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“It was an amazing time in my life, which I’ll never forget. It was exactly as long as it was meant to be.”

Bob White, keyboard player for Levitation
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“What’s success? You can play and write and perform! That is a gift that most people don’t ever possess! That’s success right there! You are a success! Now shut up.”

Jacques Cachecarte’s mum
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Whenever a book is written, there are important people to thank. At the head of this list on this occasion, as with every other, is my family; Jo, Albert, Ruby and Max. In a literary sense I’d like to thank Steve Williamson at Everything Indie Over 40, who enabled the predecessor to this book, ‘Capturing the Wry’, to be published, and Merric Davidson of Toppermost for being so encouraging about my writing. 
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Thanks too must go to Josh Meadows, once of the Sugargliders and now host to ‘It’s A Jangle Out There’ on the radio, to Wally of the Beautiful Music and to Richard Blackborow of legendary indie band BOB. Richard has afforded me the privilege of documenting the life of one of my favourite ever bands, and has supported my musical endeavours too, which always feels a bit weird. And now he has written the foreword to this book, for which I am hugely grateful.

Finally, but importantly, I’d like to thank John Woods who dragged me out of my musical semi-retirement and made the whole thing such fun. So too those who joined us in the musical adventure: in no particular order John Viner, Jon Baker, Vicky McLeod, Jason Alexander, Donna, Angela, Barry and Kasimir, and those who came to various London venues to watch us play or who bought our music.

These are my memories; others will have their own and the truth will lie somewhere between. I sincerely hope those with their own memories take mine in the spirit in which they have been written.

John
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It’s all about words, you see. This may seem obvious, perhaps, but in the case of John Hartley’s works it needs to be said. Words are the building blocks of language, of course, and by implication they are also the building blocks of books, poetry, of songs, of persona, of style, and of the memoiric world described herein.

John deploys words like a bricklayer, in that they fall into regular structures, don’t presume to draw upon the deepest wells of the lexicon, and yet the way they are deployed directly informs their role in the order of things; their impact on the smaller and larger worlds he describes, the characters and contexts he creates. It is certainly not meant to imply that there is a workmanlike quality to the language, rather it intends to infer that peculiar alchemy by which a trade or skill is transmuted through intent and vision to craft and thence to artistry.

I have come to know this particular artist almost entirely through his art; his memoir, biography, poetry, songcraft and musicianship. This fact alone attests to the dedication John has shown to an ongoing creativity that has flourished alongside a challenging work career and a solid, satisfying and fruitful family life. For many of us, this is the very definition of achievement and points directly to a paradox in the tongue-in-cheek nature of this book’s title.

On the few relatively brief occasions I have spent time with John, I have been struck by a quiet, considered, observational soul who seems almost devoid of ego. In becoming familiar with his oeuvre, these impressions have found firm reinforcement in the style of his various creations, as one might expect. His wry sense of humour finds its chief expression through a litany of subtle, unassuming but surprisingly perceptive puns, which seem to have informed his song titling almost since its outset. Punning can be an awkward mediator between text and reader – sometimes obscuring the clarity of an author’s meaning through distraction - but John has a practised way with this form of word play that adds enormous value to his recollections. Nowhere is this better demonstrated than in the title of his earlier memoir, ‘Capturing the Wry’, which details the triumphs and travails of his earlier group, the Irony Board.

This new work tells the story of his next band Echolalia, rising phoenix-like from the ashes of the Irony Board. As before, John’s immaculate recall weaves to great effect the narrative web of Echolalia’s ascent and almost inevitable fall with humorous and knowing reflections on his parallel working and family life. It is, I think, an enviable skill to be able to juggle clarity, insight, brevity, pathos and humour in the telling of a story, but John does it with consummate ease.

Richard Blackborow – March 2024
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“The trouble with music today,” suggested Johny from his carefully selected position, designed specifically to maximise the relative warmth of the poorly-bled radiator underneath the window that wouldn’t close properly, “is that all the bands are shit.”

