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The Madchester Scene


In the 1990s, Manchester hosted the most exciting British music movement since the Two-Tone explosion of the '80s. The home of legendary acts such as New Order and The Smiths, the early '90s saw Manchester give birth to great groups like The Happy Mondays, James and The Stone Roses.


Blending the attitudes of The Fall and The Buzzcocks with cutting edge sampling techniques and the occasional chemical, these bands created the superb 'Madchester' sound. Of course, no sooner had the apple cart been upset than the scene began to suffocate under the weight of impostors. You need look no further than Primal Scream and Oasis to see that not all that was great about baggy died along with regional institutions like Factory Records and The Hacienda.


The Pocket Essential Madchester profiles all the major bands of the time, together with the groups that influenced them and the swines that ripped them off. The book also pays tribute to important local figures like impresario Tony Wilson and DJ Mark Radcliffe and doffs its cap to Michael Winterbottom's ambitious attempt to transfer the story to the big screen, 24 Hour Party People.


About the Author


Richard Luck is a regular contributor to Total Film and Hotdog who also writes for Empire, Premiere, Uncut and The Rough Guide To Rock. He is the author of Pocket Essentials on Steve McQueen, Sam Peckinpah and the guides to The Beastie Boys and The Madchester Scene.
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To Harry, for making the Luck family happier than it ever


thought it could be.


 


This book is dedicated to the memory of Rob Gretton.


 


“I met Rob in town one day and he asked if he could manage us. I said: ‘yes, come down to rehearsals next Monday,’ but unfortunately I forgot to tell the rest of the group. So Rob turned up and everyone just turned round and said: ‘who’s this grey-haired, beer-swilling polar bear?’ So I said: ‘Forgot to tell you, forgot to tell you - he’s our new manager. How about it?’ So we gave him a trial and he turned out to be... very adequate.”


 




-Bernard Sumner, Joy Division/New Order
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1. Wrote For Luck


 


 “I’ve finally got a group,” exclaimed the then 26-year-old Ewan McGregor to Neon magazine in 1997 on having fallen in love with Oasis. It took me a long time to find a band, too -not as freakishly long as Ewan but a long time, nonetheless. I’d been buying records for years (pretty haphazardly, mind you. I’m sure I was one of the few 13-year-olds to own records by both Grandmaster Flash and Bucks Fizz), but while I’d bought copies of ‘Shellshock’ and ‘State Of The Nation,’ it wasn’t until the release of the New Order compilation Substance and the single ‘True Faith’ that I truly found my sound.


I can’t really put my finger on the appeal of New Order and perhaps that’s how it should be. But I can say that I liked the story behind the band. I was impressed by their earlier work as Joy Division. I respected them for what they’d gone through. I loved the sublime swash of their synthesisers and admired the fact that a skinny rabbit like Steven Morris could land a place in a pop group. I liked the fact that Bernard Sumner sung in a voice so fragile it couldn’t disguise his sincerity and I was choked by the fact that here was a band who told you how it is and then showed you how wonderful it could be. But what special ingredient X made me feel for them in ways I’d never felt about any other band, I couldn’t say and I couldn’t care. Within a month of buying Substance, I owned the entire New Order/Joy Division album back catalogue.


 


And from there, I became a follower of most things Madchester. I picked up The Stone Roses’ ‘Elephant Stone’ because it was produced by Peter Hook and then bought their debut album during the first week of release. I bought Academy, New Order’s awful concert video which came with a T-shirt so tight, even Posh Spice would have struggled to get into it. I was even one of those fresh-faced saps who wandered into Our Price and said: “Hello, have you got Bummed by the Happy Mondays?”


There were, I should point out, limits to my dedication. I never grew my hair long and the only hooded top I owned was the one I trained for rugby in. But my first gig couldn’t have featured a more Mancunian line-up (New Order supported by Happy Mondays) and I did pay a visit to the sainted city, although since I was on a rugby tour I was more concerned about my hamstring and my coach’s experimental decision to play me out of position than about visiting the Hacienda or experimenting with E.


