low.


Punk’s impact as a transfigurative force was instant and extremely powerful. Overnight, hair was cut, clothes were torn and a newly empowered noise started exploring individual, anarchic freedoms. One of the most tangible aftershocks of punk, both in its immediate aftermath and in its wider impact on pop culture, was its urgency to prompt individuals into action. Document your reality: do it yourself.


The Sex Pistols and Malcolm McLaren had run riot through the British music industry. The scale of their project, which, in McLaren’s eyes at least, was the subversion of commodity capitalism, meant they had to start their witch-hunts in the corporate boardroom. Self-releasing the band’s records held no interest to McLaren, as its impact would be limited. The band needed the recording facilities, marketing departments, and distribution and promotion divisions of a major label to maximise their impact. Ironically, once the band had been handsomely financed and quickly dropped by both EMI and A&M, the Sex Pistols ended up on Virgin. Unlike the majors, Richard Branson had no board members in Home Counties suburbia for McLaren to vilify and wind up.


What Branson and Virgin did have, however, were strong distribution channels via the majors and, despite being outsiders, the wiliness to play the market on its own terms. Branson also recognised a chancer when he met one and was able to react quickly and instinctively to whatever McLaren, realising he had met his match, threw at him. Irrespective of which company released the Sex Pistols records, in the first rush of punk’s acceleration, the message was clear. The major labels, if not the record industry at large, had been either hoodwinked or caught napping by a far more seductive riot of noise, energy, confusion and ideas. ‘Cash from Chaos’ was the retrospective soubriquet McLaren gave his hoodlum carnival-ride through the record industry, and it caught on. The message he had screen-printed on to one of his Sex boutique T-shirts, ‘Demand the Impossible’, proved equally seductive.


McLaren had shown that the heady combination of theory, design, philosophy, bullshit and hucksterism could generate front-page headlines, notoriety and financial reward. Most importantly, however, the Sex Pistols had made music accessible, dangerous and exciting again. The result was emancipation: anything was possible and off you go. McLaren’s tactics were to exert a great influence on the fanzine writers, bedroom dreamers and cultural theorists who were about to unwittingly configure the independent record industry. Whether through Tony Wilson and Factory Records’ continual referencing of the Situationists or through Alan McGee’s tabloidesque attempts to capitalise on the riots the Jesus and Mary Chain started at their early concerts, McLaren’s ability to provide a running commentary on culture just as it was mutating and contracting would remain a touchstone of independence.


Empowered and awake to the index of possibilities punk had thrown up, a generation of young men (and it was sadly, nearly always men, although today, in Jeannette Lee, Rough Trade now has one of the most respected and influential label owners in the music business) would start mapping their own physical and mental space where they could carry forward their own set of outlandish and impossible criteria, waywardly walking across the hot coals of punk’s embers, to create their own reality. Their names were Geoff Travis, Tony Wilson, Daniel Miller, Martin Mills, Ivo Watts-Russell, Alan Horne and Alan McGee. They would later be joined by a younger generation of backroom entrepreneurs: Steve Beckett, Richard Russell, and Laurence Bell. This book, with an additional cast of bands, artists, co-conspirators, miscreants, drug dealers, DJs and other visionary chancers and con men, is their story.


Remembering his contemporaries, Daniel Miller reflects on their similarities: ‘If you look at all those people – we were all roughly the same age, in our mid-twenties, when we started, which meant we were old enough to remember the whole ’68 thing. We were all involved with the protest movement in some way or other. We were all young, but we were also old militant hippie types turned on by punk.’ A lack of music industry experience was a benefit not a hindrance. ‘Everybody was in the same boat – OK, Geoff had owned a shop for a little bit, Martin Mills had owned a shop for a little bit and Tony had had a TV show. But nobody had a clue about running a record company and that was the best thing about it … and I try to know as little about running a record company today.’


The labels this generation started: Factory, Rough Trade, Mute, 4AD, Beggars Banquet and Creation, would trade on an ethos and identity no brand consultant would now dare dream of. Their releases enabled a fierce loyalty from their fans, resulting in a confidence on the part of the consumer to buy whatever the label released. As well as the music recorded, the distinctive logos and typefaces found on releases by Factory, Mute and 4AD were signposts to a secret knowledge. The sleeves celebrated the sense of artefact inherent in a 12-inch record cover and stretched its design possibilities to an almost ecstatic breaking point.


Factory, in particular, under the guidance of graphic designer Peter Saville, who favoured mixed media card and die-cut or fold-out designs, revolutionised the concept of what a record sleeve could be.


Between them Miller, McGee and Wilson, along with Travis, Watts-Russell, Mills and the labels that followed their lead, discovered and released music by artists who represent the DNA of popular culture: Orange Juice, The Smiths, Depeche Mode, Joy Division, The Fall, New Order, Cabaret Voltaire, Cocteau Twins, Happy Mondays, Sonic Youth, Primal Scream, Aphex Twin, Teenage Fanclub, Pixies, the Strokes, Nick Cave and the Bad Seeds, My Bloody Valentine, Autechre, White Stripes, Franz Ferdinand, Antony and the Johnsons, and Arctic Monkeys to name but a handful. The above bands barely scratch the surface of the independent catalogue but they represent the spine, if not the centrifugal force, of any record collection, etched as they are into the musical consciousness of generations. The independent catalogue has provided the soundtrack to self-discovery, teenage kicks and every other type of hedonism; it can be viewed almost as a contemporary art collection, but functions just as easily as a backdrop to everyday life. Above all, it’s the sound of musicians and artists being not only allowed, but actively encouraged, to do whatever the hell they want and damn the consequences.


In today’s climate of demograph-dictated consumerism and the corporate desire to access the ‘reputation economy’, it is ironic that the independent music industry was birthed, and chaotically nurtured, in a scruffy anonymous shop in down at heel, if not downright knackered, Ladbroke Grove. In February 1976 Geoff Travis opened a record shop at 202 Kensington Park Road, Ladbroke Grove, London. The cheap rent and the premises’ former role as a head shop reinforced the area’s reputation as an ashtray for the burnt-out remnants of laissez-faire hippie lifestyle experimentation. In the back room Travis would set up a desk and, phone in hand, start fielding calls and making decisions that fell well beyond the remit of buying and selling records. Within a year of its opening, any surface not occupied by the shopfront activities of 202 Kensington Park Road was used to start organising and negotiating a new kind of ad hoc business.


‘Our motivation was really to take control of our own destiny’, he says, ‘by making our own records. It was all about not being interested in joining existing systems, but just getting on with doing your art – and then there being an independent structure that you could tap into which gave you access to the market, without having to engage with all the normal routes. You know, going to Sony records saying, “Please, sir, will you give me five shillings?” – and that’s what independence is, it’s about building structures outside of the mainstream, structures that can help you infiltrate the mainstream. We knew that, and we knew that someone somewhere else was making decisions about what you had access to.’


The name Rough Trade was delightfully apposite. It suggested a below-the-counter approach to commerce and a willingness to deal in black-market goods. In its appropriation of the slang term for male prostitution, Rough Trade carried a slyly knowing air of antagonism and wilfulness. The shop, as well as its name, caught the mood of the times and proved a success. Set up as a co-operative, it ran more or less as a collective with no real business plan other than to try to sell records that the handful of staff liked to anyone who was interested. Rough Trade quickly gained a reputation for both the depth of its stock and the knowledge of its staff. Rather than concentrate within a specialised genre it traded on the quality and diversity of the records it carried. Everyone who walked through the shop’s doors was energised by either the sweetly harsh buzz of the first punk releases pumping out of Rough Trade’s in-store sound system or the dubplate pre-releases the shop was importing from Jamaica. Or in many cases by both.


New forms of music were attempted, often by people with only a passing interest, let alone ability, in their particular medium. Musical dexterity or accomplishment were blunt instruments compared to a speeding mind flickering with a newly discovered articulacy. The shop had created a rapidly growing microclimate that was now expanding at speed via the newly fused circuit board of punk. It sold interesting music in a way that no one else did. Increasingly its stock was being bought directly from the artists themselves while the shop could bypass the usual channels of record companies, their sales reps and their distribution divisions.


James Endeacott, then a teenager, would go on, as A&R for Rough Trade, to help sign both the Strokes and the Libertines. He remembers the impetus abroad in the early and mid-Eighties. ‘No one knew what a manager was, no one knew what an agent was – we didn’t want to talk about that, we wanted to talk about records. I didn’t know when our records were coming out and I didn’t really care. I didn’t know the business – I didn’t want to know – now it’s all bands know. Now it’s, “Here’s this band who’ve done half a gig and they’ve got a lawyer.” It was never a career path to me, it was just what you did.’


Travis realised that as well as selling records full of new ideas in the shop, he was getting requests to stock these releases from other retail outlets across the UK. However small, a burgeoning alternative to the mainstream Top Forty market was developing. Rough Trade was in a position to represent this music outside London and 202 Kensington Park Road would have to expand its horizons from retail to distribution. It would have to start reaching out to sell these records and would do so quite easily. And the records kept landing on the Rough Trade shop doormat, and they kept being dropped off at the counter. The recordings they contained highlighted strange new forms of creativity, artfully, at times almost gnostically, packaged. Along with the urgent need to create, these discs revealed a heavy degree of purpose and consideration. As well as starting bands these people had decided they were starting record companies with names like Factory, Mute and 4AD.


Independence over the next thirty years would be tested, reinterpreted and frequently be pronounced dead. Despite all that, it would weather its way through the music industry and remain a constant source of new and irrefutable music.


When Rough Trade opened for business in the late Seventies there were around fourteen major record companies. Today there are three. Even if their share of the recorded music market is still greatly outweighed by the majors, and even if that market is in decline, compared to their corporate rivals the independent music industry is flourishing.


Bloody-mindedness remains a source of inspiration; for Factory, Mute, Creation, Warp, Domino and their peers, it has served as an engine room when all else has failed.


Along the way the individuals who ran these labels went mad and went to the wall in equal measure. They stood their ground or relocated to the wilderness, having tasted both the sweet and bitter fruits of the rock ’n’ roll lifestyle as much as any of their musical charges. Hedonism easily blurs the thin line between success and failure. Walking the high wire of running a multimillion-pound company in a volatile high-stakes industry, with no business plan let alone safety net, takes its toll on those in charge. ‘The success of any independent label is down to what is in the person’s head,’ says Endeacott. ‘Rather than try to follow the market or plan for the future – it’s down to what’s in their head.’ Reflecting on the characters behind the independent industry he continues, ‘There’s always a price to pay. We call them mavericks. All those people you talk about – Tony Wilson, Ivo, Geoff, McGee, Martin Mills – they’re all mental. In the USA they’re mavericks, in the UK they’re eccentric, but really they’re all a bit nutty, they’re all a bit crazy. It’s about the beating heart; it’s the passion that drives it. Ego has a lot to do with. All those guys have egos, you have to have an ego.’


