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About the Book


On 23 September, 2005, at the Joiners Arms in Southampton, Frank Turner played his last gig with his hardcore band, Million Dead. On the laminates that listed the tour dates, the entry for 24 September simply read: ‘Get a job.’


Deflated, jaded and hungover, Frank returned to his hometown of Winchester without a plan for the future. All he knew was that he wanted to keep playing music.


Cut to 13 April 2012, over a thousand shows later (show 1,216 to be precise), and he was headlining a sold-out gig at Wembley Arena with his band The Sleeping Souls. 


Told through his tour reminiscences, this is the blisteringly honest story of Frank’s career from drug-fuelled house parties and the grimy club scene to filling out arenas, fans roaring every word back at him. But more than that, it is an intimate account of what it’s like to spend your life constantly on the road, sleeping on floors, invariably jetlagged, all for the love of playing live music.




About the Author


Frank Turner is an English folk/punk singer-songwriter from Winchester. He was the lead singer of post-hardcore band Million Dead, before embarking on a solo career with his band The Sleeping Souls. Turner has released five solo albums as well as EPs and rarities, and has played thousands of shows across 38 countries. He sometimes lives in London, but mostly on the road.


   


INTRODUCTION / DISCLAIMER



You hold in your hands a book, a book that I wrote, all by myself. This is an unlikely but pleasantly surprising turn of events for me. For a start, I was always a bookworm as a kid, and I still read incessantly now, so to actually have one that has my name and ugly mug emblazoned across the cover is pretty cool. I will be giving many, many copies to friends and family (and maybe enemies too) next Christmas.


One reason I was not expecting this book to exist is that I’m not generally much keen on autobiography as a genre. There are, of course, notable exceptions to this – Ben Franklin’s, for example, or Churchill’s – but I feel like you either need to have won a war or be knocking on death’s door to justify the exercise. I haven’t won any wars and I have no plans to shuffle off this mortal coil just yet, so when the idea of my writing a book was first floated by my friend Dan from Portland, I laughed it off.


After my initial short shrift, the point was raised that I’m a public, vocal fan of Henry Rollins (which I am) and have read many of his published tour diaries and travel memoirs. It was also suggested that the book need not be an autobiography in the strict sense, starting with birth and ending in the nursing home; it could be a specific set of recollections about a certain period of time. I felt my defences weakening.


The next stage of the process was to convince me that anyone, anywhere, would be interested in me rambling on about the minutiae of my experiences at great length. While I obviously spend a fair amount of my professional life engaged in self-promotion, that relates to the music I make, not to what I had for breakfast or where I slept.


I wrote a sample entry or two and sent them off to some close friends for comment. I was expecting the worst, but even my friend Evan, historically my harshest critic (he has to do something to pass the time), came back saying it was an interesting read.


And so it began. The project ebbed and flowed, as these things tend to do. It took a lot longer than I thought it would (I feel like I owe professional writers an apology for underestimating their trade). It took me through troves of old emails, blog entries, flyers, posters, conversations with friends, photos and long late-night sessions of racking my brain, trying desperately to remember what, if anything, might have happened on the date in question.


And now, at last, you have the finished book in your grasp. I remain a little nervous about the whole exercise, but I hope you enjoy it. There are a couple of short disclaimers before you dive in. I’m aware, painfully so, that I’m incredibly fortunate to do what I do for a living; I’m also not under the impression that it’s earth-shakingly significant, in the grand scheme of things. Hopefully I don’t come off as overly self-pitying or self-important. I’m grateful to all the people who have helped me on my way and if I’ve left anyone out, I apologize, profusely. In particular I’m grateful to you, dear reader, for being interested enough in what I have to say to justify the whole project and thus letting me get my name on the front of a book.


And finally, this is my version of what happened. In fairness, I was pretty pissed for quite a lot of this and long months and years on the road can roll into each other in the cosy haze of hindsight. I’ve done my best to be fair and accurate, but if you were there and remember it differently, or just generally think I’m talking bollocks, I’ll back you up in the argument in the pub.


Right, enough disclaimers, on with the show.





PROLOGUE



MILLION DEAD, SHOW # 247


The Joiners Arms, Southampton, UK,  23 September 2005


I remember noise. Walls of feedback, ringing ears, a sense of defeat.


Million Dead were nearly done.


We’d decided to break up a few weeks before the tour, so everyone knew that this was the end. We’d even announced it as a farewell tour, and as a result the shows had generally been packed out and feverish. Ironically I think these were probably the best shows we ever played. We’d been at the top of our game onstage – fast, visceral, tight, intense. The same cannot be said, alas, for how things were back in the dressing room or in the van.


What to say about Million Dead? It was the defining experience of my late adolescence, my early twenties – it was my formative musical experience. But we were also just another jobbing underground hardcore band that made some small ripples and fell apart. By the end of it, relations within the group had broken down completely and we’d essentially retreated into two opposing camps, with Jamie Grime (our stage tech) and Graham Kay (our sound guy) caught as innocent civilians in the middle. The final tour was characterized by moody silences, sharp words and nihilistic excess, especially on my part. The tour laminates had all the dates listed, and then, on the twenty-fourth (the day after the tour finished), it said ‘Get a Job’. Talk about focusing the mind.


The night before, we’d played a show at The Underworld in Camden, London. We filmed the show and looking back now, I still think that together we were fantastic – sharp and aggressive, melodic and anthemic. We played what I consider to be probably our best show to 600 or so people crammed against the stage and then I’d got titanically fucked up (again) afterwards. The final journey south wasn’t a fun one.


I grew up in Winchester, which isn’t a city on many touring schedules, so Southampton was generally the place to go for shows. In fact, I’d seen my first ever show at The Joiners in 1995 or thereabouts: a band called Snug, who happened to feature a youthful Ed Harcourt on guitar (more on him much, much later). Million Dead had played there many times before, but there was a sense of anticlimax hanging over everything. As well as being a smaller venue than The Underworld, the previous evening we had managed to skirt around the issues because of the fact we had one more show to go. Now that the end was staring us in the face and there was no more road to run, a dark cloud descended. No more pretending.