Of course, I could have been a more committed member of the Madchester community. I could have bought more records, worn more appropriate clothes, taken any drugs. But 1990, the year the movement really hit its straps, was a ludicrously happy time for me - England’s glorious failure in the World Cup, visiting America and Paris, getting my rugby colours, passing A-Levels I expected to fail - and it’s because this music was the soundtrack to such a great summer that I remember it so fondly and have longed to write about it so badly.


Almost a decade on, my music tastes have changed. Now I listen to Blur, Air, Rage Against The Machine, Foo Fighters, Beastie Boys, De La Soul, DJ Shadow and Daft Punk. But despite all the years that have passed and all the records I’ve bought, the final revelation of The Stone Roses’ ‘Sally Cinnamon’ still chokes me up a bit, The Charlatans’ ‘The Only One I Know’ remains one of the few songs guaranteed to bring a smile to my face, Black Grape’s recapturing of the Mondays’ glory couldn’t have felt sweeter and I am happier than anyone that New Order never properly split up. And when The Stone Roses’ ‘Fools Gold’ came on the sound system at LA2 on Charing Cross Road in the early hours of 1 September 2001, do you think I was there dancing like a primate with the rest of the throng? Well of course I wasn’t! I’m 29 for fuck’s sake! I did feel pretty privileged that I was writing a book about them, mind you.


 




Richard Luck







Welwyn Garden City, September 2001














 























2. Madchester - So Much To Answer For





 




“Madchester - what a name!


Best name ever for a scene, wasn’t it?”









 




- Clint Boon, Inspiral Carpets





 


‘And on the eighth day, God created Madchester.’ That was a T-shirt slogan you saw quite a lot of in the late 1980s and early 1990s. (Tops were also available which claimed that the miracle occurred on the Lord’s sixth or seventh day at the office.) It wasn’t the only weird thing appearing on leisurewear around that time. You could also buy gear sporting the blandest of monikers, Joe Bloggs, or carrying obscure out-of-context phrases like ‘Come Hone.’ Or, if you preferred, you could purchase a T-shirt baring an image of a mashed-up cow smoking a spliff and the legend ‘Cool As Fuck.’


The one thing you didn’t see a lot of back then were shirts bearing the crests of Manchester City or Manchester United. Utterly dominant in recent years, it’s incredible to think that Man U were really on the ropes at the ass end of the 1980s. Outside of a few FA Cup wins, the team had achieved little during the decade outside of sacking managers, fielding players who weren’t up to the task (Mike Duxbury, anyone?) and getting ever so frightfully pissed off about finishing second to Liverpool. As for the men from Maine Road, meanwhile, their parlous state was best summed up by Steve Coogan’s pissed-up, pissed-off scrounger Paul Calf: “I had a trial for Man City but I was terrible - missed an open goal, headed it into my own net, I was absolutely shite. Anyway, they offered me a place... but I was sixteen - I wanted to concentrate on smoking. But you can say what you like about Manchester City. You can say they’ve gone down, you can say they’re rubbish, you can say they’re the biggest shower of shite you’ve ever seen but... I forget the original point I was making.”


As soccer was always seen as being the heartbeat of Manchester, you’d imagine this sort of failure might have caused a metropolis-sized depression. But it didn’t and the reason it didn’t was the most exciting musical movement since the Two-Tone explosion of a decade earlier: Madchester.