This is the story, set to an incredible soundtrack, of the enormous scale of those passions, the size of those egos, and the true extent of their madness; but above all, it is the story of the loud, wayward sound, reverberating around their beating, racing, and uncontrollable hearts …
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I Hope to God You’re Not as Dumb as You Make Out
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Buzzcocks control the means of advertising as well as production for Spiral Scratch (author’s archive)
















 





In the summer of 1975 at the dazed and confused mid-point of the decade, the London office of United Artists at 14 Mortimer Street in the West End was somewhere where it could all hang out. Dai Davies had become David Bowie’s press officer while still in his teens and had recently returned to London from Bowie’s Diamond Dogs tour of America. He was a regular visitor to the United Artists office, which was something of a drop-in centre for the assembled misfits, outcasts and hustlers who comprised the record company’s roster. ‘The office was fantastic,’ he says. ‘There was a big long oak table and the whole place was decorated in late Sixties Rick Griffin posters. You’d go there and Andrew would be trying to work in the corner at one end of the big table, and at the other end would be Doug Smith or Jake Riviera or whoever happened to be in town.’


Andrew Lauder was still in his early twenties and had an encyclopaedic musical knowledge matched only by his hunger for vinyl. Lauder had started working in London’s Tin Pan Alley – Denmark Street – as a teenager and made his way up through the West End music business. He was now running the British division of United Artists, an American record company owned by the Transamerica Corporation, a multinational conglomerate that included Budget Rent-A-Car in its portfolio. With very little pencilled in for the United Artists British release schedule, Lauder was left to his own devices to run the label as he saw fit. As long as the company turned a profit his American bosses were satisfied and Lauder developed a roster that reflected his love of esoteric, outsider sounds.


‘Andrew hijacked United Artists and turned it into an independent label,’ says Davies ‘The MD didn’t have a clue about music, but was happy for Andrew to take over once he’d had a hit with the Hawkwind single.’


That hit, ‘Silver Machine’ by Hawkwind, complete with an attendant film of the band playing live in Nuneaton in lieu of the compromise of an appearance on Top of the Pops, had allowed Lauder a free hand in running the label. For Lauder’s acts and their respective managers, United Artists was a unique record company environment for mid-Seventies London. Two frequent visitors to Lauder’s office were Jake Riviera and Doug Smith; both were promoters and managers with lively reputations. Riviera, a refugee from amateur boxing and the murky world of East End concert halls, was in the process of booking his current charges, Dr. Feelgood, their first big national tour. In January 1975 United Artists had just released Down by the Jetty, Dr. Feelgood’s stripped-back debut album. On the monochrome cover, the band looked like a firm considering paying a visit to the Sweeney. The music inside is equally taut and menacing, a collection of stripped-to-the-bone white Sunblest R’n’B recorded in mono. Riviera had booked the group on a three-band package review tour entitled ‘Naughty Boys’. The name encapsulated an attitude, part pub back room sparring match and part Max Wall vaudeville, which Riviera, along with his future business partner Dave Robinson, would finesse and distil into the identity of Stiff Records. In what would become an irreverent and uncompromising partnership, Robinson and Riviera started Stiff with a donation from Dr. Feelgood’s singer Lee Brilleaux, and some off-the-books funding from Lauder.


As well as Hawkwind and Dr. Feelgood, Lauder filled the United Artists release schedule with acts from America and Europe and was in the process of finalising a release by one of his German charges, Neu! The group’s third LP, Neu! 75, was a perfectly nuanced synthesis of texture and rhythm. Thirty years later Neu! 75 is as canonical as the Eno/Bowie ‘Berlin trilogy’, but on release its fate was similar to that of most of the records from United Artists: a cult following in the press and a small but well-informed audience of record buyers, who shared a deep relationship with music that coalesced with their experimental tastes and lifestyle. For Lauder and his acts, barring unlikely crossover tracks like ‘Silver Machine’, the prospect of commercial success was not so much elusive as ignored. Alongside Neu!, Hawkwind and Dr. Feelgood, the United Artists roster comprised a disparate collection of head shop favourites: Can, Amon Düül II, Man and the Groundhogs. The bands’ shared defining characteristic was having their records released by Andrew Lauder and United Artists.


The never-ending visits from characters and chancers to the Mortimer Street offices included unannounced appearances from acts with no formal connection to the label. Invitations were extended to anyone who shared Lauder’s love of experimentation. ‘It was towards the tail end of the Bonzo Dog Doo-Dah Band,’ he says. ‘They were pretty out of it and always kept coming around and then Lemmy would turn up with the Hell’s Angels.’


Lemmy, who had sung lead vocals on ‘Silver Machine’ only to be sacked from Hawkwind, was exploring the possibilities of forming a new group. ‘It was right at the beginning, we were trying to make something of Motörhead,’ says Lauder. ‘It was a bit tough at the time. There was no real management. Actually, there was no real anything at all. It was a pretty eccentric office; it wasn’t really a music business at that point. It felt like it was coming from somewhere completely different. We had to get heavy-duty smoke extractors put in and after that the MD just thought, I’m not going anywhere near there again – let Andrew get on with it.’


United Artists’ UK competitors in the mid-Seventies record business were a diverse collection of labels that included several international companies with offices in London. The largest British label was the patrician EMI, which also distributed a set of smaller independent labels that had been started in the late Sixties, each with their own distinct personality, two of which, Chris Blackwell’s Island and Richard Branson’s Virgin, were still highly iconoclastic and adapting to the market place. Neither was now brimming with the confidence of youth with which they’d made their mark in the early Seventies. ‘Virgin felt slightly stuck in hippiedom but there were good people there,’ says Dai Davies. ‘And at that point, Chris Blackwell and Island were going through one of their periodic financial crises and couldn’t afford to sign anybody.’ In addition to the British companies were PolyGram, a Dutch conglomerate, and the London offices of the large American corporations like CBS, Warner Brothers, RCA and MCA, who all competed for dominance of the music market. Their London headquarters functioned as outposts of their parent organisations, housing a small A&R staff alongside a tier of management that supervised the British release of their major acts.


By the middle of the decade PolyGram were diversifying into film and television, a highly lucrative decision that would result in the international success of Grease and Saturday Night Fever. Most of the American labels had large back catalogues, as did EMI. Smaller companies like Virgin and Island were perennially under-resourced and, despite mainstream success, often found themselves close to bankruptcy. Once punk started to have an unassailable impact on London, many of the established record companies were temporarily caught off-guard. Lauder was quick to react and signed the Stranglers, whom Davies was now managing, to United Artists. ‘Apart from Andrew Lauder, Dan Loggins at CBS who was Kenny Loggins’s brother was the only person who took an interest,’ says Davies. ‘He had a similar taste to Andrew.’


There was one other American record company that had always taken a street level interest in the bars and small venues of the British music scene, looking into every murky corner of every record shop and club to uncover something unbidden and new – Sire Records.


Lauder had been approached to open a Sire office in the UK and was well aware of the company’s reputation. ‘Sire was a very important label at that point,’ he says, ‘and that had such a lot to do with the sort of person Seymour was. Seymour really wasn’t your standard record exec.’


Seymour Stein was born in Brooklyn in 1942 had started at the trade bible, Billboard magazine, as a teenager. As a committed Anglophile he had not only taken an interest in the British music industry but also nurtured a lifelong working relationship with the UK, one that he conducted in the manner of a love affair.


Stein had co-founded Sire with record producer Richard Gottehrer in 1966. Two of his first British signings were the Deviants and the Climax Blues Band, two acts thrown up by the death throes of the Sixties who played dirge-like boogie as the come-down kicked in. With more success he had also released a three-volume LP compilation History of British Rock but by the end of 1975 his attention was closer to home. As well as working with the Flamin’ Groovies, he had just signed the Ramones and was in a desperate race to add Talking Heads to the Sire roster.


Lauder and Stein remained friendly and regularly bumped into one another while record shopping on the Portobello Market. Stein also had another reason to visit the Portobello Road; he was a serious and committed collector of art deco antiques. One Saturday Stein mentioned to Lauder that he had just seen a new record shop open a short walk away from the bric-a-brac stalls. ‘Every Saturday that I was in London,’ says Stein, ‘and I’d come over quite a bit, I killed two birds with one stone. I’d go shopping for antiques on Portobello Road and then I’d go down another couple of blocks to Rough Trade.’


Geoff Travis opened the Rough Trade shop in February 1976. A Cambridge graduate with a scruffy demeanour and an Afro, his soft-spoken voice and considered, patient manner revealed a piercing and analytical intelligence. The shop’s location was just in the shadow of the Westway running parallel to Portobello. ‘It used to be a famous head shop in the Sixties, where they sold those lurid posters and the DIY smoker’s kits and all that,’ he says, ‘so it was obviously meant to be.’ Jon Savage was a local boy newly down from Cambridge, where he had met Travis at a Lou Reed concert. ‘I was staying at my parents who lived just outside Holland Park,’ says Savage, ‘so I’d been going down Portobello road since 1967 and I remember wandering into Rough Trade in the autumn of ’76. Portobello at that time was still hippie-oppositional. It was the tail end of Hawkwind; there would be posters for the Derelicts up there, so you were still in that squat culture. I always thought of Rough Trade as being part of that too initially.’


Rough Trade opened before punk and specialised in reggae and American imports. Once the British punk bands had been put into recording studios the shop sold the fruits of their labour healthily and became a focal point for the emerging style. Both Sex Pistols and Clash albums sold in the thousands at Rough Trade, making the shop an unexpected market-leader in a new sound.


To Andrew Lauder, who had signed the Stranglers, and Dan Loggins at CBS, who had signed the Clash, the pent-up demand for new music was obvious and punk’s instant commercial success suggested it might have long-term potential. ‘I was very friendly at that time with Dan Loggins,’ says Lauder, ‘and he’d got a Clash album out the week before the Stranglers album, and he rang up. We were discussing chart positions and he said, “Guess where the Clash is?” I think it was twelve or something, the next week I rang up and said, “The Stranglers are number four” and he fell off his seat.’


Where chart success led, the music business surely followed. ‘The “professional manager” quickly came to the fore,’ says Lauder. ‘Someone who’d previously been involved with something else entirely, bringing some tapes along – “Oh I’ve got this new lot, you’re going to like this one. I know what you like, here’s one for you mate.” It was pretty awful.’


If Lauder recognised the camel-coat behaviour of Tin Pan Alley negotiating its way through punk, Travis recognised something else. ‘I felt I’d seen it before. We’d seen the MC5 sold out, the corporate marketing game turning rebellion into a commodity. We’d seen the White Panther Movement become a laughing stock very quickly.’ In contrast to the second-generation punks that were making themselves available to the highest bidder, Rough Trade was now becoming a source of new interesting and unclassifiable music.


‘Geoff would be the first to have things like Pere Ubu and Devo, which sounded remarkably ahead of their time,’ says Lauder. ‘We’d go in every weekend, leaving with armfuls of records, mainly 7-inch singles.’ Such exotic items, imported from a strange-sounding middle America, were indicative of a shift in how music was being recorded and manufactured.


Articulate documents reliant on bedroom or rehearsal-room economics started to appear: 7-inch singles, fanzines and posters for ad hoc concerts in weird locations were being introduced into a tentative new market outside the mainstream. Customers were approaching the Rough Trade counter and asking if they could leave a fanzine or tack a message to the shop’s noticeboard. Within a few months the same customers had become artists and musicians, and were asking if the shop would sell their self-released records. As he surveyed the new kinds of product being brought in, Travis wondered what type of system or infrastructure might support these new energies. ‘In those days, with Gang of Four, there was a lot of talk when they signed to EMI about how they would change the system,’ he says, ‘but all they were really doing was saying, “Please, sir, will you give me five shillings?” Spiral Scratch was the first independent record that people really wanted. We must have ordered thousands of them, and it was that that got us thinking we should become distributors. That’s how that all started.’