The problem with Million Dead was pretty unremarkable. We were terrible communicators and fell out of friendship with each other as time went by. We all built up enough resentment against each other to make the whole thing unworkable. That’s really all there is to it. Like most youthful, Arcadian ideals, the bald facts of the denouement are mundane rather than monumental.


I remember sound check. It’s not generally a romanticized part of the touring experience, and with good reason, but it made me feel very sad that night. Every drummer has their own drum-check ritual and I remember hearing Ben (Dawson) playing that same old beat when Graham called out ‘Full kit please!’ from the sound desk and thinking it was the last time I’d hear it. When check was over I walked out of the room feeling angry and cheated that it was all coming to an end.


The time for doors rolled around. The show was sold out and our guest list was already creaking under the strain, but still there were a lot of people hanging around outside, trying to get in to see us one more time. Their devotion made me feel humbled but also embarrassed. I had a girl with me who I’d met on tour a few days before who I didn’t really know but who I was clinging on to for some kind of stability. I also had a pack of cigarettes; I’d been wrestling with smoking the whole time I was in the band, but basically had it under control. However, I’d promised myself that if the band split I’d smoke a whole damn pack after the last show. I was prepared.


The show began. As it happens, the venue had recently been refurbished. The old stage had essentially been a glorified shelf in one corner of the room and bands often had problems getting the drum kit up there comfortably, let alone putting anything in front of it. The new layout was much better, but as it turned out they were still having teething problems with the air conditioning in the room. When the crowd was packed in there it was stiflingly hot, which started causing problems. I took my shirt off and drank water, but I was sweating incredibly hard and starting to get spots on my vision. The heat wasn’t the only thing to blame – after two weeks of being solidly drunk and high while pushing myself as hard as I could during shows, my body was starting to rebel. The atmosphere in the room was weird – negative, not happy. Unlike the previous night, the band wasn’t playing so well. It felt like the break between us was actually becoming physically real onstage as the songs went by. Finally we started cutting songs out of the set because we couldn’t handle the heat. I started blacking out. I lay on the stage, in the eye of the storm, surrounded by sound and fury, feeling heart-broken – these songs would never be played again.


During the last, desperate rendition of ‘The Rise and Fall’ – a song we always closed with because we could descend into a kind of free-form noise jam – I dived into the crowd. I’d always been close with Jamie and Graham, our crew, and as the band fell apart I felt closer to them than anyone else. I surfed over the crowd to Graham at the sound desk and held his hand in the air briefly, before heading back to the stage. In the spirit of the music I usually screamed some kind of stream-of-consciousness thing at this stage in the set and that night I remember yelling ‘I tried my best’ as hard as I could.


It all sounds pretty melodramatic when I write it down, but in truth, once the show was done, it was crushingly banal. I smoked my cigarettes and gave Ben a hug. We’d been playing together since we were eleven and now we were done. He wrote something on the dressing-room wall about it being our last show there. Everyone scattered, I don’t really know where the rest of the band went, or when. I went with my new lady friend to some nonevent of a house party, ended up staying up all night and caught the first train of the grey morning home to Winchester alone.


What next?





PART ONE



SHOW # 8


Utopia Cafe, Southend-on-Sea, UK, 6 October 2005


I caught the train out to Southend with Jamie, my guitar and a bag of CD-Rs that I’d burned off at home. We were coming from London, where I’d been hanging out, sofa surfing, drinking too much.


Back in the summer, things with Million Dead had come to a head. Ben and I met up one sunny afternoon in a bar in north London called Nambucca, which was run by friends of ours – a place that will come to feature heavily later. Over a couple of beers we talked the situation through and decided glumly that we were through with the band, at the end of our tether. We went over to the lock-up in Blackhorse Road where we rehearsed and told the others. The rehearsal was over pretty quickly after that. But we decided to fulfil our commitments and do the tour that we already had booked, making it a swansong-type affair.


All of this meant that I had some time to consider what I wanted to do after the band was done. I knew I wanted to keep making music, despite the doubts of my friends and disapproval of my parents. It just felt like I had more to say and I had to at least try. In particular, I wanted to stay on tour – I’d fallen in love with that lifestyle. I’d recently moved out of my flat in London, stored my stuff in the corners of my parents’ house in true bourgeois-rebel style and committed myself to the road full time. I was young and fired up enough to be able to eschew creature comforts. Between Million Dead tours I’d been out with my friends Reuben, running their merch stand. I didn’t want to put a new band together straight away and as much as I loved Ben, there was too much baggage there for me to jump straight back into playing with him. The internecine politics had worn me out.


The other factor playing on my mind was that I felt like I was pretty much done with (post-) hardcore as a style – not to listen to, but to play. As Million Dead travelled around the UK and Europe, I’d increasingly found myself lying in bus bunks or crammed in van cabs listening to stuff like Josh Rouse, the Johnny Cash American Recordings series and Springsteen’s Nebraska. I’d also revived my love for Counting Crows, a band my older sister Jo had got me into when we were younger. Perversely, a lot of the classics, especially Neil Young, were new to me; I grew up with punk and metal. After years of self-conscious musical awkwardness and trying to be dark and angular all the time, hearing simple chords and simple words was immensely refreshing and I felt like the music told me deeper truths.


So before the band broke up I’d played a handful of solo shows, with my old acoustic guitar. The sets had been all covers and reworked Million Dead songs at first, but over time I’d started writing my own material. Two songs in particular, ‘The Real Damage’ and ‘Romantic Fatigue’, had arrived and I’d played them at Nambucca on open-mic nights. After that fateful band meeting, I’d gone back to the bar to drown my sorrows. Dave Danger, an old friend and drummer for The Holloways, ran the bar. We talked it through over some whisky and I asked him what he thought I should do. Without a second’s hesitation, he told me to stick with the acoustic songs I’d been writing. Sensible Jay, Nambucca’s other kingpin (also known as Beans On Toast), agreed wholeheartedly. Their conviction made me think I should at least give it a shot.


