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This is my life story

It’s mundane and dead boring

I never seem to stop yawning and I feel a bit ashamed

With beer belly blues and scuffled shoes

I walk through suburban avenues

I think too much and get confused and I waste my time away

I knew as I walked the old estate

That I’d made a big mistake

But not even a guilty conscience could help keep me awake

I’m torn apart and bored to tears

Waiting for something to appear

But I’ve been waiting over twenty years

It’d try the patience of the best man

Never mind an also-ran

Bus Stop Bravado (Johny Nocash, 1994)
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​FOREWORDS 
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Bored with school and too short to live the dream as a goalkeeper, he strove for the next best thing – to be in a pop band. A thing that soon became an all-consuming passion. Thirty years later, as you are about to find out, that passion shows no sign of dimming. John Hartley is a gifted writer who contributed his first post (on British Sea Power) to the Toppermost website in July 2015.

Johny Nocash is a talented and generous musician who has written and recorded over 200 songs – songs which have been performed both in band line-ups and solo since 1990. John and Johny - one and the same - but quite different people. You are going to meet both the man and his alter ego in this book. It tells of a young man and his continuing passion for music, not just any old music, but a search for the perfect sound – a search which is obviously still going on today. For has anybody, ever, anywhere, reached perfection in music? Maybe so, but “you know it ain’t easy, you know how hard it can be ...” 

In “Capturing The Wry” he remembers all the struggles of setting up a band in the late 80s in an urban corner of North West England nestled among ancient moorland, ailing mill towns and coal mountains. The perfect area to form a band and write the perfect pop song? But only on Wednesday evenings after school in someone’s kitchen. He reveals all the hard work that goes into producing the right sound both on a so-called stage in a tiny youth club and in a cramped basement studio in the middle of nowhere. Yes, John and his band of brothers, the Irony Boards, sure paid their dues. 

You can get a flavour of what's to come in these pages from this extract from John's Toppermost piece on the Railway Children, the indie band from just “up the road” in Wigan: “The back street that ran neatly between Bradshawgate and the pedestrianised half of Newport Street was always as damp as it was dark in those autumnal Monday evenings in 1988. The building whose basement we used as the headquarters of our Young Enterprise business was more easily accessible via the cut through that led past HMV from the town hall square end of Nelson Square. We never walked that way out though, always taking the longer, dingier route down towards Great Moor Street where we would turn right, walk a hundred yards and try and convince the bouncers on the door of the otherwise empty bar that we were over 18, just as we had been the previous week, and the week before that. More often than not we would be allowed in where I would put 50p in the video jukebox to watch the Darling Buds, make half a pint of gassy Greenall Whitley bitter last a whole hour, and wonder all the things that a sixteen year old wonders on a Monday night.” 

If you’ve ever been in a band, or ever wanted to be in a band, you will recognise the path that the Irony Boards travel on in “Capturing The Wry”; the false starts, the recriminations, the soundchecks, the laughs, the pubs and the put-downs. They all converge into one hopeful, impossible dream. As the author puts it, sitting in a boozer in Bolton searching for that elusive rhyme, “How the self-deprecation flowed as we pondered our dead end single lives”. Don’t stop trying, John. Maybe one day ... 

Merric Davidson Editor, Toppermost.co.uk  

“So good to know I’m not the only one still stuck in the 80s (musically at least)”.

Those were the first words John Hartley ever said to me on 7th May 2014 and it signalled the start of rather an unforeseen alliance. I never actually heard John utter those words. We weren’t in the same room on that day. For all I knew we may not have even been in the same country. I didn’t know him as John Hartley back then. When he dropped into my world that day he arrived in the form of @JohnyNocash and apart from a profile pic, bio and an apparent penchant for indie music that was all I had to go on. 

I’d recently dipped my toe in the social media world of Twitter in an attempt to expand the reach of Everything Indie Over 40 (EIO40), a Facebook group I’d started as a music sharing community and which had become a bit more popular and enjoyable than I had anticipated. In fact it had become so enjoyable Facebook simply wasn’t satisfying my thirst for more and what I had in mind for the future. So over to Twitter I headed. 