Richard Boon had been friends with Howard Trafford since childhood. ‘When I was in adolescence at school in Leeds with Howard and we were bored, we did a little xeroxed magazine called Bolshy that we’d sell for tuppence,’ he says. ‘The anarchist bookshop obviously took some; we sold some in the folk clubs and stood outside the school gates saying, “You want some of this?” It was a generation waiting to happen … I was an art student at Reading University and Howard was up at Bolton Institute of Technology, where he met Peter McNeish, [and] where they were being not that happy with what they were doing.’


Trafford and McNeish in Bolton and Boon in Reading, along with, it would seem, half their generation, had their curiosity piqued and their self-belief aroused by the first Sex Pistols review in the NME in February 1976. ‘The Neil Spencer review is fundamental,’ says Boon, ‘because there was a feeling around and it seemed to crystallise it.’


Beginning with the words, ‘Hurry up they’re having an orgy on stage’, the review was certain to catch some teenage attention. The review concluded with a description of a chair hitting a PA and a quote from a member of the group declaring, ‘Actually, we’re not into music we’re into chaos.’ This was incentive enough for Boon, Trafford and McNeish to investigate further and visit the source. ‘Peter and Howard came down from Bolton to stay with me in Reading and we went to McLaren and Vivienne’s shop Sex. Malcolm said, “Oh, Sex Pistols are doing Welwyn Garden City tonight and somewhere else tomorrow.” We just went and talked to them and they were very excited by the fact we’d come from up north. It was very energising and very exciting stuff.’


The surnames McNeish and Trafford became Shelley and Devoto and their band, Buzzcocks, was formed in order to support the Sex Pistols, whom they had invited to play at Manchester’s Lesser Free Trade Hall in June. Such was the success of the concert that they invited them for a second performance a month later. By arranging and promoting these two Sex Pistols performances, Boon and the Buzzcocks ensured that Manchester was feeling, along with that summer’s stifling heat wave, the motivational shockwave of punk. In the weeks after the concerts the Buzzcocks found themselves at a loose end and assumed that their temporary moment in the spotlight had reached its natural conclusion. Still motivated by the experience of the Sex Pistols concerts they decided to take the unusual step of making their own record, a four-song EP, Spiral Scratch. ‘Spiral Scratch coincided with Howard having had enough,’ says Boon. ‘Howard was thinking he really ought to go back to college. We thought, “Well, we need to make a record” – for no other reason than to make a document.’


Once Boon had made a few phone calls he found a local engineer, Martin Hannett, who was willing to make the recording. Although still young, Hannett was already a veteran of the more whole-food end of the Manchester music business. ‘Martin and his then partner, Susannah, were the last generation of Manchester bands that had some hippie, collectivist idea,’ says Boon. ‘They were trying to run a little booking agency, in this very sad little tiny room with the phones actually not ringing.’


Hannett was credited on the sleeve of Spiral Scratch as Martin Zero, a name he briefly took in response to witnessing the Sex Pistols live. His interest in the first wave of punk was brief, as he had found its recorded documents one-dimensional and too willingly adherent to the industry’s standard practice. ‘I was running an office called Music Force,’ he recalled, ‘and anyone who was any kind of musician used to come up there eventually, ’cause they’d need to rent a PA. I went to the second Free Trade Hall gig, in June. I was really looking forward to the first Pistols record, and when I got it home I thought, oh dear, 180 overdubbed rhythm guitars. It isn’t the end of the universe, as we know it, it’s just another record.’


Boon’s choice of Hannett as a producer was made out of necessity rather than any awareness of his gifts for producing. ‘We just thought, he knows what he’s doing, he can run that fader,’ says Boon. ‘This is all before he got his toys.’ Hannett’s alchemical relationship with the mixing desk was still in its infancy. Rather than inhabiting the depth of field of his later work, the four tracks Buzzcocks laid down on Spiral Scratch have an audio vérité that convey the creep of boredom with a celebration of bad nervous energy.


‘That’s what they sounded like,’ said Hannett. ‘It’s a document. Mr McNeish, Pete’s dad, came up with the money and we went into Indigo, a 16-track. I was trying to do things, and the engineer was turning them off. He said, “You don’t put that kind of echo on a snare drum!” It was never finished. I would have loved to have whipped it away and remixed it, but the owner of the studio erased the master because he thought it was such rubbish.’


Boon’s first move was to contact the local manager of Virgin Records in Manchester to canvas some retail interest at street level.* The buyer assessed his wares and agreed to place a box of singles on the counter. ‘In ’76 majors still had regional offices,’ he says. ‘EMI and CBS had an office in Manchester for their sales force. This is all before centralised buying, when people like Virgin Records store managers had a degree of autonomy, and, I thought, we’ll actually get rid of them and we’ll get the money back.’


Jon Savage had been sent a copy of Spiral Scratch and saw Buzzcocks play the Roxy in London: having had his antennae alerted, he become one of their key supporters in the press. ‘The first time I ever went up to Manchester was to see them at the Electric Circus,’ he says. ‘I thought they were terrific and they weren’t up themselves. What everybody forgets now there’s this punk nostalgia industry is a lot of the punk groups were really shit; it just became a cliché really quickly, and the Buzzcocks just came in, no messing about.’


Along with the empowering impact they had made by putting do-it-yourself into action, the fact Buzzcocks were based outside London ensured their parochialism became a further asset. As well as proving that a band could take control of the means of production, Buzzcocks had shown that it could be done in Manchester, a fact not lost on many of their contemporaries in the region with little or no contact with the London music business. ‘All these nascent bands [were] getting in touch,’ says Boon. ‘Gang of Four from Leeds sent a cassette, Cabaret Voltaire sent a cassette and by now we’re into the re-pressing cycle of Spiral Scratch. There was no intention to be a record label, so my policy was, well, if we’re going to play in London, we’ll take a Manchester band with us, just in case there’s a review. So we’d bring people like The Fall and The Worst to reinforce the regionalism.’


Whatever his attempts at showcasing the provinces, Boon was left with the realisation that the band could re-press Spiral Scratch and sell it in their own ad hoc way, but other than repeating the process by recording and manufacturing another single, there was little that could be done to build on the impetus that Spiral Scratch had created.


‘The trouble with all dominant cultural forms is they don’t invite you in,’ he says. ‘They just want you to buy. We got to 16,000 sales and we’d had enough – by which point labels were phoning up about Buzzcocks.’


Boon and the band were initially reluctant to sign with a major. They had hoped that they might find a deal which allowed them to remain outside the music business while being able to utilise its distribution systems. ‘What we saw as the difference was trying to get this material out,’ he says, ‘maybe over the same counters but through different channels.’


While Boon was trying to work out his next move, Geoff Travis in Rough Trade was echoing his thoughts. The shock of hair may have long gone but the concentrated glint of determination still burns brightly when Travis reflects on the start of a process that would slowly change the music business permanently. ‘We always saw distribution as a political thing,’ he says. ‘We learned when we were students that controlling the means of production gives you power. We wanted there to be an independent structure that you could tap into which gave you access to the market without having to engage with all the normal routes. That’s what independence is: it’s about building structures outside of the mainstream but that can help you infiltrate the mainstream.’


‘You go to meet A&R departments and there are people who don’t even know why they’re interested,’ says Boon. ‘Morris Oberstein, the chairman of CBS, called me and I had to hold the phone a yard away from my ear: “How come you’re doing that? Why are you signing to United Artists? They’re just a tiny little company, you should be talking to us.” I just said, “We did talk to you, you weren’t interested.”’


The interest in Buzzcocks had come scattershot from the music industry. Boon and the band were as confused by the record companies’ motives as the companies were by a Mancunian band who waved aside their customary advances of fame and fortune. Andrew Lauder was the only A&R man the band met who seemed to appreciate the context in which the Buzzcocks had placed themselves. As enormous fans of Can, whom Lauder had signed to United Artists, the band were intrigued by what he had to offer, especially if it included lurid tales of Can’s studio experiments and alleged (and highly tenuous) connections with the Red Army Faction.


‘Andrew seemed to be more interested in music than business,’ says Boon. ‘He could seduce you with his stories of working with the original Charlatans, and anyone with any wit liked Can and Neu! United Artists was this funny little label that had had Beefheart and the Groundhogs, a fairly unique catalogue.’ Having found Lauder sympathetic and agreeing to sign to United Artists, Buzzcocks felt the inevitable charges of ‘sell-out’ directed their way. ‘People’s response in the community was, “Why have they done that?”’ says Boon. ‘From that early wave, Buzzcocks had done something else from within to start with, and some people were very disappointed.’


‘Richard was more like a member of the group,’ says Lauder. ‘He wasn’t like a commercial manager thinking, “Well, if this doesn’t work I’ll go and sign another band.”’


To that end Lauder understood that, although they were from a different generation, Buzzcocks had a similar attitude to the first generation of acts on United Artists and he was amenable to the band including full artistic control in their contract. ‘We had a clause,’ says Boon, ‘which ends up being meaningless really, about controlling your artistic direction – but when things stop selling, which they did, then suddenly all the other clauses in the contract come out.’


As Buzzcocks embarked on the path of career pop stars as fully-fledged members of the recording industry, Spiral Scratch’s legacy ensured that there was an incipient, viable alternative cottage industry left in its wake. Boon now found he was managing a band on international tours and dealing with the corporate entertainment business, and he was as bewildered as anyone at what Spiral Scratch had achieved. ‘It just felt weird,’ he says. ‘I wasn’t prepared for any of it. I thought it was some kind of art prank, not business, and then it became business and I’m still not very good at business.’


Buzzcocks and Boon had unwittingly started a ‘record company’ by releasing Spiral Scratch. Some of their contemporaries were having similar, if slightly more refined, ideas. Bob Last was a twenty-year-old Edinburgh architecture student drawn to some of the emerging concepts of the day, principally the discussions taking place around art and design and in particular the emerging practices in architectural history. ‘I actually never had any interest in the music industry per se whatsoever,’ he says. What interested Last was what is now called ‘branding’ and the power of identity in the market place. ‘I had the political, cultural and theoretical kind of background from which emerged the popular form of postmodernism,’ he says, ‘the one that first emerged in terms of architecture with Charles Jencks, then, in terms of popular culture, in Peter York.’


York’s series of articles for Harpers & Queen magazine were widely read and discussed in the late Seventies and were eventually collected into books. In his breezy texts, York determined to join the dressier, theoretical elements of punk with the other, Peter Jones, end of the King’s Road. He identified what would come to be termed ‘lifestyle’, with its attendant concern for design and consumerism, in the way that previous contributors to Harpers & Queen had written about debs coming out. What threaded the components of York’s idea together was, inevitably, what he called ‘a bit of spare cash’. York’s postmodernism was a way of re-evaluating and reintegrating class distinction with a lowest common dominator of aspirational vim. Everything was of equal cultural value if it was stylish, reasonably pricey and helped guide the consumer towards the required level of product identification. The idea’s effect on the ensuing decade, and how the Eighties liked to talk about itself, often via York himself, was pronounced. For Last, part of a generation emerging from the long shadow of the attritional politics and economics of the Seventies, York’s conceits were, in their novelty, breathtakingly exciting. ‘It informed the brand. And the brand was driven very specifically by what postmodernism did,’ he says. ‘It mashed up populist instincts with classical and theoretical instincts, so that was very much the nexus.’