So I put the word out that once the final tour was done, this is what I was going to be doing, at least for the foreseeable future. I think a lot of people were slightly incredulous and didn’t see where I was coming from at the time. To be fair I’m not sure I knew where I was coming from either, but it felt like I was hanging in the breeze and I needed a healthy dose of self-confidence to make whatever it was I was going to do work. I wrote a few more songs (with practice, they started to come more easily; I got used to writing on my own) and started burning off CD-Rs with a few home demos on them to sell at shows.


This show was slightly different, however. It was the first one since the band had officially come to an end, the first one without a safety net. I can’t remember now how the show came to be booked, but it was in the upstairs room of a small cafe in Southend. The promoter had booked a heavier, emo-style band as support – something that happened a lot in the early days due to associations with my old band. The PA system consisted of a few battered club speakers, which the support band succeeded in blowing up about halfway through their set. So when my time rolled around, I stood on a chair in the middle of the thirty or so people there and played unamplified. I think I played about half covers and half originals. People were there mainly out of some kind of bemused curiosity, pretty much all Million Dead fans. I got a smattering of applause and sold a few CDs, then Jamie and I ran to the station to get the last train back to the capital.


I remember sitting on the train talking with my old friend and trying to work out if I was doing the right thing or if I was totally out of my mind. In the old band we’d had a motto to keep us going whenever things got tough: ‘Think Black Flag’. The old kings of hardcore had had it a thousand times worse, we reasoned, so we should man up and get on with it. But one of the other reasons I love that band is that they were committed to creative freedom and self-belief – they made the records they wanted to, not what people expected of them. And I was in the middle of deciding what kind of music I wanted to make.


I slept on the floor at Jamie’s house that night.


SHOW # 18


The Fenton, Leeds, UK, 17 November 2005


The Fenton is a pretty typical venue on the underground UK touring ‘toilet’ circuit. It’s essentially the upstairs room of a pub, reached by a rickety staircase, with just enough space to cram about a hundred people in, but more used to housing fewer than that. The stage is low and the PA leaves much to be desired. The venue staff has that mix of apathy and determination that keeps underground music scenes alive. It smells of piss, stale sweat and duct tape, hope and disappointment.


Most of the gigging I did at this stage consisted of a long string of little shows that I hammered together myself. I did, however, do a short run of shows, which probably qualifies as a tour, with my friend Sam Duckworth, better known as Get Cape. Wear Cape. Fly. I met Sam in his hometown of Southend in the Million Dead days – he’d promoted a bunch of shows for us at a venue called Chinnery’s there – and despite being really young at the time he’d done a great job. I think he supported us as Get Cape one time, which is how I knew of his music. Things were brewing for him around this time and he was not far off blowing up in a major way. I think those were pretty much the last underground shows he did and he invited me along.


We rolled around the UK in a van, playing to a hundred or so people a show. In Nottingham some gargantuan drinking efforts resulted in Sam buggering up his ankle (by falling down a flight of stairs, as I recall), so he was hobbling around on crutches after that. We’d got into a game on the tour of seeing who could sound check the fastest. With just acoustic guitars and vocals, and occasionally a laptop for Sam, it wasn’t the marathon I was used to from Million Dead, so I seem to remember one of us getting it down below thirty seconds or so. We also developed a collective obsession with pub quiz machines and on more than one occasion we poured the sum of our merch takings from a show into whisky and trivia.


The Leeds show was a special one. We arrived to the frankly bemusing news that the show was sold out. There were quite a few people gathered aimlessly at the bottom of the stairs who couldn’t get in, wondering what the hell was going on, much as we were. After some frantic negotiating, we cut a deal whereby Sam and I would play a short extra set out in the car park for the disappointed punters, among them my little sister Gilly, who’d recently started university in Leeds.


The gig inside went well, as far as I can remember. Afterwards we dutifully headed out into the cold. It had recently snowed and it was so cold that playing guitar was a challenge, due to aching fingers and strings as sharp as razor wire. About twenty-five people had stuck around and a few more came from the first show. Sam and I stood side by side against a fence and yelled our hearts out to the faithful. I remember playing stupid covers and at one point beatboxing (badly) for one of Sam’s more electro-oriented tunes. After about an hour of shivering, sore throats and shaky tunes, it was over. I’m always more interested in music when it breaks out of the mould and becomes a dialogue, an interaction, rather than just a lecture from ‘artist’ to ‘punter’. The fact of playing with just one acoustic instrument, as I’d just discovered, made it much easier to escape those confines. Afterwards, I trekked back to my sister’s student house, feeling like we’d made something interesting happen.


SHOW # 21


Silks Bar, Basingstoke, UK, 24 November 2005


Once I’d found my feet with the first few solo shows, I got into the habit of booking a rolling UK tour quite quickly. I had my guitar, a bag of clothes and a laptop and some CD-Rs to burn off demos. I generally knew where I was going to be about a month ahead of time and would constantly email people about more shows to keep myself on the road. I was asking £50 a show (later I added my train fare on top, once my Young Person’s Railcard ran out) and I was travelling on my own. I think I had a Woody Guthrie complex of some kind, although it has to be said that the trains in the UK, with which I became intimately familiar, for better or worse, didn’t feel much like the great American box-truck convoys steaming across the prairie.


This show was pretty typical of that time. I didn’t know the promoter prior to the show but he was enthusiastic on email and seemed like he had his shit together. The venue didn’t have a stage, just one end of the room designated as the performance area, with a shitty vocal PA propped up on some rickety poles. As I remember it, about forty people showed. I played for about an hour, playing more new songs that I was finishing off, including ‘This Town Ain’t Big Enough for the One of Me’, a tirade about small-town mentality that was a little close to home, both figuratively and literally, given that we were just down the road from Winchester. At the end of my designated set, the wall of people across my end of the room wouldn’t let me stop playing for a long while. I physically couldn’t get away, so I kept going with more old Million Dead songs and random covers, but had to beg for clemency by the time I’d run down to playing Weezer songs album by album and even a Disney cover or two.


