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Another Girl, Another Planet
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1990. 14. A summer Sunday. Walking around Finmere Market, on the edge of Oxfordshire, close to the Buckinghamshire border. An enticing record stall has lots of bootlegs on display. I’m drawn to an unknown (to me) double album by The Dogs D’Amour. Eager for any unheard songs, I check it out. The bulk of the material is from a secret gig at Dingwall’s in Camden, preceded by a few demo recordings. Spelling mistakes and typos galore abound on the back, but I’m intrigued to know there were other earlier lineups of the band. This is news to me. A person credited on the two Finnish recordings is called Kusworth. Much later, I learn that they are, in fact, early, rough mixes of tracks from the band’s debut album. The producer later added acoustic guitar and keyboard without the band’s permission. Frontman Tyla disowned the album and the original mixes were assumed lost. Lost until they turn up one day at the Wolverhampton record shop Glenn Tranter works in. The tape is passed on to Tyla, who arranges for the album to be released as originally intended. Albeit in a raw and lo-fi form.

––––––––
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I’m getting way ahead of myself. This was years and years later. I also forgot to tell you that I bought the bootleg and took it home. The following year, I hear The Only Ones on the radio doing the original version of ‘Planet’. This is all beginning to make sense now.

––––––––
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1993. 17. A documentary, presented by Annie Nightingale, about Johnny Thunders, is scheduled to be broadcast on BBC Radio One over the summer. I’m not sure it was ever aired. Certainly not in its intended slot. One of the contributors mentioned is Nikki Sudden. Now, I’ve seen one of his albums in my local record shop. Featuring members of REM, so the sticker says. Always intrigued, but never quite flush enough to take a punt on it, it remains in the rack. If he’s a Thunders fan, he can’t be all bad, right? I make a point of looking for it the next time I’m record shopping. It isn’t there, but an album called Groove is. That’ll do. I listen to it the day before heading to a punk festival in London. It’s alright. I’m quite taken with a song called ‘Great Pharaoh’. I assume Mister Sudden is American. Not quite sure why. He wouldn’t have been happy with my jumping to that conclusion. Despite being hugely well-travelled, I’m not sure I ever met anyone more English than he.

––––––––
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A few weeks later, I’m back in the record shop and they have a bunch more Sudden albums. All very cheaply priced. Two seem to be in collaboration with someone called Dave Kusworth, as Jacobites. Yep, must be our man. I buy as many as I can afford, then go back for the rest as soon as I can. Back home, I’m shocked to read that most of these albums were recorded in Leamington Spa. As was Groove, but the name of the studio didn’t ring a bell at the time. So he’s not American and, not only that, he records in a studio that backs onto the road that I was born in. My little hometown, where nothing much happens. Never has and never will do, as far as teenage me is concerned. Don’t all teenagers think that about where they come from? Oh, how wrong I was. On so many counts. Yes, lots of people have recorded music in John Rivers’s Woodbine Street Recording Studio (W.S.R.S.) at the far end of St Mary’s Crescent, and even more were born in the Warneford Hospital on the Radford Road. The hospital that closed its doors at the same time I discovered this music and the studio it was made in. I still like to think of it as significant. Literally a stone’s throw away.

––––––––
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Listening on an afternoon off, these new purchases make a bigger and better impression than Groove did. Maybe it has something to do with the opium I smoked with my friends at school mid morning. Tyla’s even on both Jacobites recordings. The music is strange and beautiful. Sort of ‘60s, sort of even older. On one hand, I can see it fitting in with the mid-‘80s indie scene it was born in, on the other hand, it’s a million miles away. One song from the first Jacobites album really hits me. It’s called ‘Kings And Queens’ and is one of Dave’s. I’ve been playing in bands and writing a few things. This song is as close to my idea of perfect music as I’ve heard in my eighteen years. I’m not interested in clever or fancy or innovative, I just require real and heartfelt. Careful what you wish for.
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Cheapside
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In the NME, I learn that the Jacobites have a new album scheduled for the following week. Woah - they’re still going?! Well, it turns out that they’ve reformed. Nikki and Dave were working separately with the same musicians, which led to Dave joining Nikki for a few songs at The Jug Of Ale in Birmingham. One thing led to another. A proposed EP becomes an album. Its release is slightly delayed, but I get it soon afterwards. Howling Good Times is vastly different to the ‘80s stuff, but I like the songs. Stephen Duffy even wrote the title track. I’m off down a Subterranean Hawks rabbit hole in no time. Joining the dots. Kiss me with your mouth. Poring over every word of every album credit, I write to record labels and read up on anything I can about Nikki and Dave. Easier said than done at that time. Turns out Sudden was in an earlier band called Swell Maps. In the magazine, it seemed to suggest that I should know who they are. Yes, I probably should. Another new avenue to explore. One of my letters must have found its way to someone who added me to the Cheapside newsletter mailing list. A little magazine for Nikki/Jacobites activity. Seems they’re pretty busy in Germany these days. I also learn that Nikki was based in the village of Harbury at one point. Where my girlfriend lived and my band once rehearsed and played.

––––––––
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While I toil away in a warehouse, unbeknownst to me, the band snatch sessions at Woodbine and piece together another new album in 1995. I have to import Old Scarlett directly from the German label that released it. It’s great - I love it. At the time, to my ears, up there with their best stuff. I recognise the cover location as Kenilworth Castle, just up the road. Pre-internet, musicians are untouchable, otherworldly. Records are magical, mythical. Nikki and Dave’s music is all that anyway.

––––––––
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Earlier that summer, the band played in Worcester, not too far away. My sister and I smoke a joint in a carpark behind a building. The blackboard on the street says ‘Stonesy bluesy rockers’. Jeremy Thirlby, the support act and sometime driver, says hello to us as we enter the bar. There’s a lot of history with him too. Realising I’m wearing a top with a fluorescent alien head on it, I’m a little self-conscious getting us beers. We spot Carl, the bass player, at the bar later, then Dave himself. It never once occurs to teenage me to say hello to them. They’re working, I won’t bother them. After Thirlby’s set as Matmosphere, Nikki appears at the rear of the venue and embraces him. Mid-set, a local caveman had enquired as to where the music was coming from. It’s the backing tape. I’ve got to do the next song. Years later, Nikki tells me he remembers walking around Worcester eating a cheese and onion pasty and chips. Speaking of chips, a girl sitting next to me shares hers with me and hands me another joint. The band walk through the middle of the dance floor to get to the stage. They’re pretty wobbly. This is a song about my ex-wife, when Mister Tranter’s ready. Saw you at the party once. It’s eye-opening just how big and loud and tight they are. Mister K, the standout presence. Posing and showing off. A grey frock coat over a cut-off white t-shirt with a huge purple cat on. Leather trousers and a biker jacket that wasn’t required for stage work. Keith Richards preserved in 1972 forever. His girlfriend, Isabel, is here too. Nikki throws lit cigarettes at the boys dancing in front of him. Probably in two minds about them taking the piss or enjoying themselves. My money’s on the latter. Mostly. He invites us to come closer, they’re not radioactive. I dunno, says Dave. We don’t bite or nothing, we’re only from up the road. Everyone sings ‘Knockin’ On Heaven’s Door’ to the extended ‘Kings And Queens’, but they’re dancing, jumping and happy.
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