The name of Last’s brand was Fast Product, and the name came before any fixed purpose or decision about the brand’s function. ‘It came out of the same zeitgeist that punk emerged from, but as a brand it pre-dated punk,’ he says. ‘I didn’t know about punk; it probably was beginning to happen in London but certainly hadn’t reached us in Scotland. Spiral Scratch was a key moment when my girlfriend Hilary bought it for me, because that was what made me think, OK, music is what we should do with this brand.’


Fast Product eschewed the conventions of record companies. Last had little interest in releasing albums or developing careers. Instead Fast Product released one-off 7-inch singles and compiled bands on to Earcoms, ear comics, which played around with formats.


A narrative on packaging and consumption, the Earcom series appeared with concentrated rapidity throughout 1978 and featured bands from the vanguard of the more theoretical space that had opened after punk: the Mekons, Gang of Four, Human League. Behind the layers of commentary was some ground-breaking music that proved Last had serious A&R skills and his ear to the ground. The second Earcom featured a nascent Joy Division contributing a track. After little more than a year Last decided to wind down Fast Product and began managing some of the Earcom acts, most notably Human League. The impact of Fast was intense and far-reaching – the iconography and style of the Baader-Meinhof gang for instance, which appeared on Earcom 2: Contradiction, is still being unravelled, co-opted and rebranded today.


In just over a year Last had packaged and released music by Joy Division, Human League, the Mekons, Dead Kennedys, Scars and D.A.F. in a mess of beautiful texts and signifiers. Last had proved that an artfully constructed label could be much more than the sum of its parts and discerning record buyers were now literate in the possibilities and language of releasing and designing records – none of which was lost on many of Last’s contemporaries. In a matter of months the combination of sharp design, playful marketing, and a broadly anti-industry stance would be the lingua franca of small new record companies.




*





Just as Last had done in Edinburgh, another group of individuals from a similar, if more extreme, non-musical background found themselves turning to music to work through their ideas about society. Like Last they were thinking theoretically, although the theory around Industrial Records is still a shape-shifting point of argument that continues to engage and entrance today.


Along with Chelsea’s Lots Road and the avenues of squats in north Kensington which were home to many of the people affiliated to Rough Trade, London’s East End remained one of the undeveloped areas of the capital. It contained London’s highest density of post-war council rehousing, which had been built alongside semi-demolished terraces that were now derelict.


‘It was a very charged atmosphere much of the time; Hackney was a strange place then, nothing like it is now,’ remembers Chris Carter. ‘There was still a strong racial tension then, that and skinheads and gay bashing. East London was still finding itself and didn’t have a specific vibe, unlike, say, north London, which was always more chilled out and liberal. You really did take your life in your hands if you went out alone at night in some areas.’


Carter was a teenage long-hair with a deep love of kosmische electronics, who first visited the studio of COUM Transmissions on Martello Street in Hackney in February 1978, at the invitation of its founders, Genesis P-Orridge and Cosey Fanni Tutti. ‘It’s funny, because when Gen and Cosey first introduced themselves to me they just seemed like a couple of colourful hippies with a lot of mad ideas,’ he says. ‘Even though we were obviously from quite different musical backgrounds, within hours we discovered all these shared interests and points of reference and really bonded.’


The difference in backgrounds between Carter and his new friends was pronounced. Carter was a shy bedroom engineer who had done lighting for Tangerine Dream and was sufficiently dexterous with a circuit board to build his own synths. Tutti and P-Orridge were performance artists who had decided to explore music as part of their practice. To the technologically astute Carter, it looked as if they needed some help. He recalls, ‘They invited me to their studio in Martello Street. They were playing with all these half-working, broken-down and borrowed instruments: guitars, drums, keyboards – some things were home-made and many were on the verge of self-destruction. And there was Day-Glo paint everywhere. It took me days before I could take them seriously; I thought I’d come across some offshoot of the Bonzo Dog Doo-Dah Band.’


Tutti and her partner P-Orridge had formed COUM Transmissions during the swell of the early Seventies performance art movement, rising through provincial beginnings in their native Hull to appearing at the Venice Biennale. Joining the duo and Carter was Pete ‘Sleazy’ Christopherson, a freelance sleeve and graphic designer whose clients included Hipgnosis, the iconic design studio who framed progressive rock in witty, often photographic-based, abstractions that complemented the self-consciously complex music contained in the record covers to perfection. This was the basis for the project Carter, Christopherson, Tutti and P-Orridge undertook together: Throbbing Gristle.


‘Sleazy’s work with Hipgnosis, and his knowledge of layouts, printing, photography and so on was a real asset,’ says Tutti ‘because we had at our fingertips first-hand knowledge of all these techniques used by the industry. He put together the finished art works, knew about printing methods and the best printers to use. Between the four of us we had everything necessary to be TG and run a label.’ The Industrial Records/Throbbing Gristle quartet had a unique skill set which allowed the label to have a distinct modus operandi, one which had the lingering air of analysis and enquiry, and of a risk-taking avant-garde sensibility.


‘Chris’s technical ability was the key, really,’ says Tutti. ‘He did the final production and mastering on all TG releases.’ Carter’s hands-on ability as an engineer, along with Christopherson’s knowledge of design ensured Industrial releases had an incredible attention to detail.


Industrial’s sleeves had the clarity and authority of Hipgnosis, but in a monochrome, austere reverse. Making their own equipment meant Throbbing Gristle were elevating the idea of taking control to a higher level. The band rejected the format of bass, guitar, drums and vocals and, although they were releasing records, Throbbing Gristle were wholly detached from the conventions of the record business. The early releases on Industrial pre-dated punk, a style and movement of which Throbbing Gristle were dismissive. ‘Although punk painted itself as “revolutionary”, it wasn’t, in my opinion,’ says Tutti, ‘because business was its master, it didn’t crack its own whip, it still sought idolatry via a raw form of rock ’n’ roll dressed up in designer clothes.’


If Hackney suffered from dereliction and tensions, it offered a cheap or free environment for creativity. ‘I’d always operated in this kind of atmosphere,’ Tutti remembers. ‘Living in derelict squat-type buildings that no one else wanted meant we could have large spaces for small money and we were reasonably isolated too. I personally liked the feeling of living and working in disused buildings. They provided an additional disconnect with mainstream society and became like my own territory. Society’s failure assisted our “success” in a way; because of all the political unrest of the Seventies it was easier for us to operate under the radar because people were focused on the inconvenience of the power cuts, uncollected rubbish. Me and Gen having the Martello Street studio was also an enormous advantage because we had a space in which to experiment to our hearts’ content. And just across London Fields we had our house in Beck Road, so when we had extended jam sessions, or were working late in the studio, we all bunked down together.’


As well as COUM’s studio in Martello Street, which the duo leased from the Arts Council, P-Orridge and Tutti squatted in a terraced house in nearby Beck Road where Throbbing Gristle often slept side by side to achieve a group mind/dream state when sleeping.


Throbbing Gristle’s self-confidence meant the business of running a record company was an enjoyable experiment. ‘In the beginning,’ says Tutti, ‘it was all a real novelty and we enjoyed discovering all the nuances of manufacture, distribution and promo. Of course, we played around and twisted things around a bit to suit our own needs. There was and continued to be a lot of game play. But the mundane day-to-day slog of going to collect mail, answering that mail, packaging orders and duplicating cassettes took up a lot of our time. Chris and Gen went to do the test pressings, deliver stock to Rough Trade. After a while, as things got more intensely active, we had to bring in two people to work for us in “the office” so we could get on with creating our music.’


Upon its release Throbbing Gristle’s debut album Second Annual Report sold well and eventually achieved sales of over 100,000. In Rough Trade the record had a secondary use. ‘When it got too overcrowded,’ says Richard Scott, then a new recruit to the fledgling Rough Trade staff rota, ‘we’d put on Throbbing Gristle to clear a bit of room in the shop.’


At a Throbbing Gristle concert at the Crypt in London, the support band was The Normal, whose only band member was Daniel Miller, a bedroom boffin with collar-length hair and the air of an amateur inventor. ‘I was mucking about at home with synths just as the first independent labels were starting and I just wanted to put out a single,’ he says. ‘I had very low expectations. I was listening to the Ramones and I was listening to Kraftwerk. I was disillusioned with the straight record industry, because everyone thought that the music they were putting out was shit and now if you were so inclined you could do it yourself.’


Miller had recorded two songs that he intended to release as a single at home. Once he had mixed the tracks on to a cassette, he summoned enough courage to approach the counter of Rough Trade. ‘I didn’t know any of the people there,’ he says, ‘and I felt incredibly nervous.’ The tracks ‘TVOD’ and ‘Warm Leatherette’ were two corrosive and minimal songs that sounded as though they had been intimidated out of a synthesiser. Geoff Travis, as he did for anyone who walked into the shop, gave Miller a reassuring smile and inserted the tape into the Rough Trade tape-deck. A few feet away Jon Savage was flicking through the week’s new releases; he was in conversation with his fellow Sounds journalist Jane Suck as the pair debated which records might be worthy of further investigation or a review. ‘I remember Daniel coming into the shop with a tape of “TVOD” which he’d just made,’ he says. ‘Jane Suck just went berserk when she heard it – she thought it was Lou Reed’s new record.’


To Miller’s relief and surprise Travis offered to manufacture and distribute ‘TVOD’ and ‘Warm Leatherette’ on the spot. ‘They listened to it and liked it and took over the distribution, which was fantastic,’ says Miller. ‘I’d walked in with a tape, and came out with a record deal. The weird thing for me was before that that I had no contact with the music business whatsoever.’


Miller settled on the name Mute for his label and attended to the requirements, if only for one release, of becoming a record company. ‘I put my address on the back of the sleeve,’ he says ‘because that seemed to be what people did. And I started getting demo tapes from people with long letters saying, please will you put my record out.’


The atmosphere in the Rough Trade shop was buoyant. More and more 7-inches were being manufactured by Rough Trade on their customers’ behalf, and the racks of one-off statements, angular ideas about music, and primitive essays in pop started to swell. As well as over the counter at the shop, each release was also sold via Rough Trade’s ad hoc mail order system; a new haphazard form of supply and demand was being slowly created away from the established music industry.


Richard Scott was tall and hirsute and still carried the air of his former occupation as an architecture tutor. He was now de facto in charge of the embryonic distribution of all the material flooding into Kensington Park Road and trying to organise a way for it to leave, the impetus of the moment almost willing the records out of the door. ‘There was just a huge energy,’ he says, ‘and very soon we could see that we could sell 10,000 of anything that was halfway decent and 10,000 actually generated a lot of money even then. I walked in there, I think it was late one afternoon, to talk to Geoff and they were busy collating any spare copies of Sniffin’ Glue and I was sort of spat out ten years later. I’d walked into something which was so dense that really there was no time to stop and think or catch your breath.’