After the show I went to the promoter’s house, drunk a bunch of whisky, attempted unsuccessfully to chat up a pretty girl and slept on the sofa. The next morning I was up early and off to the station to catch a train to the next show. It wasn’t the healthiest way to live but it certainly had its share of romanticism – for a time.


SHOW # 33


New Riga Theatre, Riga, Latvia, 15 January 2006


I’d seen in the New Year with a mock-heroic bout of Bacchanalian debauchery in London and in the haze of hangover and comedown, in the pale morning light of a new year, it felt like the path I was choosing to go down was more certain. As more time passed since the end of the band, I increasingly started to look forwards, which was, I suppose, a positive development. Making a career in music on my own (and indeed on my own terms) was starting to seem realistic, or at least worth a shot. Part of that process was starting to think, even in the most tentative way, of going overseas.


Million Dead had been out to play in Latvia twice. It all started with a hook-up from Kneejerk, the band Ben and I had been in beforehand. Edgars, a promoter from the Baltic states, had been in touch, via Myspace as I recall, to ask about booking Kneejerk for some shows and had been a little put out to hear that we’d broken up several years before. Nevertheless, he put a schedule together for our new band to go out and play and we’d had an amazing, eye-opening time. Not many bands pass through that part of the world (even less so back in 2005) and the youth of the country were still finding their way around rock ’n’ roll. All of which meant that they were hugely enthusiastic and grateful to anyone who made the effort to come and play, so the shows were generally packed out and over the top.


I got the impression that Edgars was a little dubious about my foray into solo acoustic music, but I’d sent him one of my many CD-Rs and he’d decided to take a chance on having me over – after all, there was only one of me. In the end I negotiated to take Jamie out as well, to help on the technical side of things and to be a friend and native English speaker to keep me company. I decided that, while I could deal with touring on my own in the UK, doing it so far away from home without a companion might be a step too far.


So Jamie and I arrived in Riga in the freezing-cold January snow. On that first evening in the country, Andzs, a friend from the Million Dead shows, introduced the two of us to Riga Black Balsam – a thick, black, syrupy shot of toxic alcohol that we grimaced and knocked back. After several shots each we discovered that we were supposed to sip it slowly. About half an hour later Jamie was hugging the massive Christmas tree in the city centre, in the snow, with his trousers round his ankles, while I sat next to him laughing my arse off.


We did one show in Riga in a classic European punker-bunker venue called The Depo. After a day off of recovery and solidifying new friendships, we took the bus out to Liepāja, a coastal city that in Soviet times had been a closed military zone. I played at a venue called Fontaine Palace, run by the eponymous Louie Fontaine, who seemed to be a Latvian cross between Elvis and Chris Evans. Another travel day followed and then, on our last day in the country, Edgars had suggested a second Riga show, in the plush and modern surroundings of the New Riga Theatre, announced the day before and publicized mainly by word of mouth.


There was a plentiful, polite, seated crowd in for the show. I played on the floor at the front while the seats sloped up away from me. I remember it being a great show – I played well and in the context of not being in a punk venue or noisy bar, I was able to play some slower, gentler songs I’d been working on. This was also the night where I met Karlis – a formidable, hulking Latvian, bearded and broad of shoulder, who was also an eccentric and raging drunk. During the show he actually came up on stage to offer me a drink – Jack Daniel’s and Coke, naturally – but he didn’t have a glass to offer, so he suggested pouring the ingredients straight into my mouth, where I could mix them at my own leisure. Being in front of the crowd, I could hardly resist. During the course of the evening, he also told us his favourite king was Charles I and that he liked trampolining very much, but, alarmingly, was minded to shoot gypsies with his ‘double-barrelled shooting gun’. Jamie and I were a captive audience.


At the end of the show I finished my set with a cover of Abba’s ‘Dancing Queen’. I’d learned the song for a night a friend of mine put on at Nambucca with a seventies theme, but had actually come to really appreciate and enjoy the craft of the music and played it with my tongue firmly not in my cheek. I think it was probably Karlis who started it, but by the middle of the song I had the audience on their feet and surrounding me in a series of concentric circles, holding hands and doing some kind of Baltic folk dancing, which involved walking sideways and bending your knees to bob down at apparently random intervals, while singing along. It was a magical moment: drunk, fun, transcendent. Jamie and I headed back to the UK having made firm new friends.



SHOW # 44



Rachel’s House, Newcastle, UK, 3 February 2006


Back in the UK, my train tour continued apace. Things were still pretty hand-to-mouth as far as shows were concerned, but at least I was getting better practised at it. It’s strange, we did tour a fair amount with Million Dead, but looking back I almost feel like I learned most of what I know about survival on the road in this period of peripatetic solitude. From the small things – like how to make a pillow from your shoes and jacket, through to the more profound things – such as self-reliance and staying sane when you’re constantly on the move.


After a short run of shows in Scotland and a trip through the slightly more obscure parts of the north-east (Sunderland and Hartlepool), I headed for Newcastle. I’d tried to get myself a show in a bar or a venue through various old contacts and had drawn a complete blank. So in the end my friend Rachel offered to have me play at her place. I met Rachel when she made a really cool, short fan documentary about Million Dead’s farewell tour and we’d stayed in touch since. I rolled into town and pitched up at her small house in the suburbs. About twenty people showed up in dribs and drabs, mostly old Million Dead fans or interested friends.