Jacques carefully placed the yellow sponge tennis ball on the designated spot, marked by a slight tear on the pale blue vinyl flooring that covered the entirety of the cavernous room. Having ensured the ball was no longer rolling he paced out his six-step run-up and then precisely curled the ball around the protruding wall, past the grey leather sofa and between the legs of the table. It was a goal of which Jacques was justifiably proud.

“I think you’ll find,” countered Jacques as he retrieved the ball for the opposition, “that someone has eaten a chunk out of this ball. One-nil, by the way.”

The two were passing the time before the start of the afternoon session. They were joined in the room by four adults with autistic spectrum disorders, all making the most of the lack of demand on their respective attention, and ignoring encouragement to take part in a recreational activity with another human being. All six were located in the Emergent Room, located in the furthest reaches on the first floor of a labyrinthine building on a West London industrial estate. Inside, it was quite probably winter. Outside it was definitely winter. 

Jacques passed the ball to Johny, whose attempt at equalising was nothing short of woeful. Once more the tear was located out of the wide range within the vicinity, just to the right of the squashed carrot, a remnant of recently-eaten lunch. Having chosen to use the bite mark as a stabiliser, Johny took four steps backward before taking his turn. The ball hit the battered green cassette player resting on top of the table. These days the cassette player didn’t play, lacking as it did a door. Instead it oozed radio waves and the ‘Magic of Melody 105.4 FM’. At this precise moment Wet Wet Wet emanated from the speaker.

“It can’t be that difficult to write a hit single,  can it?” asked Johny. “I mean, there must be an alternative to just copying the next band.” Johny, now retired to one of the two deep blue leather sofas either side of the table that doubled up as a goal, was leafing through a copy of the NME, despairing as he did so at the number of latest-fad-copyists. “We should form a band;” he announced, “a different sort of band. Lots of different musicians, different singers for different songs. A musical collective.”

Both Johny and Jacques had been in bands before. Indeed, Jacques was still in a band, at that stage named Stuka Dive Bomber. Jacques (real name: John) played the guitar and wrote the songs for the band, originally called Hasselhoff. His girlfriend Donna played the bass. Jason drummed and Pete sang. Johny (real name: John) hadn’t been in a band since moving away from Bolton almost three years previously. That band, the Irony Board, had been the source of great pleasure during otherwise difficult times and it was with a heavy heart that he had had to admit that geography prohibited the continuation once he had relocated in north London. Both Johny and Jacques worked in a day centre for adults with autism. 

Throughout the rest of that lunchtime attention shifted away from the primitive football game to a plan to save the world of popular music. The current state of the music world was, the two Johns concurred, stagnant to say the least. Just as had happened with punk and the mid-1980s independent scene, the music industry had sucked the life out of the initially vibrant scene subsequently labelled ‘Britpop’. Everything was too serious, too corporate. There was no humour, no humility. 

Ideas poured out. There would be stage names, costume changes and special guests. Perhaps the band members could be interviewed after songs. Musicians not required for particular songs could be substituted using number boards. The crowd – if there was a crowd – could score each song out of five, like the judges in gymnastics. There would even be a running commentary on the gig in hand. This latter idea involved a settee at the side of the stage and two people sat in fawn sheepskin jackets, to whom the spotlight would shift at the end of each song for a footballing-cliché-ridden resume of the band’s performance: “Well Alan, obviously at the end of the day they done good. The singer gave 110%; the bassist covered every inch of the stage. As for the guitarist, well, that solo, Alan: you’ve got to hit the target from there.”

Unintentionally and sort of accidentally, the two Johns would recruit musicians and begin to bring their vision into some sort of reality. This is the story.
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When I followed my heart and relocated from the epicentre of indiepop nonchalance that was Westhoughton, Lancashire to Stanmore, Middlesex in the summer of 1995 it was with every intention that my band the Irony Board would continue as a going concern. We would take the summer off, by and large, although I would be returning before the season was out to attend a party in Clitheroe, home of my cousin and drummer Andrew. There was tentative talk of participation in a festival in the grounds of Clitheroe Castle. For my part, being now resident in London meant I would inevitably have scores of venues at my fingertips, all just a phone call away and any one of which would be buzzing with the A&R types necessary to snap up the band and save me from a more conventional career. 