But what was Madchester? Well, like a lot of youth movements, Madchester was about being young, dumb and full of come. But it was about so many other things. Yes, it was about being naïve, but it was also about knowing yourself. It was about having a bit of money, a plectrum and a few grams of your ‘medicine’ of choice in your pocket. It was about drinking beer but also quaffing litre after litre of water. It was about altering Manchester street signs so that they now carried the name of the scene. It was about experimenting with E, blagging bennies and coke, and maybe even rediscovering glue. It was about eating stodge just to soak up the booze and pick up the ‘poison.’ It was about talking in an exaggerated Mancunian accent whether you came from Hulme or Hythe. It was about using words and phrases like ‘bangin’,’ ‘sorted,’ ‘crackin’,’ ‘top one,’ ‘kickin’,’ ‘blindin’’ and ‘on one.’ It was about growing your hair really long and then cutting it with the aid of a bowl. It was about buggering up your posture, hunching up your shoulders, scuffing your feet on the floor when you walked and swinging your arms like you were Galen from Planet Of The Apes. It was about dancing like a monkey. It was about staying out so late, you got up before you fell asleep. It was about constantly looking as if you were in need of a few hours kip and a gallon of orange juice. It was about romanticising gang culture and graffiti even though you probably weren’t in a gang and almost certainly didn’t own an aerosol. It was about hanging outside warehouses on the off chance that there was something going down inside and thinking that it would be great to be a drug dealer even though you were probably going to wind up working in a bank. What’s more, it was about owning albums such as Happy Mondays’ Bummed and Pills ‘N’ Thrills & Bellyaches, Inspiral Carpets’ Life, James’ Gold Mother and The Stone Roses’ er... The Stone Roses. It was about referring to yourself as a ‘scally’ irrespective of the term’s negative connotations. It was about pouring a pint of lager over your head at the Hacienda i) to help you cool down and ii) because you felt like it. It was about wearing outsized T-shirts, huge hooded tops and bog-awful beanie hats. It was about sporting labels like Reebok, Kangol and Joe Bloggs. It was about wearing a pair of jeans with 19 inch bottoms that threatened to trip you up every time you took a step. It was about learning to like a city in spite of its shite weather, hideous 1960s architecture and absence of certainties. It was about realising that no matter how shit things got, there was another great Saturday night just around the corner. It was about realising how terrifying life was and then choosing not to be afraid. And it was about realising the whole world was against you and then saying: “OK, let’s have it!”


So when did this party begin? Opinion is divided although people certainly agree that the North was well and truly at its heights when Spike Island, a massive concert, was staged in Widnes. It was headlined by The Stone Roses and proved that the scene could support a gig that rivalled Knebworth for size if not organisation, situation and sound quality. There’s also little argument about when the scene hit the mainstream. Jackie Brambles and Jenni Powell were the hosts who brought you that 29 November 1989 edition of Top Of The Pops. The line-up that evening featured two Manchester acts, Happy Mondays and The Stone Roses. To be fair, the performances they gave that night were pretty lacklustre. Shaun Ryder struggled to remember the lyrics to ‘Hallelujah’ that he was supposed to lip-synch to, Ian Brown looked like he couldn’t be bothered as he performed his simian shuffle to ‘Fools Gold’; shit, if it hadn’t been for the immaculate Kirsty McColl who guested with the Mondays that night, you could easily have overlooked either band. Mondays’ dancer/vibe merchant Bez knew exactly why the groups appeared so ambivalent: “The thing about Top Of The Pops is that it’s the most boring, crap day you’ve ever had. It looks great on television but in reality you’re just stuck in a room with a mirror, a sink, a chair and yourselves for company.” Top Of The Pops producer Chris Cowey, though, thought the bands were both brilliant: “It was just a complete breath of fresh air. You could feel the brooding resentment, bollocks-to-the-lot-of-you attitude coming right down the camera.” Regardless of whether The Roses and Mondays were brilliant or bloody awful, by the time the show went off air, the whole country had heard of Madchester.