A community was building, but despite its energy and nervous ambition, it was still localised and small. ‘We used to go to gigs every night,’ says Scott, ‘and there was always a saying at Rough Trade that if there were more than six other people in the audience you were at the wrong gig. John Peel used to hang around the back. He used to come in and go through the shelves … he was so gentle.’


Rough Trade were ready to take the next step and become a record label, releasing singles that extended the DIY production values and sensibility. The early releases came from the diaspora of ideas fermenting around the shop, and drew on a regional and international talent pool. Kleenex were from Austria and Augustus Pablo maintained the store’s connection with reggae. Cabaret Voltaire were from Sheffield, and had been brought to Travis’s attention by Jon Savage.


‘I stayed at Richard Kirk’s one night,’ says Savage. ‘You could hear the factories, and they sounded just like Cabaret Voltaire. Richard was really into Kraftwerk, so they gave me a whole load of tapes, one of which became a cassette release on Industrial, another, Cab’s first vinyl release, Extended Play, on Rough Trade. I regarded that as part of my job at that time, putting people in touch with each other.’


Jon Savage felt that things around punk London in general were starting to dissipate. ‘I felt that the Rough Trade scene was getting very dislocated. I didn’t want a whole load of people telling me what to think. I was desperate to get out of being a lawyer; I got in touch with Tony and said, “I want to get a job in telly,” and Tony said, “Right, well, Granada are having boards for researchers,” and I went up for a board in November ’78 and I got the job.’ The Tony in question was a fellow Cambridge graduate, a suave former grammar-school boy from Salford: Tony Wilson. 




* The manager’s name was John Webster. As well as taking a box of Spiral Scratch on commission, Webster would go on to work at Virgin in the marketing department, where he would be part of the team behind the Now That’s What I Call Music series of compilations. A decade later he would come up with the idea of the Mercury Music Prize. All of this suggests that the impact of Spiral Scratch was far-reaching.




















2 All Night Party
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Echo & the Bunnymen on their first visit to New York, April 1981. The band’s bassist Les Pattinson is out of shot as he took the photograph. From left to right: Bill Drummond, Will Sergeant, Ian McCulloch, Pete De Frietas (photograph by Les Pattinson used by kind permission of the photographer)
















 





‘My dad’s a poet,’ says Nathan, son of Roger McGough, ‘and Wilson was posted at the Liverpool Daily Post in Liverpool as a journalist just after Cambridge and he was a fan of my dad’s poetry. My dad had bought this stucco townhouse built by the Earl of Sefton in the early 1800s, but it was basically in the postcode of Liverpool 8, which the outside world knows as Toxteth, and because of that people didn’t want to live there. Wilson used to come and knock on the door; my mum used to hate people calling round, so she just used to be very rude to this guy who turned up on the doorstep. He’d start saying God knows what and she’d just close the door on him. He kept persisting and one day, when I was about thirteen or fourteen, I came downstairs; and by this time Tony Wilson was a young broadcaster on Granada TV, and he was sat in our front room.’


The young Tony Wilson, perfecting the mix of provincial but urbane, louche but culturally thrusting, that was to define his media person for the decades to come, made a big impression on the teenage McGough. ‘There was this dude off the TV sat in a blue velvet armchair with a denim shirt on and a white tuxedo jacket, and he was rolling this spliff. He was very charismatic and kind of became a friend of the family and he turned me on to Kurt Vonnegut and Shakespeare and music. At that time, it was about ’74, ’75, and Tony was a bit of a hippie.’


Wilson worked at Granada TV, which, before the advent of Channel 4 in November 1982, could easily compete with LWT as the leading independent televisual cultural voice of the age. As well as reading the local news Wilson had aspirations to be a more authentically northern, and much more streetwise, Melvyn Bragg. One thing he particularly coveted was the chance to put contemporary music in front of a television audience, something with which he initially struggled. ‘When I started putting music on the TV in ’74,’ said Wilson, ‘I thought it would be appreciated by my generation, but it was hated and detested by my generation then and I just couldn’t understand it.’


Once punk broke through into the mainstream, Wilson’s attempts to put the bands in front of the camera resulted in his temporary resignation from Granada. ‘Wilson was the only one of the intelligentsia, or even the pot-smoking hippie lot, who embraced punk immediately,’ says McGough. ‘He saw its power and its radicalism, and all his mates were, like, “This is rubbish,” so he stuck up for it.’


Wilson’s in-tray filled up with correspondence from punk bands keen to gain some access and exposure. The pile included an envelope from Buzzcocks, inviting him to the first of the Sex Pistols Lesser Free Trade Hall concerts. Wilson recalled, ‘I got a letter and a cassette from a guy called Howard Trafford, and he said, “This is a really wonderful group, just started up in London, they’re coming to Manchester on June 2nd, Lesser Free Trade Hall,” and I went, of course, and apparently 18,000 people attended that first gig. Something I found very interesting about pop music was that it was a genuinely popular, i.e. classless, art form, in a way that television isn’t. There’s a demographic to people who watch Coronation Street, to a degree. There is no class demographic to the received experience of being a Sex Pistols fan. It has the same intellectual content for a Cambridge undergraduate, and a kid on the dole.’


Wilson’s ability to distance himself from the editorial protocols of Granada allowed him a unique perspective, one he would hold on to throughout Factory. As well as the free-for-all experience of being a member in the Sex Pistols audience, he also noticed a distinct sensibility developing among the crowds at Manchester concerts. Behind the aggression and theatricality of punk, a more thoughtful, if no less intense, space was opening up. ‘One of the great achievements of Manchester,’ he said, ‘was that when Suicide supported the Clash the following year, they were bottled and canned and fucked over at every gig in the country, including London, except when they played The Factory. Fifteen hundred people went berserk, loved it. We were that advanced. There was a subculture there; the Residents and Suicide seemed to go together with a certain bunch of people.’


Jon Savage had recently moved to Manchester and was now a colleague of Wilson’s at Granada and was equally seduced by Suicide and the burgeoning new electronic sensibility. ‘It was kind of dark, electronic, psychedelic and it was very comforting,’ he says. ‘During that period there was a lot of bombing around in a crap car all over the north of England … late at night, listening to this analogue electronic music and it was sounding very warm and although it was alienating, it was very pleasurable.’


Wilson had been the only UK broadcaster to book the Sex Pistols on to live television on his late-night music and culture programme So It Goes. He had planned to cover the group in depth and film their appearance at Eric’s club in Liverpool on the band’s ill-fated Anarchy tour. Granada had tired of what his producers considered to be his obsession with the band and decided against the idea, a decision that led to Wilson’s resignation. ‘I resigned at Granada over the Anarchy tour,’ he recalled, ‘I’d had a documentary I was making on the Pistols cancelled on the morning I was to start shooting it, because my producer had called Granada and said, “Don’t give Wilson his crew.” This was four or five weeks after Grundy – things are going around in the press.* The next day Roger Eagle rang me to say the police had been down to Eric’s and said, ‘If you put this group on, you will not get your licence next time it comes up.’


The late Roger Eagle was a totemic presence in Liverpool and the north-west throughout the Seventies and Eighties. Having cut his teeth on the northern soul circuit, he brought Dr. Feelgood and Captain Beefheart to mid-Seventies Lancashire before opening Eric’s on Mathew Street in Liverpool. Preceding The Factory Club by nearly two years, Eric’s was quite possibly, and certainly in the eyes of its clientele, the hippest club in Britain. It was undoubtedly a peerless seedbed for post-punk and a bohemian watering hole, where the juke box played 7-inches by Howlin’ Wolf, Ornette Coleman and the Seeds.


Wilson and Eagle, friends since Wilson’s posting on the Liverpool Echo, had been mutually supportive as punk spread across the north, Wilson making sure Eric’s received its fair share of listings in the Manchester media. ‘I prepared for the What’s On show that week. What’s Not On is the Sex Pistols, and I then got a memo saying, “There will be no mention of the Sex Pistols in this programme,” and I walked out. Same day my accountant is saying to me, “You don’t make any fucking money at Granada, do you?” And my daughter says, “You put groups on television and three months later they’re big stars, is this true?” Yeah. “Well there’s a lot of money in that.”’


Wilson decided to develop his interest in punk further, and he and his friend Alan Erasmus, whom Wilson had met through a lifelong love of marijuana, launched The Factory Club, a regular live music night at the Russell Club in Manchester’s Hulme estate.
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‘I didn’t know Tony, but by virtue of his regular, almost daily, television appearance, I felt that I did,’ says Peter Saville. ‘Everybody in Manchester, and most of the north-west, felt that they knew Tony Wilson and he was accessible and I would imagine that to a certain extent he got a certain ego thrill out of that. The downside is that people also can be quite rude or critical as well.’


Saville was a student at Manchester Polytechnic where he was studying graphic design. A school friend, Malcolm Garrett, was on the same course; the pair of them had grown up with a hunger to be involved in the seductive process of record sleeve design, a process Garrett was now engaged in through his work with Buzzcocks, whose United Artists sleeve he was designing.


‘I was not that connected to the scene,’ says Saville. ‘I didn’t live in the city, I lived in the kind of greenbelt stockbroker area outside, in Cheshire. I was a dreamer out in the semi-rural belt around those industrial cities, where the whole notion of the city and of industry has a kind of romantic dimension to it.’


Saville’s dreaminess would combine perfectly with an elegant and detached aesthetic that would define the Factory style. His inspiration also came from the discourse and photography he was discovering in upmarket magazines which enabled him to go on flights of fancy that were something of a contrast to the realities of inner-city Manchester.


‘At art college I started reading Peter York’s essays in Harpers,’ he says, ‘which were really, really, influential, and I eventually discovered Helmut Newton and Guy Bourdain in Paris Vogue, but that was not an easy thing to discover in Manchester in 1976, ’77. You had to have a bit of a mission to start seeking out Paris Vogue: the only tangible reality in your existence that expressed alternative visual culture that was there for you was the record cover.’


Saville met Richard Boon through Garrett’s work with Buzzcocks. While Boon was unable to offer Saville any sleeve design work, he suggested he contact Wilson about the broadcaster’s plans for opening a club. ‘I had a friend who knew him,’ says Saville, ‘and somehow it was arranged that I would go to Granada television one afternoon and meet Mr Wilson in the lobby.’


Although he didn’t yet have a portfolio Saville had a head full of ideas that he was keen to explain to Wilson; he was particularly interested in typography and the possibility of exploring new avenues for the uses of lettering in graphic design.


‘I knew what I wanted,’ he says, ‘which was to go somewhere much harder. In the work of Jan Tschichold I discovered a manifesto that he’d done in 1919 called Die Neue Typographie and that was brutal – it was very refined, but it was brutal, and Malcolm hadn’t been there, Barney Bubbles hadn’t been there, none of the people who were doing the groovy new work had gone anywhere as cold as Tschichold.’


Wilson was impressed with the young designer’s creativity and, although he didn’t understand his references to modernist typography, he suggested Saville design a poster for the club. To Saville’s surprise, the next commission he received from Wilson was not for further concert posters but ideas for a record sleeve. The nights at The Factory had prompted Wilson into taking a further step towards embracing the DIY ethos and releasing a single. ‘We got together Christmas ’78 at Alan’s flat,’ he says, ‘and, very surprisingly to both Alan and I, Tony said, “Let’s do a record from the club – I’ve got five grand or so my mother left me – some of the bands that have played the club don’t have record deals yet.’