Whilst I remained unemployed, Andrew was still studying and bassist Matt had no strong emotional ties to the postal service that paid his weekly wages. Tony - keyboardist, sometime guitarist and my closest hometown friend - would be the one who would perhaps find the attractions of a record deal easier to dismiss, given he had a reputable job and a mortgage to pay. He didn’t need to worry about it though. The four members of the Irony Board would never end up playing music together again. Not during that August visit to Clitheroe, not on my first visit back to the family home during the autumn, and not during Matt and Tony’s weekend stay during the following spring. We did however rub shoulders with the celebrities, as all proper pop stars do in London. Matt was suitably starstruck; even if it was just sitting at a table adjacent to my new neighbour Barry Cryer in the Railway Hotel in Hatch End. Despite being a Grade II listed building, the pub has since been demolished to make way for an essential Tesco Metro, providing a pleasing continuity in the run of venues frequented by the Irony Board which were subsequently bulldozed or repurposed. 

In Lancashire Matt and Tony rehearsed a few of the Irony Board’s songs with Andrew, vocal duties being undertaken by one of Andrew’s friends from our travelling fanclub ‘the Jubilee Posse’. Matt sent me a cassette. I was flattered that they were continuing to play the songs. It was also a pleasure to hear them being sung by someone with a listenable voice; it made a welcome change. In London I signed on, found a job as a teaching assistant at a local college, signed off, found the Hatch End flat in which my girlfriend Jo and I could make our first home, and singularly failed to make any arrangements to establish contact with any of the venues that would be buzzing with the A&R types necessary to snap up the band and save me from a more conventional career. 

I continued to play guitar and write songs, although the prolific rate of the previous few years would not be maintained. I found it increasingly difficult to write songs, largely because I was happy, and when I was happy I wanted to spend my time being happy rather than writing songs about being happy. And let’s face it, who really wants to hear endless songs about being happy? We devour music to make us feel better, and what does this best? Knowing that the person we are listening to sing is having a rougher time than we are. The more successful a band, the less listenable their music: money, success and fame bring about lifestyle changes that remove the artist from their audience and we end up buying their releases on the basis of reputation rather than quality. How many of us can truly relate to an album by Sting written about the Amazonian rainforest? I can sometimes see where Bill Drummond is coming from when he suggests there is no point listening to a band’s second album. Not that it has ever stopped me, as history demonstrates.

My new job - my first proper job - was as a teaching assistant supporting a learner on a GNVQ Foundation course. I was not the only teaching assistant employed by the college; Philip Pendleton supported a learner with cerebral palsy and associated learning difficulties, and we quickly discovered a mutual musicality. Phil used his contacts within the college to secure the use of the music studio twice a week, providing our two charges with some extra curricular stimulation. Phil’s student in particular demonstrated some quite extraordinary percussion, overcoming his challenges to hit beats perfectly and with creativity that neither of us had anticipated. The music sessions, invariably improvised, noticeably improved the students’ self-esteem. They also inspired the students’ support staff to begin working together outside of college.

Armed with a four-track recording studio, effects unit and a computer, Phil was keen to harness my new-found enthusiasm for music and arrangements were made for me to visit his second-floor bedsit to record the first song I had written since moving southwards. ‘Lash’ was an acoustic strum of a thing based around three chords, and a slightly tenuous lyric linking of horse-racing imagery and sex-obsessed politicians: “one lash of the whip and I’ll be fine ...” began the chorus. I did my bit and went home. Phil did his bit and brought a cassette to work the next day. It was all a bit too jazzclub for my liking, but the working relationship was sufficiently strong for us to put it down to experience.
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