And as for what happened next, well, it was really quite beautiful. A small but gifted band of bands sprung up across the North-West like Oldham’s Inspiral Carpets, the idiosyncratic James, the synthesiser and sample driven 808 State. You couldn’t ignore them and you couldn’t deny they were talented. And then groups in other parts of the country like The Charlatans from Wolverhampton and London/Glasgow’s Primal Scream started to make music along similar lines, turning a local scene into a national phenomenon. Hip comedians like Rob Newman and David Baddiel made maligning Manchester a key part of their act (as well as Newman claiming that Myra Hindley should have been given a few more weeks freedom so she could have seen to James’ Tim Booth and The Charlatans’ Tim Burgess, the pair donned Mondays’ mufti so that New-man’s Ryder could ask Baddiel’s Bez exactly what it was he paid him to do). Scally fashions started to be worn in places as far afield as Sittingbourne, Scarborough and Stirling. The city became the place to go to university. As critic and author John Robb explained: “If you’re 18 with three A-levels, where do you want to go? Do you want to go to York because it’s got lots of beautiful old buildings, or do you want to go to a city where you can party like mad? You want to go to the party city. Unless you’re stupid.” People began to flock to Manchester like it was an exotic holiday destination. TV presenter Gail Porter: “I went to Manchester for a weekend and stayed for three months.” They talked about the Hacienda nightclub in awed tones. They made a big deal about Dry, the bar owned by New Order. They did the pills. They enjoyed the thrills. They put up with the bellyaches. They partied. Hard. “The thing about the 1960s,” Robb continues, “was that there were two people in London having a party and everyone else was trying to find it. But I think Manchester was the opposite - you had 200,000 people having a party and anyone could find it.”


The beat Madchester grooved to had three basic components. The first of these was funk, but we’re not talking about that nice, smooth American funk that came out of Philadelphia during the 1970s. We’re not even talking about the crazy-ass, aliens-in-the-ghetto, drug-induced P-funk that George Clinton made so popular. Madchester funk was an altogether scuzzier, more fucked-up affair. Raw, libidinous, deep down and dirty, it was a sound you couldn’t resist but you felt like you ought to have a shower the moment you stopped listening to it.


Madchester was also characterised by a distinctive guitar sound. It had its origins in the 1960s but it was hard to trace the evolutionary path as this, too, had been dirtied up. Yes, there was a trace of the Merseybeat jangle, an element of The Kinks, a bit of The Byrds, a sniff of the Small Faces and you couldn’t help but identify elements of Johnny Marr but, again, Madchester’s artists had taken something invented elsewhere and put such a heavy, heady spin on it, that it now belonged to them.


 


Since so much emphasis was placed on accentuating the rawness of the music, someone or something was needed to add a sheen to the Madchester sound to enable it to cross over into the mainstream. The men for the job turned out to be not producers but DJs. Prior to the scene starting up, you tended to associate the term DJ with entities like Radio One. With the arrival of 808 State, who were basically a bunch of DJs who experimented with keyboards, and Factory Records’ decision to let club kings Steve Osborne and Paul Oakenfold remix the Mondays’ Pills ‘N’ Thrills... not only did the Madchester sound acquire a slightly cleaner, more commercial edge but the foundations had been laid for the DJ culture that was to engulf Britain towards the end of the 1990s.


Of course, it wasn’t quite that straightforward. There were other influences like the attitudes of punk and the dance sounds coming out of Ibiza, New York and Detroit. It’s also worth noting that baggy bands weren’t just looking overseas or to the distant past for inspiration. Indeed, Happy Monday Shaun Ryder had clearly been checking out contemporary British acts like Big Audio Dynamite, whose blend of reggae beats, hip hop breaks, alternative guitar and film dialogue samples came on like a more polished version of the Mondays’ early recordings. The precision work of DJs is of special interest, however, since it was a little at odds with the general Madchester ethos. Not being able to play your instruments had been a prerequisite of being a musician in Manchester ever since the 1970s. Indeed, one of the reasons New Order hired Gillian Gilbert in 1980 was because she wasn’t particularly skilled, just like the three incumbent members of the group. By the time Madchester was in full swing, the ‘have guitar, can’t play’ ethos had reached ridiculous levels. That a man like Mark ‘Bez’ Berry could have been in a band, Happy Mondays, for almost a decade despite the fact that his abilities extended to dancing badly and shaking the occasional maraca said a lot about the movement’s attitude towards musicianship. It’s not even as if anyone tried to disguise Bez’s ineptitude. Originally listed as the group’s percussionist, when the Mondays’ second album was released the contributors’ list began with ‘Shaun Ryder - vocals’ and ended with ‘Bez - Bez.’ That was his job; being himself. But then that was what Madchester was really all about.


