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Part One



Stargazing







1.



The Ubiquitous Telescope


I wasn’t born into music.


I arrived on this earth on 10 May 1976 in William Smellie Hospital in Lanark, Scotland, the second child of Catherine and John Braithwaite after my big sister, Victoria, who was born three years earlier. My mum was an NHS GP and my father was Scotland’s only telescope maker.


My mum, the oldest of five children, was the daughter of George and Janet Peck, a native of the island of Lewis, the largest of the group of islands known as the Outer Hebrides, off the north-west coast of Scotland. George was a fisherman and merchant seaman who had served in the Second World War as part of the Arctic convoys, and later in life held the role of lighthouse keeper of the Tiumpan Head Lighthouse, a stone’s throw from Flesherin, the village where he’d lived his whole life. He had married Janet Trainer of Strathaven, Lanarkshire after a whirlwind, weeks-long romance in the middle of the war. My mum was brought up in the two-bedroom house that my grandad built with his own hands overlooking the Minch, the sea that separates the mainland from the island. Upon finishing high school in Stornoway, my mum Kate (as she’s known) was accepted to study medicine at the University of Aberdeen. After graduating she went on to serve as a family doctor in the industrial Lanarkshire town of Hamilton. It was at a party in Hamilton where she met my dad, native Hamiltonian John Braithwaite.


My dad’s route to becoming Scotland’s only telescope maker is probably worthy of a book in itself. My grandfather Bill Braithwaite left his native Hamilton, and indeed Scotland, as a young man to fight Franco’s fascists along with many others in the International Brigades in Spain. He returned intact to Scotland but his efforts against the fascism that Hitler brought would prove less robust. My grandad lost his leg in an explosion during the Second World War and had to make do with a tin leg for the rest of his life. He’d played in goal for the local team Hamilton Academicals as a teenager, and upon seeing his now one-legged pal, a friend of my grandad quipped, ‘At least you’ll still get a game for Accies, Bill.’ Scottish humour can be dark.


After the war Bill Braithwaite became an engineer of scientific instruments, working at the telescope and binocular shop run by Arthur Frank in the Saltmarket area of Glasgow’s Merchant City. It was here that my dad would work every Saturday as a teenager, helping his father and learning the craft that would define his life. My dad studied economics at the University of Strathclyde in Glasgow, even representing it on the TV quiz show University Challenge. He took no joy from numbers, however, and sneaked into the astronomy lectures instead. He was always obsessed with the stars and had a lifelong disdain for capitalism and the greed that it breeds. After he left university, my dad got a job in England at the arms company Avimo, designing sights for military helicopters. Something of a hippy at heart, my dad decided he didn’t fancy a future as part of the military–industrial complex and returned to Scotland. He went on to have a variety of jobs, such as running a very early computer system for the famous Templeton Carpet Factory at Glasgow Green, to working at a steel company in Coatbridge. It was during this period that he met my mum.


After a short while staying in the flat above the surgery where my mum worked across from the bus station in Hamilton, they bought a rather dishevelled house near the village of Law in South Lanarkshire. They married in 1970 and, in 1973, my sister Victoria was born. The flat in Hamilton being a wee bit pokey, they moved to an extremely dilapidated house in the countryside near Law. Their place was a bit of a health hazard, with holes in the walls and suchlike. My dad was a lifelong campaigner for Scottish independence and an active member of the still somewhat underground Scottish National Party, after having left the Labour Party due to its refusal to back nuclear disarmament. The extra space provided room for him to set up a printing press in an outbuilding, which he used to make seemingly endless posters and flyers to boost the independence cause. I still recall the piles of day-glo posters with Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher caricatured as Dracula, with Scotland’s oil dripping from her fangs. It was in this ramshackle environment that the family lived when I came along in May 1976, at the start of a summer that was to bring with it a record-breaking heatwave. My earliest memories are of playing with the hose in the garden, presumably trying to cool off in the decidedly un-Scottish baking sun. We stayed there for a year before moving to a house in Law. That house was in a Brookside-style cul-de-sac, the kind of place where everyone knows each other’s business. One of my first memories of living there is of flying down the stairs and straight through a plate-glass door, yet somehow remaining unscathed. The impression that I was apparently invincible was one I would carry with me into my adult life.


We didn’t stay there too long though. I don’t think small town life particularly suited my folks.


When I was four my parents moved to the countryside and the Clyde Valley, a somewhat idyllic part of Scotland consisting of small villages following the River Clyde on its route from the hills in the south through Glasgow before joining the sea on the west coast. They found a place close enough to Hamilton for my mum to work (remember this was in the days when you could call the doctor at any time of day or night). It was also far out enough in the sticks and away from civilisation for my dad to be able to look at the stars with minimal light pollution. The view of the night sky from the back garden was glorious. On a clear night (alas, not that common in Scotland), the ubiquitous telescope would be out and friends would come over to study the stars and planets. We always had loads of animals, as many as three dogs and lots of cats, as well as assorted rabbits and guinea pigs. I always loved animals.