I was still finding my feet as a solo performer – it’s a very different thing from playing with a band, particularly a hardcore one. In that setting, you have the confidence of camaraderie and you have a wall of noise behind you that is both a shot in the arm and a safety net. When it’s just you with an acoustic guitar – and in this setting, no PA of any kind – you feel much more exposed, almost naked. Over the years it’s something I think I can say I’ve got pretty good at, but back in February 2006 I was still a novice. So I was nervous at this show, sitting on a chair a few feet away from the people at the show, slightly uncomfortable about the whole thing. When I was growing up I used to sit around with my sisters and our friends and play songs all the time, but in that context everyone was singing and I was merely leading the congregation. It’s different when everyone is paying attention, examining you.


In the end I had a fun show and in particular I remember it because I tried out a new song. In my early twenties I had one serious relationship, which took a long time to die out completely. We were that annoying couple that kept breaking up and getting back together all the time, to the chagrin of all our friends. Around this time it’d finally burned out and I wrote one last song about it all called ‘Worse Things Happen at Sea’. When I finished it, I wasn’t at all sure that it was any good, in fact I nearly scrapped it at one point. But in the context of this show I thought I might as well give it a try and see how it went across. To my surprise everyone loved it, in fact people were saying it was my best work to date. I was surprised but pleased. I guess I’m not always the best judge of my own material. It’s funny how these things work out.


SHOW # 52


Steamboat Tavern, Ipswich, UK, 14 February 2006


I’ve always meant to write a song about this show.


There’s a bleak, failed romanticism to the idea of Valentine’s Day alone in Ipswich.


I had a particularly long stretch of solo shows around this time and the experience was starting to wear me down. The run had included a series of shows in houses, university halls of residence and squats. When you’re on your own and in someone else’s home you have to be quite aggressively gregarious if you’re to survive – you’re on away territory, you need to be friendly and accommodating. But it takes a fair amount out of you being surrounded by strangers all the time and if the shows are small and often quite sparsely attended, it gets a little trying. I had a particular low point after a house show in Wigan. The show itself was OK, but I had a tiny, hard-sided sofa to sleep on which didn’t even begin to fit me. On top of that, some weirdo kid who’d clearly done a lot of speed was bouncing up and down on one arm of my useless attempt at a bed and telling me, rapidly and incessantly, that he wasn’t a thief. That hardly gave me the confidence to nod off with my bag and guitar in the room – not that I could sleep through his inane chattering. No sleep, no friends, no money – a bad but familiar combination.


Being single at the time, the significance of the date, 14 February, had escaped me when I was booking this show. It was only as the day approached that it occurred to me that this could present a problem. I’ve never been one for staying at the houses of people I don’t know if I can find someone I do know. But during this time I would often end up asking the crowd, just before I played my last song, if anyone would let me sleep on their sofa or floor (if I found someone with a spare bed I was doing well). That night, not really knowing too many people in Ipswich, I’d planned to do the same, but because of the auspicious date, pretty much everyone at the show was coupled up and had plans for a private evening in that were not best added to by some vagrant occupying the front room.


I spent some time before my set asking around to see if I could pin anything down, but it was really starting to seem like everyone was hooked up. A particularly ambitious attempt to chat up the barmaid yielded only the offer of sleeping on the floor in the bar once the show was done if I really couldn’t find anywhere else. In the end I think it was one of the guys from Secondsmile, a band on the bill that I’d played with before, who took pity on me and let me throw a spanner in his romantic works by holing up at his house. I was feeling pretty sorry for myself that night, though I think I could see the funny side of it too. Great material for a song – I’ll get round to it one day.


SHOW # 61


Quicksilver Mail, Yeovil, UK, 5 March 2006


Reading back through the list of the shows that I’ve done, one slightly uncomfortable fact starts to leap out at me. It’s not just that I have been drinking too much for too long, but also, around this period of my life I got pretty heavily involved in doing drugs. It’s a subject that I feel a little awkward writing about, but at the same time it’s pretty integral to understanding what I was doing, or trying to do, at this time.


I’d started doing various pills and powders towards the end of my time in Million Dead. At the start it was limited by inexperience and the fact that the others heavily disapproved of that kind of behaviour. But as the band fell apart, my mood darkened and I stopped caring so much what the others thought. By the time of our farewell tour I was getting high most days. In the aftermath of that collapse, I had big drug nights (and days) a couple of times a week – as much as I could afford, really.


I’m not particularly anti-drugs (actually, I happen to believe in the complete legalization of all drugs. I don’t really see how it’s anybody’s business but your own, both the right and the responsibility – but that’s an argument for another time). I’ve also had some awesome experiences when I was fucked out of my mind. But there’s a line and around this time I definitely went way over it and often. It’s reasonably fair to say that Sleep Is for the Week is, in some senses, an album about doing too much cocaine. The story behind ‘The Real Damage’ was certainly powder-fuelled. As well as being stunningly unhealthy, staying up for days and not eating anything, it also meant I played some pretty bad shows and that in particular is not something I’m proud of.


This show is a case in point. The night before I played in Harlow, a town in Essex that’s just outside the north-east of London. Not knowing too many people in that part of the world, and it being a Friday night, I’d headed south after the show, back into the capital’s heart of darkness. A lot of my friends, particularly from the Nambucca scene, were running club nights in London at this time, so I headed down to a club in Camden, where I blagged my way in on the guest list and holed myself up in the backstage room. I had about £100 in my pocket from the last few shows and it didn’t take me long to hand the whole lot over to a shady character in return for a few small lottery-ticket wraps of powder. Fired up and raging, I snorted and blathered the night away. Soon enough I was at some random afterparty at a stranger’s house, drawing what little cash I had from ATMs to buy more supplies. Once you pass about 8 a.m., the logic of the drugs starts to suggest that you should stay awake and burn through to the next evening, but that takes more fuel. It’s a pretty dumb decision at the best of times, but when you have a show to play that evening, it’s especially unintelligent.