 


However, there was a lot more to the Madchester scene than just music. The movement was a genuine cultural phenomenon that affected all media and even coloured the country’s social history. And so here for your nostalgic enjoyment are just some of the things that Manchester had to answer for: cultural phenomena and fashions, people and places that illustrate the time and the place and without which the baggy boom might have been a mere whimper.


 


 


Tony Wilson


 


Variously recognised as a Cambridge graduate, TV presenter, documentary film-maker, game show host, nightclub owner and “twat” (according to Peter Hook), Anthony H Wilson is perhaps best known as the co-founder of Factory Records.


Setting the label up with band manager Alan Erasmus and designer Peter Saville, Wilson funded Factory’s first release with £3,000 he’d been left by his mother. When he saw a return on that money, he knew he had enough to invest in a band he’d taken a liking to called Joy Division. Arranging a lunchtime meeting with the group’s manager Rob Gretton, Wilson penned a contract on a napkin that was so generous towards Joy Division as to be almost ludicrous. So began Factory’s policy of blending extreme generosity (the label’s 18% royalty policy compared favourably with the industry standard of 12-15%) with naïveté that was as charming as it could be crippling.


Indeed, even when Factory was doing very good business during the early 1990s, the label’s haphazard attitude towards cash meant that the local brewery was refusing to release beer to Wilson’s Hacienda nightclub and the label’s pressing plant didn’t have enough money to buy vinyl. Of course, these problems were resolved. Indeed, it didn’t seem to matter what trouble the label got into, it always managed to extricate itself. Somehow.


A lot of the time, it was the copious amounts of cash New Order earned for Factory that provided its means of escape. It would be wrong to get the idea that the label were a one-band outfit, however. Besides the hugely successful Happy Mondays, Factory’s roster also featured austere funk masters A Certain Ratio, an early incarnation of Orchestral Manoeuvres In The Dark, Cabaret Voltaire and the Alan Erasmus-managed Durutti Column. Yes, they let bands slip though their fingers - James recorded two EPs for the label and then signed to Sire - but it’s hard not to be impressed by Wilson’s personal philosophy as summed up in an interview with Vox magazine in January 1992: “Shaun Ryder said to me a couple of years ago: ‘Bet you wish you had The Stone Roses and not us, don’t you? You’d make more money.’ I said: ‘Shaun, my own ego is: I want the most important group, not the most successful. If I had The Roses and not you, I’d be profoundly upset.’”


It’s hard not to be impressed with Wilson’s accomplishments away from Factory either. A contributor to ace current affairs programme World In Action at an age when he ought probably to have been working as a runner, Wilson also ran the Russel Club and masterminded a music magazine programme for Granada TV called So It Goes. Reviews of the show tended to be unkind, particularly towards Wilson: it wasn’t uncommon to see him referred to as a cunt in the music press. However, without the programme, it’s doubtful whether local bands like Joy Division and the Buzzcocks would have got any exposure at all or that The Pistols and The Clash would ever have got on air north of Watford.


Even when Factory was fully up and running, Wilson continued to keep busy: an ITV business advice series, a gig hosting the Channel 4 spin-off of MTV game show Remote Control. If only he could have found a bit more time to look after the business side of running a record label. Factory’s financial headaches posed particularly severe problems for New Order. In interviews, the band members claimed that whenever they were faced with a large tax demand, Wilson’s response was to suggest that they go on a world tour. Responding to this claim on a recent Channel 4 Top Ten show about electronic music, the Factory boss said that the band got their own back on him by saying that they would only play five dates and one of those would have to be in Macclesfield. Whether or not any of this is true, Factory co-founder Peter Saville was under no illusions at all as to what was wrong with the company: “It was all down to a few basic points of business. Nobody wanted to play the businessman.”