My parents’ life did not revolve around music, although before my sister and I came along they’d been an active part of the local folk scene in the sixties. My dad was a fine singer and had performed with a friend of his, under the frankly tremendous name The Lords of Misrule, but this had waned by the seventies as family and work took over. The only music I remember from my childhood being played at home was the odd snatch of opera or classical music like ‘The Hall of the Mountain King’, or ‘Carmina Burana’, or the occasional folk rock record by Steeleye Span or Fairport Convention. I recall one night my dad playing me ‘Take Five’ by Dave Brubeck, one of his favourite jazz songs. I remember it vividly because it was the same night that Pan Am flight 103 crashed in Lockerbie. While I’m sure my parents were fond of music, it was secondary to literature. The house was packed to the rafters with books. My dad must have had every book ever written by and about James Joyce, T. S. Eliot and Ezra Pound. It wasn’t all high culture though; he was fond of pulp novels as well. I remember being shit scared by the covers of the Stephen King and James Herbert books that I saw lying around. I recall staring in terror at the cover of Carrie, her face dripping with blood. My dad loved staying up late watching horror films. His sleeping patterns throughout his life were always in flux. He was completely fine grabbing the odd hour or so of sleep here or there. If he had a big telescope order on it would seem as though he barely slept for days.


I owned a few records as a child. One which I loved to bits was the novelty album purportedly made by the weird creatures that starred in the TV show The Wombles. The band The Wombles played classic seventies glam rock-style pop. I was besotted with it. But I remember being at a party when I was a child and hearing something that truly did change my life, something that blew the Wombles out of the metaphorical water: David Bowie. It was during a game of pass the parcel that I first heard ‘Starman’. There was something about the song that completely transported me. The majesty of the music was beyond anything I’d heard before, the voice completely alluring, the melody so perfect. Perhaps it was the fact I was nuts about Stars Wars and UFOs.


For Christmas, when I was four or five, I was given my first ever real record (well, a tape actually); it was a compilation I played to death, a gift from my aunt and uncle from Fife called Disco 79, and I loved it. I was particularly taken by ‘Le Freak’ by Chic. An unarguably perfect song, it was the mysterious glamour of it that really pulled me in. I was in freezing cold Scotland, surrounded by cows, and this could not have felt more escapist. It was the first time I’d owned any music and I played that tape over and over and over. ‘Knock On Wood’, ‘We Are Family’ – it was perfection.


I had a wonderful childhood and was incredibly lucky to have the experiences I did, but it was these tiny glimpses into the world of music that really captured me. I also had a handful of music VHS tapes which I’d adopted from my sister that I’d watch on repeat. One was Hendrix’s incendiary performance at Monterey. I’d watch him play explosively yet nonchalantly up to the finale where he set his guitar on fire. It was amazing.


There was something unspeakably weird and psychedelic about my childhood. Aside from the almost supernatural memory of flying through glass, I had a few other experiences that seem strange in retrospect. One of them that makes perfect sense now occurred while I was having a routine operation to remove my adenoids. I was sedated for the procedure and, as the gas was administered, I remember seeing fractal kaleidoscopic shapes spreading outwards from my field of vision while my mind played the theme song from Doctor Who, the acid squelch bassline pounding through my tiny mind. It felt like a primitive calling. I didn’t know it at the time but it was my first psychedelic experience.


The year before I departed for secondary school, age eleven, I was given a guitar. It was a nylon string acoustic, not remotely rock and roll, but I adored it all the same. Seeing how taken me and my sister were with it, my parents arranged for us to have guitar lessons. Our teacher was a guy called Harry who lived above an Indian restaurant near Peacock Cross in Hamilton. Harry was a lovely guy who, as well as showing me the basics of playing guitar (chords, scales and the like), also fulfilled the role of navigator in the world of music. As all good teachers should, Harry started me off by teaching me songs that were simple to play, usually with a maximum of three chords, but sometimes two. It was during one of these exercises that Harry took the what, in retrospect, seems rather an odd decision of teaching a prepubescent child how to play ‘Heroin’ by The Velvet Underground. Hearing that song was a defining moment in my life. I had no idea what drugs were. It was just a word that people on TV said, something you should say no to (look what happened to Zammo!). The subject of the song didn’t matter a jot to me though. I was overwhelmed by the power and raw emotion of the song. The sound was like a wave washing over me. At the time I presumed that The Velvet Underground were all Black. Their music is totally indebted to Black blues so I suppose it makes sense. Little did I know that the bass player was from Wales. I asked what the screeching sound was. It sounded like someone’s soul being torn to pieces. Harry answered that it was called feedback. It was what happened when you leant your electric guitar against an amp. I recognised the sound from a band that Victoria had started listening to, The Jesus and Mary Chain. I loved the sound. I wanted to make a sound like that. I wanted an electric guitar.