Having seen Buzzcocks sign to United Artists and the immediate wave of Mancunian bands that had followed them become the subject of major-label interest, Wilson felt it was necessary to intervene. ‘I remember Wilson saying to me, “We can’t keep losing bands out of Manchester,” ‘says Richard Boon. ‘He was definitely one for civic chauvinism.’ Boon had had long conversations with Wilson over the morality or otherwise of Buzzcocks’ departure to a London record company. ‘Pride is one thing,’ he says. ‘I’d sit down and talk to Tony and he’d say, “Why have you done that, love?” Manchester is full of men who call each other ‘love’ and sometimes mean it.’


Wilson had become aware of the groundswell of new independent labels through promoting the concerts at The Factory. He realised that many of the bands were beginning to release their own music and sensed that, having made an initial DIY move, most bands were hoping to sign to a major. Still convinced of the broader possibilities of seizing control that had been suggested by punk, he started to consider whether The Factory could become some form of record company.


‘I was in the car’, he said, ‘thinking, this guy does it, that guy does it. Everyone thinks of Factory as the arty label but Fast Product was the first arty label. I had got around to the point of view that you merely take your artist on to the major label. Bob Last had done it with Fast. At the time it seemed like a good idea; looking back it seemed like a terrible mistake. Joy Division were getting really hot, and Andrew Lauder became interested in them.’


Along with Cabaret Voltaire, John Dowie and Durutti Column, Joy Division were one of four bands featured on A Factory Sample, the first Factory release. Inspired by the sleeve of an imported Asian copy of Santana’s Abraxas, in which he’d been absorbed while tripping one night, Wilson suggested A Factory Sample should be housed in rice paper.


Saville duly obliged and produced a minimal design which featured clean lines against a silver tone and used numbers to indicate the bands and their track listing. ‘It seemed appropriate that this first record, which was a collective of different people, should just basically echo that … so the numbering system crept in – we like numbers … numbers were Kraftwerk, industry, technologies, the reductive notion of model numbers as opposed to the kitsch of names. I mean BMW 3 series, compared to Ford … Capri!’


The Factory numbering system, although playful and innovative, would become something of an albatross around the label’s neck. Dental work, unfinished projects and drug deals would all be assigned individual Factory catalogue numbers. ‘It was the kind of coolly abstract element of numerology that was appealing’, says Saville, ‘but it became a bad habit; it became banal, I’m afraid … this notion of giving numbers to everything, and that was it really.’


Jon Savage, newly relocated to Manchester, found himself duly summoned to what would be the Factory premises for the next twelve years: Alan Erasmus’s flat on Palatine Road, in leafy Didsbury.


‘It was very much quid pro quo with Tony,’ says Savage. ‘He got me the gig at Granada, and one of my first tasks when I went up to Manchester was sitting in Alan Erasmus’s flat, spending several evenings bagging up this ridiculous package.’


Once A Factory Sample had recouped, Wilson, Erasmus and Saville started releasing a series of singles and cassettes that suggested, in their black-and-white photographic artwork featuring images of cropped hair and overalls, a post-industrial, Mancunian Bauhaus. As an identity started to form around the label, Factory’s design sense and aesthetic were fixed in the minds of the record-buying public as distinctive and elegant, gaining the label a reputation for individuality and quality. To fulfil its ambitions to become an independent northern counterpoint to the London music business, Factory needed to start releasing albums.


To everyone involved in Factory and to anyone who had witnessed them play live, Joy Division seemed capable of making a definitive record. Andrew Lauder had started enquiring about the group for a new imprint he had started with the record producer Martin Rushent. CBS and Warner Brothers had also made approaches. Any A&R man wishing to discuss Joy Division’s future had to do so with their manager, Rob Gretton, whose occasionally bluff demeanour, along with his south Mancunian accent – which always thickened in conversations with record companies – disguised a mercurial intelligence and laconic wit. As he evaluated the various major-label offers on the table for Joy Division, Gretton grew more and more interested in the possibility of releasing an album with Factory, something that would allow him and the band to remain wholly based in Manchester, a factor which, as he fielded calls from the London companies, became of increasing significance.


‘Some time early ’79,’ said Wilson, ‘Gretton says, “What about doing the first album with you and then going to Warner Brothers?” My first reaction was, no fucking way. What’ll it cost? Six grand. We sketched out the deal on a napkin, or whatever. What I didn’t know was that Gretton was thinking, “This Factory stuff works.”’


Gretton’s decision to remain with Factory also provided the nascent Rough Trade Distribution with one of its first large-scale selling releases. ‘Unknown Pleasures really lit a fire under us,’ says Geoff Travis, ‘and we got to release it on Rough Trade in America.’


Unknown Pleasures had been recorded by Hannett at Strawberry Studios in Stockport, a state-of-the-art recording complex owned by 10CC. The studio was equipped with the latest digital outboard which allowed the producer to synthesise his concentrated sense of atmosphere, a sense which had been developed in part by his incipient use of heroin. ‘I started it must have been ’78, ’79,’ he said. ‘I’ve always been a rather solitary smack abuser. I think there are loads of people doing it, but I don’t know many of them. Even people who get completely off their trolley smoking freebase look down on smack.’


After producing the album, Hannett started to have misgivings about how Wilson wanted to structure the legal framework of Factory. Wilson had assumed that he, Erasmus, Hannett, Saville and Gretton would work in partnership. ‘We agreed that we were partners, ’cause it sounded good,’ says Saville. ‘Partnerships are very dangerous things but no one cared, because a partnership meant nothing – it was not as if anyone’s gonna make any money. When it transitioned from a partnership to a limited company it turned out we couldn’t get [the name] Factory Records so it became Factory Communications.’


The name Factory Communications had been forced on the label, but it suited Wilson’s idea that the company would reach beyond the activities of a record company and become a contemporary media organisation; one that would showcase Manchester at its dynamic, metropolitan, best. Factory’s partners, empowered by the success of Joy Division, were also determined to enjoy themselves. Saville noted, ‘Everybody was in this sort of play zone – this is one of Tony’s terms. The art of the playground – that’s where we were, this was a stage upon which each person was able to realise their own idealised way of doing these things. Tony has a platform to be a cultural entrepreneur, for Rob it was a platform to manage a group – he’d never done it before. I thought Martin was a very experienced producer, he actually wasn’t … and Martin produced the way he wanted to produce and Alan was just Alan, having quite obtuse, crazed ideas, and I became whatever you want to call it, the art director. It was a kind of multichannelled, free-form, self-indulgence. No one told anybody else how to do what they did.’


As well as free-form self-indulgence Jon Savage observed a bohemianism at work in Alan Erasmus’s flat. As the ideas behind Factory started to take shape, so did its sense of irreverence and against-the-grain self-confidence. The success of the records, along with Wilson’s profile at Granada and Saville’s heightened sense of design, gave the label an aura that separated it from its rivals. Added to this was the Factory partners’ dry wit and love of stoned ideas and barbed retorts, which had the effect of turning Erasmus’s sofa in Palatine Road into a mumbling and occasionally confrontational conversation pit.


‘It was an extension of that free-floating punk you-can-do-anything spirit,’ says Jon Savage ‘and also a bit of the Warhol Factory, putting all these very disparate characters together. You’d have the ACR [A Certain Ratio] boys, who were these ferocious unpleasant kids from Flickston and Earnston, and Martin, who was completely manic and mad and wonderful, Rob being very laconic and Tony talking nonsense.’


The partners all shared a characteristic that in Wilson’s mind connected the Factory hierarchy in an unspoken, clandestine manner: religion. ‘The whole Factory thing is Roman Catholic,’ he said. ‘There was a sexual thing as well – there seemed to be an enormous number of highly sexed people.’


All of the company’s partners were Roman Catholic, something which gave them a shared history and education. ‘Rob got a scholarship to the best Catholic school in Manchester,’ says Lesley Gilbert, Gretton’s partner. ‘Tony was in Salford at equally the best Catholic school. They were both Catholics and I think that had an awful lot to do with things. They were both highly intelligent people. Rob was from a council estate and a big family, never had two ha’pennies to rub together: poor, but he was very clever.’


The combination of softly spoken dry wit and the partners’ insistence on calling each other ‘love’ also prompted Savage to speculate on how Factory, behind the austere modernism and industrial symbolism, was somewhat camp. It was a trait that Savage felt extended throughout his new surroundings. ‘The north-west is a matriarchy,’ he says. ‘Tony Warren, a gay man, created Coronation Street, which was a defining Manchester and Salford statement. For a Londoner even when they’re stabbing you, the Scallies or Perry boys look fantastically camp.’


Wilson was lost in the possibilities of Factory. Through Saville’s artwork and Hannett’s productions, the label had made an impact that saw it rise above its peers and competitors with an effortlessly defined aura.


‘One of the most enlightening moments of my life,’ he said, ‘on a lovely summer’s day, feeling great, I dropped off at Martin Hannett’s house to get these two cassettes, of “Flight” by A Certain Ratio and Closer, which he’d just mixed the previous week and kept me away from.’ Putting the tapes into his car stereo and settling in for the journey, Wilson started beaming at what he and Factory had created. ‘I couldn’t believe’, he said, ‘that I was involved with this shit.’




*





Despite Granada and its local media infrastructure being based there, Manchester did not have the monopoly on the northwest’s desire for localised self-expression.


Thirty-five miles west, on Mathew Street, once home of the Cavern, Liverpool had its own bohemian enclave. The Liverpool School of Language, Music, Dream and Pun, a multimedia performance-cum-debating space, with its own cafe, and second-hand clothes stall, Aunt Twacky’s, was a dole-head salon; a bespoke environment for the city’s romantic youth to hang around in and dream all day. Conceived and run by former merchant seaman and poet-philosopher Peter O’Halligan it was a unique environment, situated at the exact spot, O’Halligan had been told in a dream, where Jung had located the pool of life. Despite the fact that Jung never visited Liverpool, his presence loomed large at the School of Language, Music, Dream and Pun. In 1976 the school staged a twelve-hour stage adaptation of The Illuminatus! Trilogy by Robert Shea and Robert Anton Wilson.


Adapted and directed by one of the mainstays of British experimental theatre, Ken Campbell, who had formed the Science Fiction Theatre of Liverpool especially, the sets were built by a tall, striking man in his early twenties who spoke in a son-of-the-manse Dumfries brogue, Bill Drummond: ‘[From] 1968 through to ’69 my sister was doing a thing called VSO, voluntary service overseas, and she used to send me back records,’ he says. ‘Some of them were white labels and I just thought, what’s the point of this? And some of them had really brightly coloured labels; maybe I only got six or eight of these records altogether, but they looked fantastic, something about them I loved.’