At some point in the afternoon I managed to stumble my way to a train station and get myself heading down towards Yeovil. Everything is pretty blurred in my memory at this point, but I made it to the venue, even managing a sound check, all the while drinking beer and sneaking off for regular bathroom pit stops. I succeeded in playing the show and getting paid, but I cannot imagine for a moment that it was anything less than pitiful as a display of musicianship. Afterwards I even managed to get myself back to the house of a girl I’d just met, before finally passing out, exhausted, pale and sweating, finished.


The next day I woke up feeling disoriented, famished, aching and sorry for myself. I’d managed to lose the cash I’d been paid for the show and forget the name of my semi-clothed host. I had to jump trains towards Brighton for my next show, which also suffered from the after-affects of my self-degradation – all dirty fingernails, raw voice and non sequiturs.


So this, people, is the reality of the sex and drugs part of Ian Dury’s unholy trinity, as I experienced it. It’s sordid, painful, expensive and embarrassing to recollect and certainly not anything I’m trying to glorify or glamorize. The fact is, however, that in the midst of this rambling, self-extending tour, I spent a lot of time out of my mind. It was a reflection of being pretty unhappy on some deeper level and being angry about what happened with the band. It comes through in a lot of the songs I wrote in this time period. Just listen to Sleep Is for the Week. I’m happy to say that, while I’ll indulge on the odd special occasion, my days of decadent self-destruction are firmly in the past.


SHOW # 67


Nambucca, London, UK, 19 March 2006


It’s time then, to talk about Nambucca. On the one hand it was just another seedy north London pub, a dilapidated dive bar run by indie kids with delusions of grandeur. On the other, it was the epicentre of something special – no matter how small or short-lived – and my second home, perhaps even my first for a while.


I actually used to live on pretty much the same street. The pub stood on a corner on the upper Holloway Road and one of the student hovels I inhabited while I was at university and playing in the old band was further down the street. The pub had been closed up until just around the time I was moving out, early 2003 or so. On the day I finally departed and gave my keys back to the landlord, I ran into my friends Dave and Jay outside. They were passing acquaintances at the time, friends of Ben’s from working at Tower Records. I asked what they were up to in my neighbourhood and they told me they’d just moved into the empty flat above the bar and were going to start running the place. We laughed at our poor timing and I went on my way.


Over time the two of them really opened the place up, setting up regular band nights, pub quizzes and so on, moving more and more people into the rooms upstairs as they made them vaguely habitable and over time a real scene developed. Sensible Promotions, their company for running gigs and club nights in the capital, was based there. The Sunday night open-mic affair, Sensible Sundays, became a pretty regular hang-out for various up-and-coming acoustic musicians – Laura Marling, Jamie T, Kid Harpoon and others. Dave’s band, The Holloways, formed at the bar and initiated their plans for world domination from the basement.


There were a lot of drugs floating around the scene and I really do mean a lot. As the whole British indie guitar scene of that era kicked off, Dave and Jay found themselves at the centre of it, which led to a lot of hangers-on and star-fuckers clogging up the afterparties. I remember seeing Babyshambles stumble through plenty of sets downstairs and seeing queues of starry-eyed, trust-fund kids waiting to get through the back door into the flats upstairs, boldly brandishing dealers’ phone numbers as if they were VIP tickets.


Nambucca. I suppose it was much like any other place that briefly holds the underground spotlight – frantic, wild, deceptive at times, intoxicated and intoxicating, too big for its boots, but – without wishing to overly romanticize the place – it had something intangibly special at its core. I had many of the nights of my life there, most of which didn’t involve sleeping, and the friends I made there remain some of my closest. The song ‘I Knew Prufrock Before He Got Famous’ is essentially about the core people who made it what it was in its heyday.


I played there many, many times, trying out my early solo material at countless Sensible Sundays and, more often than not, if I swung by for a drink I’d end up playing a few numbers on Jay’s battered old acoustic, usually followed by him knocking out some of his tunes, which he was writing under the name Beans On Toast. I’m not even sure if all of them count as shows as such, but there was usually a crowd of sorts.


Show #67 was a pretty typical Nambucca occasion, although it was memorable for its own reasons. We’d all been out at one of Dave and Jay’s club nights the previous evening. As dawn rolled around and more powders arrived at the party to keep us going, Jay’s indefatigable business acumen turned to the new day’s agenda. Sensible Sundays usually had a couple of booked name acts among the volunteer hopefuls, but he realized in the grimy half-light that no one was down for that evening. In a predictable development, he decided that he and I would take the bullet on this one. After some brain-addled discussion, a few more conditions were added to the brew. Firstly, Zoniel, one of the girls who lived upstairs and helped out with the clubs, announced imperiously that we all had to wear at least one turquoise item of clothing if we were to take the stage. I had a cardigan, Jay a shirt and Danny (a Nambucca friend, later to get his own song – ‘Dan’s Song’) ended up DJing in a turquoise towel with a hole cut through the middle for his head, wearing it like a poncho (we never did find out whose it was). Kid Harpoon arrived home from a party at some point in the morning and heartily joined in the mayhem.


The second rule was that we had to play each other’s songs. I’ve always been slightly sceptical about the notion of musical ‘scenes’, but we were a group of peers all writing acoustic songs together and we’d all sing along with our friends’ compositions. The challenge now was, could you actually play one yourself, on a stage, leading the chorus rather than accompanying and when we were all totally wasted to boot?


In the event, our mass texts about the impending chaos brought a small audience mostly consisting of people we knew, so the musical shambles that followed was, mercifully, not widely witnessed. But we did manage to hack through a few mutual songs and even in the confusion of it all it seemed to capture something of what was special about the place to me. I remember that Sam Get Cape showed up towards the end of the evening with his new friend Walter Schreifels, of Gorilla Biscuits and Rival Schools fame, and that they were totally bemused by the scene before them. My consciousness was rapidly fading by that point, chemicals notwithstanding, and I finally faded out on a mattress in the corner of Zoniel’s room, still wearing my turquoise cardigan.