My dad loved to go to the Barras Market every Sunday, located in the East End of Glasgow a few miles from Celtic Park and directly underneath the ballroom-cum-gig venue named the Barrowlands, two places I would become increasingly familiar with in years to come. He was primarily interested in books, antique trinkets and any scientific equipment he could use to build or repair telescopes – by this point that was his full-time business. I’d often pal along with him, looking for computer games or Star Wars toys but mostly just enjoying the adventure of going to the city and all of the weirdness and excitement that it brought. It felt a million miles away from where we stayed in the country, even though it was only twenty miles. The Barras back then was insanely busy and full of the most vivid characters you could ever wish (or not wish) to meet. You’d find people selling everything from rare books and random remote controls to detached hoods from jackets and illicit meat. It was on one of these Sunday excursions that my dad made the purchase that was to change my life: my first electric guitar. My dad was the most generous person I’ve ever known, and on meeting someone’s kid who showed a passing interest in astronomy, he would often send them on their way with pockets full of astronomical paraphernalia to ignite their interest even further. He was similarly generous with me and well aware that I’d taken to playing guitar and was keen on upgrading my nylon strung acoustic to something more … rock and roll. The electric guitar that took my eye in between the random artefacts was a shiny, black Japanese copy of a Gibson Les Paul for the princely sum of fifty pounds. I adored it. I would literally play it until my fingers bled. At this time my parents must have been grateful that my bedroom was at the far end of the house and they wouldn’t have to suffer my fumbling steps into music at close quarters.


Owning my first electric guitar really accelerated my journey into music. I would tape albums from my sister’s LP collection and listen to them endlessly in my room. My sister was a goth at this point so a lot of her music taste was fairly petula-tinged. Bauhaus, The Sisters of Mercy and suchlike. She was also a huge fan of the 4AD record label, with bands like Pixies, Cocteau Twins and, in particular, the New York shoegaze band, Ultra Vivid Scene. I remember one time she went with her friend Nicola to Newcastle to see them play, while telling each other’s parents that they were staying the night at each other’s houses, which was quite a bold move considering they were both sixteen and had no guarantee of getting into the gig and nowhere to stay. They ended up sleeping at the bus station. As far as I was concerned, Ultra Vivid Scene was one of the biggest bands on the planet.


Of all the bands my sister loved, the one that really got under my skin was The Cure. I had taped every single one of their albums and played them so many times that I knew every word, every note and every nuance off by heart. I’d started with the singles compilation Standing On a Beach and had progressed through all of them, from the scratchy punk of Three Imaginary Boys to the recently released Kiss Me Kiss Me Kiss Me. I loved them all. There was something universally romantic and escapist about their music that really touched me.


By this point I was twelve years old and about to make the jump from primary to secondary school. I went to primary school in the nearby village of Ashgill. I’d had quite a good time there, earning the nickname ‘Professor’ because I wore glasses and read the odd book. I had quite a few run-ins with the teachers though, mostly over quite bizarre things like how to draw a tree (my teacher said it should look like a triangle whereas mine had more of a round shape; it clearly hadn’t occurred to her that trees don’t all look the same). My parents weren’t keen on me going to the closest secondary school to us because it didn’t have a great reputation, and instead sent me and my sister to one a few miles away in a small town called Strathaven. Going to a different school to all of my friends at primary school was daunting but I don’t think I actually thought about it too much. As committed socialists there was never any question of us going to private school (like a lot of the other doctors’ kids). Having grown up Catholic, a lot of my dad’s friends’ kids went to Catholic school. Religion was another no-go with my folks, so I wouldn’t be following them there. Capitalism and religion made up two of the holy trinity of evils in our household, along with the Tories. Any mention of them would be quickly followed by the word ‘bastards’. Not uncommon in Scottish households. As far as not knowing anyone at my new school? My sister was there so at least I’d have one person to speak to.


Before the summer holidays all the Primary 7 kids were shown around the high schools they would be attending. On my trip to visit the school I wore my favourite item of clothing: The Cure T-shirt I’d begged my mum to buy me from the local market. It was a bootleg affair and fairly shoddy in retrospect, but I loved it dearly. While being shown around the unfamiliar classrooms and halls, I heard a shout from one of the other kids: ‘Nice Cure shirt, great band.’ The other kid was a wee guy with a fuzzy ginger mop of hair. His name was Craig. Craig Wallace. I had a pal. Thank fuck for that.