The teenage Drummond’s love of imported exotic vinyl stayed with him. As an art student at Liverpool in the mid-Seventies he was exposed to the culture of the day but preferred the more hyped-up hedonistic sounds, released on regional 7-inch labels, that were filling the local discos. He recalls, ‘I was an art school boy, but I wasn’t into whatever that represented. I guess a lot of the music I was into crossed over into the northern soul thing. I remember seeing Yes and just thinking “no”. I never idealised bands, I was interested in the record, and something that ignites and connects. And I tried to intellectualise this when I was jacking in art school, because I was into painting, and that’s what I wanted to be, a painter, and I just thought, fuck this, you know, art school, Liverpool, what’s happening? as much as I’m into painting, nothing seems to be happening in this room, but outside, in Liverpool itself, all this stuff seems to be happening and all I’m doing is learning to make stuff, that if I’m successful, goes on rich people’s walls.’


The disposability and the ubiquitous commercial availability of the 7-inch single had struck a chord with Drummond. ‘The young idealist in me is thinking, look at that. 7-inch singles seemed to be paraphrasing an Andy Warhol thing: he was talking about the Coke bottle and how it’s everywhere the same, and I remember “Penny Lane”, “Strawberry Fields”, thinking, fuck me, that’s something, and Andy Warhol’s copy of this record is no better or worse than mine, and that’s how art should be. And that has kind of stuck with me.’


The idea of the avant-garde being available on the High Street in the form of ‘Strawberry Fields Forever’/‘Penny Lane’ had an immediacy and an honesty that Drummond found missing in the music that wore its learning too heavily on its sleeves. ‘Roxy Music, as far as I was concerned, ’cause I was at art school, were like the tutors. They were being ironic and referencing this, that and the other – Marilyn Monroe and a bit of this – and I wanted punk then, basically, in 1971. I didn’t want it to be like the New York Dolls, I wanted something that was British, not limited to the intellect. I went along to see Dr. Feelgood live, and I thought it was phenomenal. You listen to a Dr. Feelgood album and it’s just this two-dimensional, very dull, very boring music, but fucking live, it just seemed to just forget about everything else. When punk did finally happen, I just thought I was too old to even contemplate thinking I was going to be part of it. I turned twenty-four in 1977. Then the Pistols announced they were making an album and I’m thinking. ‘What the fuck are they doing that for?’


Liverpool’s night-time musical life centred around the immaculate taste and hustler know-how of Roger Eagle, who had promoted the Dr. Feelgood shows, as well as counting himself a friend to the likes of Screaming Jay Hawkins and Captain Beefheart (who had allegedly entrusted Eagle with his master tapes, in the midst of continuing litigation from record companies). A former DJ at the Twisted Wheel and with an intimate working knowledge of dub and its medicinal benefits, Eagle would filter his tastes into Eric’s, a few doors down from the Liverpool School of Language, Music, Dream and Pun in Mathew Street. Eagle and Eric’s embraced and fine-tuned Liverpool’s romantic sense of itself as a city of free spirits. To Drummond and his contemporaries at Aunt Twacky’s, Liverpool’s dreaminess was self-evident. ‘The difference between Liverpool and Manchester is,’ he says, ‘one has a Celtic thing that’s kind of looking out to the new world and has a yearning, whereas Manchester is far more Anglo-Saxon. Just before punk, people on the estate where I lived were into Van der Graaf Generator and Nick Drake. It was a deeply musical environment, the John Peel show was on in every house.’


The impact of punk, together with Eric’s self-confidence meant that gathering in Mathew Street was a flamboyant, self-intoxicated crowd ready to spread their message of unorthodoxy over, if not the world, then at least one another. ‘There was one punk band, Spitfire Boys,’ Drummond says, ‘Paul Rutherford, who was the singer in Spitfire Boys, and Budgie, who was the drummer, were big friends of mine, but they weren’t convinced by it at all. They’d have band arguments saying, “What the fuck do you want to do that London racket for, there’s a whole world out there, what do you want to do that thing for?”’


Drummond was by now playing guitar in his own band, Big in Japan. Featuring such future Liverpool cultural luminaries as Jayne Casey and Ian Broudie, Big in Japan were the bitchy, flamboyant Liverpool version of punk in all its peacock glory. Drummond and the band’s keyboard player, Dave Balfe, sensing the momentum starting to build around Big in Japan’s performances, realised they needed an outlet for all this artiness.


‘I thought, well now, actually having got myself involved in music,’ says Drummond, ‘I may as well do the bit that I really wanted to do. I wasn’t that bothered about being in a band; it was actually having one of these labels that was like the ones my sister had brought back. It was, basically, cut a record and make a sleeve and put the record in.’


Whatever the opportunities opened by Spiral Scratch and the burgeoning energies being organised in Rough Trade, the intentions and inspirations of Balfe and Drummond lay elsewhere. ‘As much as I think nobody can deny the iconic position that Spiral Scratch has,’ says Drummond, ‘that was not my inspiration at all. I had a whole great love of American music and those tiny labels, I wouldn’t have even known they were called ‘independent’ labels but they were independent, they were local labels, just trying to make money.’


They were thinking more in the abstract, calling their prospective project The Zoo. ‘It was called The Zoo – it wasn’t called Zoo records, and we wanted to do all sorts of things that were nothing to do with actually making records. Most of the stuff we never realised because what happened, by putting it out to a bunch of friends, “OK, do you want to put a record, we’re doing this label,” they say, “OK, yeah, we’ll do that,” and so the Bunnymen and Teardrops appear within that little hothouse of a scene in Liverpool.’


Amid the plethora of shared band members’ egos, cattiness and thrillingly confident music, Echo & the Bunnymen and The Teardrop Explodes emerged as the bands with the strongest melodies, choruses, haircuts and self-belief in their own mythic powers. Alongside them were Lori and the Chameleons, Wild Swans and Big in Japan. Zoo’s catalogue sounds like a Liverpudlian Nuggets, relocated from the garage to the four brick walls of Eric’s and the hours of discussion of Penguin Modern Classics over the same cup of tea at Aunt Twacky’s.


Two of the first singles released by The Zoo, Echo & the Bunnymen’s ‘Pictures On My Wall’ and The Teardrop Explodes’ ‘Sleeping Gas’ quickly made ‘single of the week’ in the music papers and before it was even ready to be opened to the public The Zoo was in business.


‘We very quickly ended up having to become their managers,’ says Drummond. ‘Not that we knew what management was, or that we were particularly any good at it. It’s very hard to be good at something if you didn’t even know what it is, but that completely took over from whatever visions we had for The Zoo.’


Sparked off by the ideas in Drummond and Balfe’s heads, not to say a rivalry between lead singers that ensures a heroic sense of one-upmanship, The Teardrop Explodes and Echo & the Bunnymen avoided the standard route to commercial pop success. In the years to come, the Bunnymen would play tours of the Outer Hebrides, building an anti-career of elemental glamour; they would be the first band to play the Albert Hall in a generation, selling it out for two nights in 1983. The huge – Top Ten, Top of the Pops – success of The Teardrops’ ‘Reward’, was followed by Julian Cope’s compilation of the then unsanctified Scott Walker’s solo recordings for Zoo: Fire Escape in the Sky: The Godlike Genius of Scott Walker, one of only a handful of records that Zoo actually put out.


Containing a discography of only two albums, both compilations, Cope’s Scott Walker collection and To the Shores of Lake Placid, a collection of Zoo’s single releases, Zoo’s catalogue was, as Drummond intended, a micro-regional representation of the local talent.


However, before all these myths-to-be could be constructed, Drummond and Balfe had the small matter of trying to finance their artists’ direction without any collateral other than the ambitious series of ideas running in their heads.


‘The next thing with Zoo’, says Drummond, ‘is that I’d got to know Tony Wilson from The Teardrops and Big in Japan, ’cause we did his TV show, and we started doing gigs at the first Factory nights out on the Russell estate and he was totally, “Fuck those bastards down in London, we can do this.” We didn’t have that attitude, Dave and I – for a start I’m not from Liverpool, Dave is – but we used to think, “It’s all right for you, Tony. You’ve got this paid job. We can’t afford to do this – we have to do this thing for the bands – so we went and sold our soul or whatever down to record companies and that, basically, was the end of Zoo and we put out the last Wild Swans single, and put out a compilation. But I remember having this whole conversation with Tony, and he was saying, “Bill, it’s the album. If we can actually make an album, we’ve got them beat … if we can actually put all that together …’ Of course, he did that with the first Joy Division album.’


Like everyone else trying to get their box of records sold, Drummond and Balfe drove down to Ladbroke Grove and headed over to the counter of Rough Trade. ‘Dave had somehow got his dad’s old car for nothing,’ says Drummond, ‘and we used to just drive around. We’d go in and see Geoff and his team at the time, and we did a lot ourselves, just going into shops, and say[ing], “Heh, we’ve got a box of these,” and doing just a deal over the counter.’


One Zoo single was bought by Seymour Stein on one of his regular visits to Rough Trade where he would binge on the latest vinyl. ‘That store was like a listening post for me,’ says Stein, ‘and those three – two guys and a woman – that were there behind the counter, they were almost like my A&R staff.’


The 7-inch Stein had bought was ‘Touch’ by Lori and the Chameleons, Balfe and Drummond’s post-Big In Japan band fronted by a teenage art student, Lori Larty, in which he had heard commercial potential.


‘We’d already put it out on Zoo,’ says Drummond, ‘and got “single of the week”, stuff like that, and then Seymour had licensed it, and he had an option of a second single but not on an album. I remember writing him this whole letter, actually, ’cause he’d turned round and said, “We want to do an album.” The idea of an album – I loathed the idea of it, I thought it was just the late Sixties: it comes from the same place, it comes from 1969, early 1970, just thinking like, these English rock heads, it’s rubbish, that’s what I was thinking.’


However strident in his opinions about the music business, Drummond felt he was still green. ‘I’d got no idea how the music industry works,’ he says, ‘but the money we got from that – the advance we got from that – was enough to make The Teardrop Explodes album. We’d recorded the album before they were signed, ’cause nobody wanted to sign them. People were bending over backwards to sign the Bunnymen, which we couldn’t understand, and Julian definitely couldn’t understand, but nobody wanted to sign The Teardrop Explodes, so we used all the money we got from Seymour, this is about £4,000, and spent it on making this Teardrop Explodes first album … We then sold all the rights to it.’ Rehearsing an often repeated line about losing one’s music industry virginity, Drummond is succinct: ‘We gave it all away, basically.’


But if Drummond liked to think of himself as antithetical or uninterested in the music business, his ability to disengage with its player politics was to his advantage. Stein certainly thought he was up against another keen operator.


‘The idea that Bill didn’t know what he was doing is absolutely not true. Bill Drummond was very difficult and very wily. I was over in London, February 1979. I had heard that there were four bands playing at the YMCA on Tottenham Court Road and the one everyone was shouting about was Teardrop Explodes. But Echo & the Bunnymen went on first. But before that I had to walk down six flights of stairs … which meant I was going to have walk up six flights of stairs, so I said to [Stein’s partner at Sire] Michael Rosenblatt, “I think we better find something here,” and the minute I heard [it] … I said, “We’ve found it” and that drum machine …the songs and the voice it was like poetry … Mac [Ian McCulloch] was so fabulous and I did a deal with them right there at the YMCA and when I got home, New York was shut down already, that’s how late it was, but I called LA and I called up a lawyer and I said, “Look, I’ve done a great deal, worldwide for this band, Echo & the Bunnymen … they’re really fantastic” … “Seymour, I’ve got news for you, you’ve signed too many artists this year” – at least he was always on the level, so I said, “How the fuck am I going to sign this band?”’