A short postscript: for some reason, the date of this show stuck in my mind. I have a memory for shows and not much else (hence the contents of this book!). A year to the day later, I was driving through West Texas with musicians Jonah Matranga and Joshua English in a rental car. We passed through Las Cruces, a town I knew from a song by Two Gallants, a band Jay and I both love. I texted him to let him know where we were and that a year had passed since Turquoise Sunday. He replied, through the radio waves, the miles and the time zones, to say we should do it again when I got home. I held him to it.



SHOW # 81



Meesh’s House, Newbury, UK, 14 April 2006


In the midst of all the travelling hedonism, I had other things on my mind. My parents lived in Winchester and through this time I had some of my stuff piled up in the corner of a room that also served as my mum’s home office. In the few gaps between shows and London adventuring I’d head back there to recover and relax. All was not well with my parents’ marriage, however, and around this time things kicked off in a pretty apocalyptic way.


This show was another case of me filling in a spare tour day with a house party. I didn’t know Meesh particularly well at the time, though we’ve since become good friends. She was going out with my friend Del, who I’d done a run of Scottish shows with (he played under the name mistakes.in.animation) and who put on a lot of gigs down in Kingston. I remember being on the train out to the show from London when my older sister called me with bad news.


It’s a private and complicated matter, but suffice to say that at this time things fell apart quickly. My father hadn’t been the most honest of husbands and my parents were in the middle of separating pretty acrimoniously. My sister was upset and told me of some new, fairly dramatic and final developments. I felt stunned, numb, shellshocked. All of a sudden the house party didn’t seem like it was going to be so much fun. I really just wanted to be on my own for a while, but as ever with touring I was constantly surrounded by well-meaning strangers. I didn’t even feel like drinking, just like thinking. The road has its own momentum, though and I didn’t want to let people down, so the show went ahead.


It so happened that I’d been working on a song in which I was trying to address my disconnect with my father. As often happens, fresh events spurred me on into finishing off the words and the tune in a final sprint of creative energy. I’m usually one for sitting on new tunes for a while after they’re finished, mulling them over, double-checking what I think of them and if they’re good enough to be revealed to the wider world. But on this occasion it all seemed to come together and make sense. That night I played ‘Father’s Day’ for the first time, stood in the middle of Meesh’s living room, with everyone sat on the floor around me, stumbling over the words here and there, teaching everyone the sing-along part at the end. I didn’t tell people the background of the day’s events, but I think the assembled partygoers understood that there was something slightly darker at work.


After playing, I managed to secure a small back bedroom to myself and I found an old curtain to make into a bed of sorts. I slept wrapped up in it on the floor, by myself, thinking things through, but ultimately glad that the next day I had another show in another town.


SHOW # 82


The Wheatsheaf, Oxford, UK, 15 April 2006


I have a long-standing connection with Oxford. Jon Spira, a friend of mine who made a documentary about the history of the local scene, even dubbed me an ‘honorary Oxfordian’. In April 2006, the day after I’d played at Meesh’s house in fact, I played two shows supporting a band called Dive Dive at The Wheatsheaf, a classic small venue up a rickety flight of stairs in the centre of town.


As I’ve mentioned, I’d done a couple of tours with my friends Reuben, working on their crew in between my own tours as a way of staying on the road. In early 2005, on one of these tours, I was setting up the merch stand in Joseph’s Well, a venue in Leeds, when the support band started sound checking. Their drummer played a beat-perfect rendition of Zeppelin’s ‘Rock and Roll’ and I was impressed. His name was Nigel Powell and he was the drummer for Dive Dive. As the tour went on I fell in love with their angular indie rock and became friends with Nigel, Ben Lloyd (electric guitar, onstage maniac), Tarrant Anderson (bass) and Jamie Stuart (singer, guitarist and frontman).


A while later, when I was starting to blaze my trail around the UK, I got a little tired of selling CD-Rs comprising songs I’d recorded on my laptop at home with a crappy microphone and my guitar accompanied by ersatz programmed instruments. Thoughts turned, naturally enough, to a proper recording. I did some demos with a guy called Tristan Ivemy, a friend of The Holloways’, in London, recorded in his bedroom, one of which (‘The Real Damage’) ended up on a split with Reuben. But I wanted to do something more substantial and with some extra players, so I ended up giving Ben Lloyd a call.


Tarrant used to live in a big house in north Oxford, on the Woodstock Road, and in the basement he had a little rehearsal room set up. As a band, they’d recorded their first album there by stringing wires up the stairwell to a makeshift control room on the top floor. On the Reuben tour, Ben had mentioned that he, Nigel and Tarrant were interested in recording new stuff and might be up for helping me make a record. So in February 2006, between runs of house shows, I spent a few days down in that basement, teaching Ben, Tarrant and Nigel the parts for a few new songs. In the end we did three tracks together – ‘Nashville Tennessee’, ‘This Town Ain’t Big Enough for the One of Me’ and ‘I Really Don’t Care What You Did on Your Gap Year’ and two solo numbers – ‘Thatcher Fucked the Kids’ and ‘Casanova Lament’.


The next stage in the process was to talk to someone about actually putting the recording out, rather than just hawking cheap copies at shows like some kind of bootlegger. I had remained close friends with the people at Xtra Mile Recordings, the label that had put out Million Dead’s last album and, after some initial caution about my new direction, they expressed an interest in helping me out. Charlie Caplowe, the owner of the label, effectively became my manager and we continue to work together today in both label and management capacities. I presented the new recordings – material light years ahead of what I’d been peddling to date – to the label and they enthusiastically decided to put out a CD EP. I borrowed the title from an anonymous drunk punter at a show I played in Dundee, who’d slurred to me while we shared a cigarette after my set that I was ‘campfire punk rock’.