After the summer I started school, Craig and I became good friends. He lived in the village of Chapelton, about five miles past Strathaven on the way to East Kilbride. The two of us would go to each other’s houses and mess around making music. Like me, he had an older, cooler sibling, Mark, whom he could sponge records off. He was also a budding musician. A bass player. Alongside another prepubescent Cure fan called Chris, also from Chapelton, we decided to start a band. Taking our cue from one of our favourite bands whose name had shocked a few dainty relatives and teachers when they’d seen it scrawled on jotters and skateboards and the like – The Jesus and Mary Chain – we went for the name Pregnant Nun. None of us had any idea what being in a band actually entailed. We knew about the NME interviews and pop videos but the actual mechanics of being in a band were a complete mystery. The concept of writing songs, for example, never even crossed our minds. We would just endlessly play the simplest riffs we could work out over and over: ‘Sidewalking’ by the Mary Chain and ‘Bela Lugosi’s Dead’ by Bauhaus were favourites. It was endlessly fun, totally innocent, make-believe teenage nonsense. We weren’t making anything new, but just the act of getting together with pals and making a racket was amazing.


In the first year at high school my friends and I had no money but still wanted to hear as much music as possible. We did this by organising a thriving tape community whereby we would give each other blank cassette tapes and copies of whatever records we had, usually belonging to our big brothers and sisters. A few of the bolder kids would steal three packs of blank tapes from the newsagent, which they’d then sell at a reduced rates to the others.


A well as Victoria’s record collection, I had a few other windows into the world of music: the weekly music press, (which I was obsessed with), radio and television. Every Wednesday I would religiously buy New Musical Express, Melody Maker and Sounds and devour them. I was fascinated by the characters behind the music. It seemed then that the singers of the bands I loved were even more outrageous than their music. People like Siouxsie Sioux, Robert Smith, Ian McCulloch, Chuck D and Julian Cope never gave dull interviews. Back then, being outrageous was the norm, and barely a week would go by without someone or other threatening or decrying someone else. It was absolutely ridiculous, but I found it mesmerising. I’d study the news sections to see who had a new record coming out or who had left or joined which band. It all seemed endlessly fascinating. So many of the bands were just names on the page unless I heard them on the John Peel radio show or saw them play on a BBC2 TV show which I’d become transfixed by: Snub TV, an amazing programme that would showcase and interview a handful of different independent bands or artists each week. Bands like The Cramps, Fugazi, My Bloody Valentine, The Stone Roses and Dinosaur Jr., many giving pretty enigmatic or just plain weird interviews, as well as performing live or showing promo videos made specifically for the show. It was so good to match faces and sounds to the people I’d been reading about in the music papers. The music was strange and the personalities intriguing. I’d never miss an episode. I vividly recall seeing the deadpan, shades-wearing Spacemen 3 ripping through the one-chord, fuzzed-out, anti-authority anthem ‘Revolution’. It was exactly what I needed.


Well I’m sick


I’m so sick


Of a lot of people


Who try to tell me


What I can and can’t do


With my life


I was a religious listener of John Peel’s show on Radio 1. He would have a different band in session every night and his show was anything but predictable. As well as the indie rock that I was mostly tuning in for, he would play a lot of African music, hip-hop and acid house. I remember being captivated by the song ‘Voodoo Ray’ by A Guy Called Gerald. I was too young to know what a club was, what drugs were, or have any context at all for a record like this, but I adored it all the same. When I think back to this period, I love how wide-eyed I was. Music was such an open book, so exciting. In my mind, all of the people making these records were superstars. The truth was a damn sight less glamorous, but I wasn’t to know that.


There was something about the way the music made me feel that completely captivated me.


I’d quickly got to the point where it took up all of my focus and attention, and I wasn’t looking back. I was fully on board for the journey.







2.



Fascination Street


By this point The Cure were without doubt my favourite band and I was delirious with excitement when I heard their new single was to get its first airing on the radio, an event that I tuned into with feverish anticipation. ‘Lullaby’ sounded different from everything they’d done before, but it had a familiarity to it that was unmistakably them. It was wonderful.


‘Lullaby’ was taken from their new album Disintegration. I read how Robert Smith had decided to go towards the darker style of the earlier records like Faith and Pornography, both of which I adored. I couldn’t wait to hear it.


The album was going to be released on 2 May 1989, the week before my thirteenth birthday, and I had to have it the second it came out. It was the first record I’d ever been aware of before its release. My new-found obsession with the music press only added fuel to the fire of my anticipation as they were running weekly previews and interviews with the band in the run-up to the release. It was clear I wasn’t alone in my fervour.


In the weeks to come I was to find out something else that was to take my level of excitement to another level entirely. Not only were The Cure touring, but the Prayer Tour (as it was called) was coming to Glasgow. I absolutely had to go. My sister had been going to gigs for a while now and, as I knew she’d want to go and see The Cure, I hoped my parents would allow me to tag along with her. My folks’ parenting style could be loosely described as ‘free range’. They were never too strict with my sister or me, and in all honesty, they were too busy to be overly fussing with their kids. I mean, what kind of trouble could we get into living in the middle of nowhere anyway? (Plenty would be the answer, but more of that later.)