I had learnt quickly that social media can be an unforgiving place and that music can be just as divisive as politics and religion. I wanted to cut across that divisiveness and build a community that would be a haven, a welcoming place for people to engage positively about the songs and artists that had soundtracked their formative years. But it wasn’t just about nostalgia. The environment seemed ripe to connect people with new music and also to go back and visit lost years, when jobs, careers, kids and other demands of my own generation had distracted people from the music scene. People reminiscing, people recommending, people educating; that is what this was all about for me. 

There was something instantly appealing about @JohnyNocash. He seemed to embody the ideal community member: knowledgeable, passionate, friendly and funny with it. In ‘Capturing The Wry’ John talks about finding a soul mate and I felt like I’d found my own kindred spirit in John as I attempted to find my feet establishing a community in this unfamiliar world.

Over the following year John engaged regularly with the output of EIO40 and its growing followers and in the process gradually began to reveal more about himself. I learnt that he was a family man, a teacher and that he was from the North West but now residing in Watford. More importantly for our own intertwined destiny I discovered he was a musician, songwriter, had been in his own indie bands and was also a writer contributing to a couple of music related blogs. 

During this period EIO40 had started to become much more interactive through a number of online features I’d developed and which relied on the assistance of the community at large. John became a trusted and reliable volunteer for these features. The community concept was starting to gain traction and John was at the heart of this growth. It had become clear to me at this stage that EIO40 had the potential to expand further and I’d had a few ideas. A website was the obvious next move and would lend credibility and legitimacy. The website would act as the shop window to EIO40 and would take the form of a digital magazine. However, a magazine needs writers and content and despite cobbling together a couple of items myself I am neither a natural nor articulate writer (as the amount of deadlines I missed to submit this foreword will attest). 

Thankfully I knew a man who was and John was not only the first person I turned to but the first I confided in about my future plans. I spotted that there was an Indie Label Market coming up at Spitalfields and so sent him an email asking if he fancied meeting up there to “discuss things” and to my delight he agreed. 

A little bit nervous at the prospect of meeting John for some reason, and out of curiosity, I decided to do a background check on Google Images to get a measure of the man I was meeting and to help me recognise him as we were going to be meeting in a pub. After stupidly misspelling his name and typing “Johnny NoCash” I was met with images of what looked like a rather intimidating character attired in cap sleeve tee shirt, muscly arms and regulation tattoos but, as he was pictured with a guitar, I assumed it must be him. I showed the images to my wife who proceeded to caution me on the dangers of meeting strange people off the internet. 

I was pleased to discover that the man who introduced himself to me in The Crown & Shuttle was nowhere near as intimidating or menacing as his near-namesake. John scrubbed up well and was just as friendly, funny and smart in real life as he was in the virtual world. Trust is important to me but building trust can be a long process. Not so with John, whose words of encouragement were invaluable that day and gave me the validation I needed to pursue my aims. 
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As I set out my plans for the website he agreed to write for it and between us we came up with some ideas for regular articles which became a reality within the next few months. I’d also started developing a list of ways that EIO40 could expand in other areas and one of these was publishing. Once again I turned to John who I knew would be an ideal collaborator. As well as his regular writings for Everything Indie Over 40 and Toppermost he’d also published his own book so had already dipped his toe in this world, which is more than I had. 

Again we met up for another summit in a pub and came up with some ideas on how we could join forces in a publishing venture. “Capturing The Wry” wasn’t initially planned as our first publication. What we did have in mind was quite ambitious and was clearly going to take some time to sort out and time was becoming a rare commodity for me. This was very frustrating and I knew that John was also chomping at the bit to get started. So when the manuscript for “Capturing The Wry” dropped in my  inbox with an email from John suggesting we launch I40 Publishing with it, I was delighted that one of us had taken the bull by the horns. 

I’ve read many books on music, I’d like to read a lot more if truth be told. Books about artists written by the artists or by a third party, books about labels and scenes. Some well written, some much not so. Books written in flowery and academic language, books that were easy to digest. With this in mind I worried about how I should approach reading “Capturing The Wry”. I knew the author, I’d even met the author. Not only that, I would be publishing it. How would this influence my reading? The obvious answer was to completely detach myself emotionally and professionally and simply sit back and enjoy. Having said that, I still needed to be objective. We would be selling this book. What are the punters going to get for their hard earned cash? At the end of the day, all I could do was read...and read I did. 