With a finished proper release under my belt I felt infinitely more established and boxes of manufactured CDs entered my packing list for tours from this time onwards. I’d also really enjoyed the process of collaborating with the guys in Oxford and we definitely had an eye towards working together more in the future. To bring all of this together, Dive Dive asked me to support them on their two-night stand, so I took the train over to Oxford to play. For the first time since Million Dead, I started feeling like maybe I had some allies in this mission, both in Ben, Nigel and Tarrant, and in Charlie and Xtra Mile. The idea that all of this might amount to something more solid than just my Guthrie-wannabe wanderings started to seductively suggest itself to me.


SHOW # 86


Whistlebinkies, Edinburgh, UK, 19 April 2006


Around this point in time, I’d embarked on what could be termed a proper full UK tour. I’d played a show in Camden, at Monkey Chews, a little while before and had shared the bill with a singer-songwriter from Wiltshire called Gabby Young, along with her backing band. We got on well and she had one hell of a voice. A post-show conversation revealed that she had a UK tour booked and coming up soon. She’d asked me if I wanted to come with and I’d jumped at the chance, as it filled up a good month of my time with more shows spread around a wider area. The tour did not, however, go as smoothly as I had hoped. There were a lot of great shows – I remember Swindon and Leeds in particular – but Gabby’s enthusiasm was not always matched with experience. She’d booked many of the shows herself without going through a local promoter, so in many of the towns no one really knew that the gigs were happening and turnouts were often disappointing, to say the least. Nothing saps morale quite like an empty room far away from anything resembling home.


We drove north in a hired van and crossed the border into Scotland. Whistlebinkies is a small bar just off the main drag in Edinburgh and it usually plays host to bar bands, covers acts and pay-to-play-type affairs. It’s dark and dingy and more often than not the people in the bar have no interest in the music being played, especially if the show is a free one, which in this case, it was.


I remember that night because we had a grand total of one person in the room who’d actually come to see the show and he’d taken the train down from somewhere further north (Aberdeen, I think) for the occasion. As punk rock as one tries to be about everything, rock ’n’ roll involves some degree of putting your ego on the line night after night; the paradigm, on paper, involves at least some level of appreciation from a crowd of people. I believe firmly that you should always play your heart out, whether for one thousand people or just one. However, in practice it’s hard. I did my best at this show to do what I do as well as I could, but I remember playing with my eyes shut tight, teeth slightly gritted. Our lone audience member, despite the fact that the situation was slightly awkward, had a good time. I guess it was a character-building experience for me. But looking back through all these shows, the overriding thought I have is that while I’m glad I did this stuff, I’m gladder still that I don’t have to do it too much any more.


SHOW # 94


The Watering Hole, Perranporth, UK, 1 May 2006


A few weeks later, the same run had wound its way down to my favourite part of the UK, the south-west. The Watering Hole in Perranporth is a bar on a beach in Cornwall. It wasn’t actually accessible by road, so we had to park our van on the kerb nearby and lug all of mine and Gabby’s equipment over the sand. The bar was a small, relaxed, hippy kind of place. After a short sound check I went for a quick wander along the beach. I love being next to the sea. The English used to be a nation of sailors, so it makes me feel somehow ancestral looking out over the cliffs into the Channel. The tour had been on for a long while by this point, so getting some quiet time to myself, some fresh wind on my face and even that rarest of commodities, some English sunshine, did much to lift my spirits.


The turnout for the show was pretty good as I remember it and a great time was had by all. Afterwards a bunch of people from the show told us they were having a house party nearby and invited us to join them. I went along, partly just to see what was happening, but also because the invitee was a cute girl I’d noticed at the show.


Now is as good a time as any to talk about this frankly: young men on tour try to get laid; it’s a pretty basic fact. The motivations are as simple as you’d imagine, although there is another angle to it. On a tour like this one, sleeping with someone didn’t just mean sex, it meant literally that: a chance to sleep in a bed, with only one other person in the room. After months of crashing on floors surrounded by rustling sleeping bags, angular elbows and using your shoes for a pillow, the luxury of a bed with a pretty girl in it and some peace and quiet is hard to overstate.


So, with high expectations, I headed to the party and made some headway (as I remember it and I’m the one telling the story) talking to the girl, who was the host of the evening’s celebrations. We were sat together on the sofa, limbs starting to wander quietly around each other, casually resting hands on a leg or brushing back some hair. I was confident that I was going to sleep soundly. Then, suddenly, events took a turn for the decidedly surreal. The doorbell rang and somebody answered the door. In rushed a young guy, a beach-surfer type with short dreadlocks and something trite like a ganja-leaf pendant round his neck (again, my version of events) and he made a beeline for the sofa where I was sat with my new friend.


‘Babe, I’m still in love with you,’ he announced, rather curtly, in front of a now-captive audience. Given that the said babe’s legs were draped over mine as he said this, I couldn’t help but feel a little awkward. Things moved fast. She looked shocked, but took his hand when he outstretched it, disentangled herself and stood up to face my competitor. Before I knew what the hell was going on, he kissed her, she threw a small apologetic look at me over her shoulder and the two of them were out the door, into his car and driving off into the night.


I sat on the sofa, the imprint of the recently departed woman pressed into my posture, suddenly feeling pretty embarrassed, quite annoyed and not massively welcome, as everyone else from my crew had departed to wherever we were originally planning on sleeping some time before. My last desperate hope that maybe I’d still be able to sleep in the girl’s bed (having scoped out where her room was before) was quickly crushed by the sight of her friend, who’d been giving me evil looks all night, swiftly darting in and slamming the door behind her. The party’s momentum had been well and truly crushed and in a matter of minutes everything was winding up. I really had no idea where I was and in the end another, reluctantly sympathetic, housemate said I could sleep on the sofa if I wanted to. Alas, this was the sofa surfer’s worst enemy: the short, hard-sided type that was impossible to stretch out on or drape your legs over in anything approaching comfort. So I spent a confused and miserable night trying to find a way to arrange myself so that I could get some sleep, with only my jacket for a blanket, ever conscious of the intangible luxury that was only one slammed door and one romantic surfer guy away.
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