Thankfully my parents allowed me to go. They knew how much it meant to me. More importantly than that, Victoria agreed to take me. It was very kind of her. Not a lot of sixteen-year-olds would be so accommodating of their barely thirteen-year-old wee brother.


My parents bought the ticket as part of my upcoming birthday. I’d never been so excited about anything before in my entire life. I was also counting down the days until the release of Disintegration. I remember that in the weeks leading up to it, I had a dream about what it would sound like, its release taking on the role of some kind of magical event. When I woke up I tried to recall what it had sounded like, but like most dreams it disappeared as soon as lucidity took hold. It felt like I’d experienced a clairvoyant event, such was the level of anticipation. I’d listen to their previous album Kiss Me Kiss Me Kiss Me over and over, wondering which direction the band would take. Kiss Me was such an odd album, a record of extremes. Some songs were ludicrously pop, sandwiched between dark, psychedelic wig-outs. The only song I’d heard from Disintegration, ‘Lullaby’, didn’t give much away either.


Hamilton was the town I spent most time in as a teenager. Grey, post-industrial and fifteen miles south of Glasgow, it was where my mum practised as a GP. I’d get the half-hour bus journey there after school and wait for my mum to finish work, before getting a lift home with her. I’d spend hours perusing its small town centre, going from shop to shop and starting all over again, looking through the magazines in John Menzies the newsagent and scrutinising the records in Woolworths, Our Price and the independent shop Impulse. It was in Our Price that I pre-ordered Disintegration.


Finally, the day came. Knowing that after school on 1 May I would be going to pick up Disintegration, I was even more distracted than usual from my lessons. Not that I wasn’t often distracted – I’d gone from being one of the best pupils at my primary school to suddenly being far less interested in schoolwork, preferring instead to have a laugh with my new pals and gabbing non-stop about music. I had already made my choice. If the choice was between education and rock and roll, then education was going to lose.


After a day of fidgetiness, non-attentiveness and staring at clocks, I left school and got on the bus to Hamilton. It was a slow bus anyway, but on this particular day it seemed to stop at every supposed village, some of which comprised of two houses. Clutching my precious ten-pound note, I speed-walked through the precinct to get to Our Price. I was a mess of excitement, but I didn’t want to betray my feelings to the staff of the shop because, in my eyes, they were the coolest people on the planet. I handed over my money and received the LP that I’d had reserved for weeks. Getting it in my hands gave me a feeling of total elation. I had no bloody idea what it sounded like. I raced up to my mum’s surgery where I could examine it more closely and hopefully decipher some secrets as to its musical contents. I remember pulling the inner sleeve out from within the main cover and thinking that there weren’t a lot of lyrics on the album. I’d seen some of my sister’s records with separate lyric books that were pages and pages long and Disintegration had them all printed on one side of the inner sleeve. I now realise there are loads of lyrics but they are in really small print. Alas, those powers of deduction weren’t available to me as a thirteen-year-old boy.


The start of the album was beyond enigmatic. The tinkling of the bells promising so much but barely giving anything away before being washed away by the utter grandeur and weighty sound that is the start of ‘Plainsong’, the music growing and swelling like a storm in the middle of the sea for what felt like an eternity before the vocals arrived. Having read the lyrics several times in the staffroom of my mum’s surgery, I’d already imagined how the line ‘I think it’s dark and it looks like rain, you said’ would be delivered, but I hadn’t imagined it to be how it actually was – seemingly overcome with emotion and delivered with a weary sense of beauty. So poignant, delicate and raw. It was perfect, and what followed was just as astounding. The record wasn’t all reflected in the ambient grandeur of ‘Plainsong’. There were pop highlights like ‘Pictures Of You’ and ‘Lovesong’, which struck a huge chord with my blossoming teenage romanticism. I loved everything about the record and my fondness for it only grew the more I listened to it. The fact that it was my own record, not one of my sister’s or a taped copy, meant so much to me. I pored over every detail of it as I listened intently. On every level it felt like my album.


I was now counting down the days until I got to hear the songs live. In two months I was going to my first live concert. There was a burgeoning group of music fans at our school and it wasn’t just my sister and me who were anticipating The Cure coming to Glasgow. Alan McGregor, a gregarious, tall music-obsessive in my sister’s year who went by an abbreviated version of his surname, ‘Mog’, was similarly excited. He’d organised a minibus going from Strathaven to Glasgow for the New Order concert back in March and had plans to do the same for The Cure. In my year, Craig, who had befriended me because of my Cure T-shirt, was going with his big brother, Mark. Coming too was my sister’s friend Nicola, a gangly ginger girl who also lived on our street. Mog hired the same minibus that he’d used to go to the New Order gig but, as word got out and the numbers swelled, he had to hire a bigger bus. It ended up being a coach, more than four times the size of the original minibus. Along for the ride with Mog was his friend Kevin McCrorie, a year older than Victoria and quite the character. Kevin was a brilliant, permanently flustered chap with an unparalleled obsession with music. Kevin could wax lyrical about records, bands and songs for hours on end.