Prone to over-signing in his desire to constantly be on top of the next possibly big thing in England, Stein had a tendency to collect bands in the way he collected art deco. Realising he had run out of funds on his Sire account with Warner Brothers, Stein had hit a brick wall in the States, but he remembered that he had an ally at Warner Brothers back in London.


‘I’d done a few projects with Rob Dickins’, says Stein, ‘who was running Warner Publishing, so I went in and I said to him, “Rob, you’re the best A&R man in Britain,” and he loved that. “You’re the best A&R man in Britain, you could have your own label,” he says. “Oh, you’re right, I should,” I said. “Why don’t we start one together? … In fact, I’ve got the band to kick it off with, you can sign the next one.” So he said, “Well, let me hear it,’ and if anything I have to say he probably loved them even more than I did.’


Drummond, thinking he and the Bunnymen were going to be signing to Sire, was trying to keep a handle on Stein’s manoeuvring. ‘Seymour set up a company with Rob Dickins, who was the head of Warner Music,’ he says, ‘this thing called Korova, so it was a British-based company for the world, which meant the American company, Warners on the West Coast – there wasn’t that much money in it for them. The Bunnymen weren’t bothered about that – they weren’t that bothered about the hard work like U2, they weren’t interested.’


The work ethic of relentless touring and meet-and-greets of every regional radio station and sales force was a world away from Aunt Twacky’s tearoom, and in terms of the Bunnymen’s frames of reference – wintry coastal skies, moonlit walks and Parisian absinthe bars – practically worthless.


‘They were far more into Europe,’ says Drummond, ‘far more into the idea of making European music, even though they were doing rock music. It aspired to something European, and so did I. We just thought, “Fuck America.” So we go over to the States for the fourth album, do a three-week tour and I lost interest. They knew I wasn’t gonna deliver for them.’


Whereas The Teardrop Explodes had burned out in the aftermath of their euphoric commercial success after two and half albums and a mess of drugs and diminishing returns, Drummond had guided the Bunnymen through four albums in as many years.


Each record was sleeved in an elemental landscape: earth for the debut Crocodiles, sky for Heaven Up Here, the whiteness of the tundra for Porcupine and a richly shimmering aquamarine blue for Ocean Rain.†




‘Once Ocean Rain was made I thought that was it, actually,’ says Drummond. ‘You’ve made your great record. It took you four albums to get there, there’s no point in doing any more. You should never make any more records, you should just now tour, and that’s it, don’t do records. You’ll become this huge cult band around the world. Although I hated the Grateful Dead, I liked the idea that just they built this world that’d got nothing to do with the passion of the era or the industry. It somehow existed outside, and I saw that as a fantastic thing. I just thought, “This is it, boys” – I wouldn’t have said boys, and sounded as patronising as that, but I felt this is it, this is as good as it’s gonna get.’


However grand and widescreen his vision for his managerial charges, Drummond acknowledges that his romantic ambitions for their careers took precedence over the day-to-day business of handling their affairs. The industry may have let him have his creative run, but in the end its orthodoxies and accounting procedures got the better of him.


‘I fucked it. I fucked it up, I did, with the Bunnymen and The Teardrops. I did worldwide deals, so I didn’t have that position of them going to American companies, so the American companies were never that bothered. We went our separate ways, the Bunnymen got American management – that’s when the kind of joint headlining tour with New Order happened, and they made certain inroads into the States and got that college radio level of whatever.’


In his dealings at the Warners office Drummond had made an ally in the press department, a witty and discursive former journalist with an encyclopaedic knowledge of psychedelia, Mick Houghton. ‘I started working for Warners in ’79. Without it sounding arrogant, I sort of almost invented the modern school of PR, which was just to kind of know what you’re talking about,’ he says. ‘My first month there, Warners licensed Sire which at the time was [releasing] the second Talking Heads album, second or third Ramones album – nobody at Warners actually saw any potential in those bands. It was unbelievable, someone like Tom Waits – almost to a man I’d say, the whole label was resistant to that music. I think it’s true of journalists then and to a large extent true of journalists now. Journalists don’t understand how the music industry works at all, and I don’t think you do until you become part of it. When I went to work for Warners it was such a shock to me to suddenly find myself working for a corporation where nobody seemed to like music at all. The radio department was about getting on the playlist and getting on Top of the Pops and that was the be all and end all of it, and if a record didn’t have, as they would say at the time, legs, they just weren’t interested.’


Stein’s presence at Warners, however, was an antidote to the rest of the company’s indifference. ‘It was kind of weird with Seymour, he had the heavyweight background but at the same time what was remarkable about him was that he just had the extraordinary talent for seeing the potential in bands.’


As much as Drummond and Stein were in business, Drummond was resistant to the epicurean side of Stein, declining Stein’s endless invitations to lunch, dinner and whatever else. He became familiar with Stein’s storyteller persona through the simple act of making deals together. ‘You know, I wasn’t interested in going to restaurants and doing the whole raconteur bit that Seymour can do and is great at. I’m not saying I’m a better person than that, I was just too driven by, you know, making records or what a band could be within the psyche of a generation, all that kind of stuff. But I learnt a heck of a lot from Seymour, a hell of a lot. You couldn’t have conversations with Seymour without learning tons and tons of stuff. And I found him eternally fascinating because his history that went back to eras of music that I really loved, late Fifties, early Sixties, to telling me about his first job, how he worked the charts, plugging, working for [people at the] Brill Building, you know, all of those things and he was the epitome of that – New York, Jewish, music, wheeling and dealing, the whole thing – and he had an incredible love of music as well as being that clichéd Jewish music business hustler, and making things work.’


Among the anecdotes, salacious gossip and hustler’s advice that poured out of Stein was a piece of wisdom that, in its hard-headed pragmatism at making the music industry work for you, Drummond found astonishing. One particular piece of advice horrified him: ‘Seymour says, “Bill, this is how you make money out of the music business: you do a deal with a record label. You say, ‘I’ll give you six albums, and you give me x thousand dollars.’ So, say he gets 100,000 dollars for six albums, you go out and you sign six bands, any old bands, it doesn’t matter who they are, you stick them in a studio, you record an album and you record the album for 5,000 dollars. The band will love you ’cause they get to record an album – that’s all they’ve ever wanted to do all their lives. You tell your band, ‘OK you’ve got to get it done in four or five days,’ and you get the album done. So you’ve got your six albums done for under 20,000 dollars, whatever. You’ve just made yourself 80,000 dollars. It doesn’t matter a fuck whether these records happen or not.”’


This cold-hearted reality was an eye-opener for Drummond, who couldn’t help but notice when, a few years later, Stein’s business model had failed him. ‘Seymour came a cropper doing it his way. This was in parallel with his total love of music: these two things were running in parallel but once he got Madonna it was fucked. It wasn’t really even in his interests with Talking Heads or for the Ramones or any of us, or any of them, to sell a lot of records, ’cause suddenly he’d be owing them royalties – money he’d already spent on art deco stuff, and on his houses. So when Madonna starts really selling, he’s rumbled. He can’t do it any more, so that’s when he has to sell his whole thing to Warner or whatever it was – 51 or whatever per cent – I mean, he ended up selling the whole lot and that’s the reason.’


With Dickins in with the money side of the deal, Stein had his elliptical northern band tutored in Drummond’s air of mystique. Stein’s vision of an alternative Eighties would pay dividends throughout the decade as a succession of pale British boys from the provinces would find themselves flown across the world by Sire, walking out on to the arena stage, blinking into the Santa Monica sun.


As the decade was just starting, all Mick Houghton was witnessing in the Warner press department, however, was real horror at the thought of any of this kind of music succeeding. ‘The first year I was there, the groups like the Bunnymen, Talking Heads, Ramones were getting mountains and mountains of press, the guys in promotion and radio just thought it was unplayable. Warners at that stage didn’t see any kind of commercial potential in those records. I think they were also reeling, to a certain extent, from the reaction of punk against their stable of artists, the Foreigners and Fleetwood Macs. But obviously the whole thing about punk was that it didn’t change anything in terms of certain rock dinosaurs – Genesis, Yes, the Moody Blues of this world – who were possibly more successful after 1980 than they were before, and after Live Aid it just expanded those bands’ horizons to an even greater extent. I was always aware anything coming out of America had that kind of corporate clout behind it. If it was Foreigner, there’d be a big hoo-ha you know, getting them press, getting them radio, and there was inevitably some huge lavish reception. The only reason I remember the Foreigner one is that there was an album called Cold As Ice, and they threw this massive reception at some Intercontinental hotel and they thought it was a really good idea to have the Cold As Ice logo, in ice, but it was delivered some time in the afternoon so by the time everyone got there, this thing just melted and dripped all over the floor.’


For Rob Dickins, the young English executive running the London offices of an American company, having hatched a scheme for him and Stein to develop home-grown talent, the future lay somewhere over the horizon with this new emerging guitar music.


‘The Bunnymen happened quite quickly in that sense,’ says Houghton. ‘The Bunnymen only made one single for Zoo, and I think Rob Dickins was astute enough – Rob wanted a label that was like Stiff, he wanted a label that had hit records.’


But Dickins would have to wait for his hit from the Bunnymen, for all the press inches Houghton racked up for the band, and for all Drummond’s mise en scène, the radio department at the record company, never mind the playlist controllers at daytime radio, remained hostile. ‘It took the Bunnymen three albums and countless singles before “The Cutter” went Top Twenty, says Houghton. ‘Before that they had the odd “single of the week” in the music press and being played on John Peel, I mean that was it.’


For Drummond, beyond his mythic approach to managing his charges, which meant his idea of planning a campaign was a day of bike rides culminating in a performance at Liverpool Cathedral, the record business remained a thing of blunt, bemusing nonsense. ‘The demograph,’ he says, ‘is a word I learnt in California. “What is the demographics of Echo & the Bunnymen?” “What are you talking about?” Demographics? The demograph is whoever buys the record, that’s the demograph.’


Drummond, who would draw rabbits’ ears over maps and plan a tour accordingly, was on a different path. The Bunnymen’s performances of ‘A Crystal Day’ at Liverpool Cathedral, touring the leylines of the Orkneys and playing the Albert Hall, while securing their position as the ultimate cult band of the 1980s, were above all an article of faith in the grand gesture.


‘The Orkney Islands tour, the Crystal day, the romance of it all,’ says Houghton, ‘the romance of it all but also the gesture – what Bill has always been good at was the gesture.’ And if his love of the gesture was only half-realised in his managerial capacity for Echo & the Bunnymen, when he re-entered the music business as an artist several years later these gestures, traceable in part back to the ideas of The Illuminatus! at the Liverpool School of Language, Music, Dream and Pun, and partly, an outrageously self-confident response to the rave culture spilling out around him, would be magnified, contorted and escalated into one of the most astonishing acts of theatre in the history of independence. Not to mention one of its most lucrative. 




* Bill Grundy famously attempted to interview the Sex Pistols for Thames Television on 1 December 1976, but the broadcast deteriorated into an intergenerational swearing match.


† The advertising campaign for Ocean Rain contained the strapline ‘The Greatest Record Ever Made’. ‘That was my idea’, says Drummond. ‘I mean, why fuck around? The marketing department never spoke to me again.’
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