And in the end, for all the great music it produced, for its magnificent contribution to Manchester’s nightlife and its many loveable idiosyncrasies (everything, from the records they released to the cat, had a catalogue number), an unwillingness to behave like grown-ups meant that on 23 November 1992, Britain’s greatest ever independent record company filed for bankruptcy. However, only a fool or a communist would suggest that the final chapter of Factory Records has been written. Tony Wilson has already reactivated the label to promote his protégés The Space Monkeys and he has talked about fully resurrecting it. Even if it has shut down for good, we certainly haven’t seen the last of Tony Wilson. He is after all, a person who, as recently as the year 2000, was still hosting an arts programme on the cultural cul-de-sac that is Carlton Television. If he could achieve that, who is to say a fully functioning Factory isn’t a possibility?


Yes, it’s hard to like him and almost impossible to love him, but life would not be as much fun if Anthony H Wilson was not around.


Paul Morley


 


If there’s ever to be a poet laureate of music writing, it really ought to be Paul Morley. Although he could be as irritating as Tony Parsons and as controversial as Julie Burchill, Morley never gave the impression that he set out to be either on purpose. What’s more, while the aforementioned pair proved that there was more to record reviewing than guff like ‘Side two begins with a really punchy number,’ Morley, by writing so passionately about the North-West, showed that a hack could actually be responsible for introducing a nation to its greatest gifts.


Paul Morley first attracted attention in the 1970s when he established himself as one of the few journos who could have a civilised conversation with Joy Division. After nearly getting into a fight with one of the correspondents from Sounds, the band had become rather edgy about talking to the press (to this day, New Order have a reputation, completely unfounded, for not giving interviews). Morley, however, not only got on with the group, he got beneath their dark exterior. As he recalled in the wonderful Radio One documentary (or, if you will, rockumentary) Joy Division - I Remember When We Were Young: “My favourite memory of Bernard was when I asked what he wanted to drink and he said a quadruple Pernod & Black. Now, that really did pierce the myth.”


In the years that followed, Morley documented the emergence of Joy Division, the tragic demise of Ian Curtis and the formation and rise to high estate of New Order. He also wrote about other Manchester phenomena like the collapse of the Buzzcocks, the turmoil that was The Fall and the short, sweet career of The Smiths. He even dabbled with the idea of becoming a pop star himself, contributing weird lyrics and even weirder sleeve notes to JJ Jeckzalik’s experimental outfit The Art Of Noise. All this and a gig editing the NME, where he caused quite a stir when he stuck Welwyn Garden City’s finest Kim Wilde on the front cover.


Whether he wrote any more than other writers about the Madchester scene is a moot point since he certainly contributed to the grand, pretentious style in which hacks appraised the movement and its music. Morley was in particularly fine form when he came to write the sleeve notes for the neworderstory video: ‘Where are New Order? They are at home, I presume. Or they are flying across the ocean. And they’re right in the middle of this collection, their home from home, their flight from flight. But wherever they are, right now, they are, in their own special way, telling right from wrong, and indulging in slight extravaganzas.’ Morley wasn’t the worst culprit, however. When Happy Mondays released Pills ‘N’ Thrills..., the NME published a review that you needed a degree to understand. This wasn’t an isolated incident by any means. Indeed, pretentious rock journalism was so common at the height of baggy that Radio One DJ Steve Wright featured a journo with delusions of grandeur amongst his cast of afternoon show comedy characters. And people still have a habit of talking bollocks when they recall the era today. Just check out what Tony Wilson said when asked to talk about his favourite Madchester track, Happy Mondays’ ‘Lazyitis’ - “How do you explain to people that Sean Ryder is almost TS Eliot? The Wasteland is bits of other pies and ‘Lazyitis’ is a song which takes his mother saying to him as a child ‘you’ve got lazyitis you have,’ it takes one of the greatest songs of all time, ‘Family Affair’ by Sly & The Family Stone, and it also feeds in ‘Ticket To Ride’ by The Beatles. You’ve got these three songs extra, the song itself, and they twirl around each other, and at the end it becomes a ‘round,’ an English folk tradition.” Folk music, Lennon, McCartney, Sly Stone, TS Eliot… and all this in a review of a song that’s good but not that good.
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