The gig fell in the middle of the school holidays, my first since going to high school in Strathaven. My holiday so far had been spent listening to Disintegration and skateboarding. I’d received my first real skateboard, a Powell Peralta Lance Mountain, the Christmas before and had taken to the new form of skateboarding, ‘street skating’. It basically entailed hanging around car parks and jumping up and down stairs until police or security guards intervened. I loved it.


Waiting for the gig had only been a few months but it felt like an eternity. Finally, the day of the concert arrived. My dad drove Victoria and me to Strathaven to get the bus to the gig. When we arrived at the bus I couldn’t believe how amazing everyone looked. I didn’t know most of the people and I was blown away by the efforts everyone had gone to. It was the late eighties and goth fashion was at its peak. Hair was either backcombed up, ála Robert Smith, or crimped. Gallons of hairspray and eye-liner must have been used in preparation. Almost everyone was wearing make-up, both boys and girls. God knows what my dad was thinking when he dropped us off at what must have looked like a travelling freak show. The Cure were flagbearers for our counterculture, and as part of that tribe it was our absolute duty to make sure everyone knew about it. And here they were, looking like they were trying out for a high school performance of Interview with the Vampire. Everyone except Mog, that is. He was wearing a Spider-Man mask, presumably in tribute to The Cure song ‘Lullaby’, which mentioned a ‘Spider-Man’. I’m fairly sure it wasn’t the Peter Parker type of Spider-Man being sung about, but there you go. He was also, for some mysterious reason, carrying an acoustic guitar. My hair was back-combed and spiky. Craig’s was too. With his bouffant ginger hair and my black fuzzy mop, we looked for all the world like a Bugsy Malone version of Jim and William Reid from the Mary Chain.


Of all the people on the bus, Craig and I were by far the youngest. Aside from music, our interests were skateboards and video consoles, whereas everyone else had rather more developed leisure pursuits. As the bus departed for the (to us) epic half-hour journey from Strathaven to Glasgow, the mystery unfolded as to why Mog had brought a guitar. As soon as we started moving, the (stringless) guitar’s purpose was revealed. From within the hollow body of the guitar Mog magically procured cans of beer. Before I’d even arrived at my first concert I was being exposed to the murky, alluring world of teenage drinking. Unfortunately for Mog the driver of the bus did not share his enthusiasm and promptly pulled the bus over and made him throw away all the beer. Me and Craig were not ready for this level of drama and were frankly terrified that this was going to somehow stop us from getting to see The Cure. Our fears were, however, thankfully unfounded. The disgruntled driver was presumably more than used to the travails of driving miscreant teens and continued on his journey after swiftly putting a halt to Mog’s nonsense.


Having survived the scare of beer-gate we arrived at the venue. The SEC is a huge conference centre on the banks of the River Clyde in the centre of Glasgow. Essentially a huge steel barn, it isn’t what you would normally think of as the natural home for melancholic rock music. When we entered the venue I was astonished by the sheer number of people, surely in the tens of thousands. I was also incredibly surprised to see rows and rows of seats. I’d expected the gig to be a standing affair like the videos I’d seen of The Cure, like The Cure in Orange video when they played a huge Roman amphitheatre in France. But the synth pop band Pet Shop Boys had played the night before and so the venue was all seated. We went to our seats in time to see the opening band – folk rock outfit Shelleyan Orphan. Such was my excitement about seeing The Cure that their set pretty much passed me by. It’s a hard truth for support bands that capturing the attention of an audience who are there to see a highly anticipated headliner can be nigh on impossible (a lesson I’d be on the other end of many times in later life).


The time between the opening band and The Cure felt like forever. I watched the hubbub of roadies and stage technicians pottering away like doozers from Fraggle Rock with amazed excitement. I’d never been around so many people in my life and hadn’t realised just how many people there might be that, like me, loved The Cure. I’d been absolutely obsessed with Disintegration all summer long and the moment was almost here. I was a bag of nervous joy, all goosebumps and neck hairs on end. Then. Finally. The lights dropped.


I was struck by two sensations at once: the utter thrill of hearing the chiming bells that signified the start of ‘Plainsong’, the album opener, and also a curious frenzy that seemed to be going on all around me. It would seem that Cure fans are a different breed to Pet Shop Boys fans as no one seemed remotely happy about sitting in their allocated seating, or sitting down at all for that matter. Someone had the smart idea of ripping out the chair they were sitting on and rushing towards the stage. This spread like a virus and in no time at all no one was sitting down. The chairs had been wrecked and the gig had instantly become way more akin to what I’d imagined a rock concert to be: messy, full of joy and ever so slightly dangerous.