As someone who can’t play a musical instrument let alone write a song, I’ve always found the creative process that goes into producing music fascinating. The ability to write, arrange, produce and play a song is a concept I cannot begin to understand and for which I have the ultimate respect. In a way respect for the artistic process that goes into producing music irrespective of the final product is one of the principle foundations of Everything Indie Over 40. 

When someone listens to a song or an album they are only experiencing that final product and are at liberty to pass judgement on the merits of the finished article. But it is just as vital to appreciate its journey: where it came from, how and why it came about, the hard work, the disappointments and frustrations, the fulfillments and rewards. The same goes for watching artists perform. The gig is all the audience will witness of a much longer process: the search for venues, the rehearsing, choosing the right songs in the best order and the sound check for example.

Going even further beyond the finished songs and the live performances there are the music makers themselves to consider. How did they end up in a studio and on the stage? Another part of the process. How did the band come together? What made them write those particular songs? Out of sight out of mind does not apply to music as far I am concerned. That concealed world of creativity should be respected and appreciated and the efforts of the protagonists acknowledged. 

In “Capturing The Wry” John opens up that concealed world from his own experiences of starting a band in his hometown in Lancashire in early 90s Britain. Against the backdrop of a fertile music scene for wannabe guitar bands John guides us through the ever changing line ups, the demo tapes, the basement recording studios, the gigs and the inevitable disappointments. It’s an amusing insight into life at the coal face for a local indie band trying to get on the ladder. 

Now I know that John is a warm and funny person because I’ve had the luxury of meeting him, but that still didn’t prepare for how moved I was after reading “Capturing The Wry”. He has a way of making the reader laugh with him but never at him and to share in the highs and the lows. It is witty but at the same time melancholic. Throughout the book John ensures The Irony Board’s songs remain the focal point and at the heart of the story, to the extent that as a reader I desperately wanted to hear these songs in order to soundtrack the story. When we met again to discuss the finer details of publishing the book I was delighted when he told me he wanted to include a CD of The Irony Board songs with each book. It’s a wonderful accompaniment that adds context and brings the story even more to life. 

I hope you enjoy reading “Capturing The Wry” and getting to know John as much as I have. 

Steve Williamson From the Everything Indie Over 40 online community
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Like many boys of my generation my childhood ambition was to make a living being either a footballer or in a band when I grew up. The football option went out of the window in my early teens with the realisation that I was going to be too short to be a goalkeeper: it had become too easy to just kick the ball over my head. Being in a band was a much easier option it would seem. Never mind that I couldn’t - contrary to my young hopes and presumptions – just pick up a guitar and instantly play it. I was 10 and thought that was all it would take; that’s what appeared to happen on television at least.

On the frequent train journeys necessary to transport our carless family from the small Lancashire town we called home to larger and more interesting destinations, I would sit and sing to myself in the corridors and doorways, pretending I was one of the Beatles in A Hard Day’s Night. My mum and dad had an old jumbo acoustic guitar with rusty steel strings. They kept it behind their wardrobe. They quite possibly thought that it was for the best ... Not to fear: neighbour Stephen’s parents had a guitar, so we borrowed that. Stuart from next door was going to sing. My sister Liz was going to drum. We didn’t have any drums, but a few shoe boxes made a good substitute. ‘Don’t break the strings’, warned Stephen’s mum sternly. I couldn’t even tune a guitar, let alone play it. I broke the strings of course, it didn’t go down well, and that was the end of that. Maybe the strings were spun from gold? 

––––––––
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Throughout my teens I had guitar lessons at school. I learned how to play pop songs rather than the far-too-technical-for-me classical music the school would probably have preferred. At 16 I busked with Eddie and Matthew, neither of whom were particularly close friends but both were musical enough to make the venture worthwhile and, more importantly, enjoyable. After a few rehearsals we busked for charity one bitter Bolton December Saturday; we earned about £45 doing instrumental versions of Christmas hits and – oh, the irony –  Gershwin’s ‘Summertime’. We called ourselves ‘Grotbot and the Flukes’. The name wasn’t my idea. 
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