As the band emerged the stage became an absolute carnival of lights, like nothing I’d ever seen before. Lasers and dry ice filled the stage, all built atop industrial structures that looked like something from a sci-fi film. It was wondrous. The sound was no less spectacular. I’d never heard anything so loud in my life, but it wasn’t just volume, there was a clarity to it as well. The band played the intro for what felt like an age before Robert appeared, wandering onto the stage looking simultaneously like the shyest man on earth and someone who was born to be there. The first line – ‘I think it’s dark and it looks like rain, you said’ – cut through the music like a ship through ice. Listening to my favourite music in a hectic throng of thousands of people I truly felt at home.


After ‘Plainsong’ came the second song from Disintegration, ‘Pictures Of You’. Despite being only a few months old it was already apparent that this song was a classic. It was utter perfection. This was also the first song that Robert picked up a guitar for, playing the main melody on his baritone Fender 6. I was completely entranced. After some more songs from Disintegration they played some of the live favourites from Head on the Door. I’d pretty much worn out my VHS of The Cure in Orange so to be in the room while they played it in person was something else. I was in heaven. Throughout the set they played more songs from Disintegration as well as favourites from their early records like ‘A Forest’ and ‘Charlotte Sometimes’. The main set ended with an incendiary performance of ‘Disintegration’, the title track. It was absolutely spellbinding.


As the band disappeared into the dark I was in shock at what I’d just witnessed and heard. From the live recordings and videos I’d seen of The Cure I knew that they played long concerts and numerous encores. At age thirteen I didn’t realise how unusual it was for a band to play such epic sets and I was eager for more. I wasn’t disappointed.


The first song of the encore was ‘Lullaby’, the first single from Disintegration. I thought back to when I first heard it on the radio only a few months earlier but what felt like a lifetime ago. Those few short months had changed everything for me, from backseat music fan to record buyer and concert attendee. After ‘Lullaby’ they played three more singles: ‘Close To Me’ and ‘Let’s Go To Bed’, which I knew inside out from the Standing on a Beach compilation, and then ‘Why Can’t I Be You?’, the weird, funky single from Kiss Me Kiss Me Kiss Me. The place had broken into a dance party before they disappeared again into the dark. I thought that was the end of the gig but I was wrong. The band reappeared for a second time, seemingly even more invigorated. This time they went back to their origins by playing some of their very early singles. Starting with the starkly brutal ‘Three Imaginary Boys’ followed by the perfect pop song ‘Boy’s Don’t Cry’. The final two songs were ‘10:15 Saturday Night’ and their very first single, ‘Killing An Arab’. It was in stark contrast to the epic grandeur of their newest material but worked perfectly as an ending.


I was completely overcome by the end of it. It had exceeded even my fairly lofty expectations. I felt transformed.


I was in a bit of a daze on the bus back to Strathaven. Clutching the ‘Lullaby’ T-shirt I’d bought with my birthday money, I chatted away to Craig and Victoria about how wonderful the gig was, but in all honesty I was in a slight state of shock. The whole experience had been overwhelming. I knew then that it would be the first of many, many experiences like it.


Departing the bus, bedraggled from the night’s events, we managed to find our dad who cheerfully drove us back home.


Back in the warm, isolated haven of our house in the country I excitedly regaled my mum about the evening’s excitement. I was giddy and she humoured me in her uniquely dry yet endearing manner. Afterwards I went to my room, still high with adrenaline, surrounded by my posters and burgeoning collection of music-related paraphernalia, and I listened to The Cure and reminisced about the night that had just passed.


Life would never be the same.







3.



They Came from East Kilbride


When I went back to school in the autumn of 1989, the memory of The Cure gig was still fresh. I had a spring in my step and the world seemed like a blank page, full of opportunities and fun. None of this, however, had anything to do with the upcoming year of education. I’d already relegated learning to the back of my mind, if in my mind at all. School was a distraction from my principal interests: music and skateboarding. The one element of school I did warm to was the social side of learning, in particular my religious education class. Having been brought up in a militantly atheist household, I had no interest in Jesus or Allah, but instead was more interested in creating perpetual nonsense and havoc with the kid sat next to me, a permanently grinning ginger guy by the name of Neale Smith.


Neale and I shared a similar view on authority (fucking hated it) and music (fucking loved it), as well as a burgeoning interest in teenage hedonism. The poor woman teaching the class really did get the short straw having to put up with us. We were a fucking nightmare. We had zero interest, bordering on contempt, for the subject and were eager to outdo each other in terms of idiotic behaviour. As for the actual schoolwork at hand? That was simply another exercise in displaying how little we gave a fuck. One assignment consisted of celebrating the birth of Our Lord and Saviour, Jesus Christ, by designing a Christmas card. Having observed the commercialisation of Christmas as a holiday, I took the opportunity to indulge in some highly sophisticated teenage satire, blending God’s only son with the latest comic and toy craze, thereby creating ‘Teenage Mutant Ninja Jesus’. I artfully drew Mr Christ mid-flying kick, alongside the slogan ‘Hero in a halo’. That predictably went down like an inappropriate joke at a funeral.


Another task we were set was to write an essay about a lesson that we’d learnt. I’m sure the angle was for us to exude about how the Bible taught kindness, or some other worthy piffle. I, however, had other ideas. My angle was inspired by the music of my psychedelic heroes Spacemen 3, particularly songs such as ‘Losing Touch With My Mind’ and the (somewhat tenuously) religiously themed ‘Walking With Jesus’: that you should take as many drugs as possible. This took even more explaining than the Christmas card. They almost chucked me out of school. The only reason I wasn’t expelled was because my mum was the teacher’s doctor. An early introduction to the concept of privilege.


Outside of school, Neale and I became inseparable. We’d make the absolute most of our weekends, staying over at each other’s houses and going on near-religious trips into Glasgow every Saturday. If Neale stayed at mine, we’d stay up till all hours listening to music and endlessly watching movies, mostly trashy eighties video nasties, which we’d rent from the local video shop three at a time. We’d scare ourselves witless watching the likes of Demons, Poltergeist, and the film that made its mark probably more than any other, Hellraiser. Clive Barker’s subversive homage to BDSM made a huge mark on my young mind and led me to his books, which were another level of weird and dark.


I was enthralled by it all. Like music, weird films and literature felt like a portal to another world far removed from my countryside existence. Ghosts and demons coming out of TVs and walls captivated me. I always had a pretty vivid imagination and I’d get myself so scared I was too terrified to go to the toilet on my own. My first venture into thrill-seeking wasn’t to be the last.


When Neale wasn’t staying at my folks’, I would stay at his, always bringing a Pot Noodle for nourishment. This amused Neale’s mum endlessly. She would have fed me, I’m sure, but I didn’t want to be presumptuous. Neale’s parents were lovely people and his dad was a huge music fan. He’d wander in fairly merry from the golf club of an evening and play us Neil Young records, telling us in a very good-natured way that what we were listening to was a load of rubbish. Having a music fan as a dad meant Neale inherited a lot of old stereo equipment, amassing a rather tremendous hand-me-down hi-fi system. I’d hear details on records I knew inside out that I’d never noticed before.


It was on those weekends in Strathaven that we took our first steps – or more accurately leaps – into the world of hedonism. We were the youngest out of all the kids we hung around with, and it seemed at the time that everyone else was already getting pissed at weekends. Our big sisters certainly were (Neale’s was also called Victoria). As well as our older siblings and pals, our cultural role models at that time were The Jesus and Mary Chain and Lou Reed. Not exactly great examples. Drinking was pretty much a national pastime in Scotland, and it’s little wonder that we threw ourselves into it with abandon. In fact, it was almost inevitable.


As well as being extremely young, both Neale and I were (and still are) really small guys. You would think we might realise how little it would take to get us drunk. You would be sadly wrong. Despite each weighing about seven stone, we decided we needed super-strength booze to get us drunk. We’d get our sisters or an older pal to purchase Red Label Thunderbird wine, which is 18 per cent proof and tastes like paint stripper. We’d get a bottle each. Funds for this were procured by being extremely frugal with our lunch money and pocketing enough during the week to have a fiver by Friday to buy the wine. We were both failing maths but at least we could count when it mattered.


Unsurprisingly, the consequences of drinking this vile concoction were almost always disastrous. We had a little crew of like-minded teenage miscreants that we’d hang out with, usually in Strathaven Park. Someone would have a ghetto blaster and play music while we tried our best to drink ourselves into oblivion. The soundtrack of choice for these soirées was usually punk and heavy metal. Sex Pistols, Metallica and Slayer went well with our burgeoning nihilism. Neale and I had more esoteric music tastes, but it was a bit of a hard sell with the others. Being the size of a child, drinking enough to floor a grown adult inevitably led to one of us passing out and needing assistance to make it up the road. Quite often this was in the midst of a bout of projectile vomiting that wouldn’t have looked out of place in The Exorcist. The next trick was to hide this whole mess from Neale’s parents. I suspect they could tell but were just laughing at our sheer stupidity.


Our other weekly ritual was a trip into the big city every Saturday. We’d get the half-hour bus from either mine or Neale’s into Hamilton, then take the half-hour train into Glasgow Central station, which felt like a bit of an adventure in itself.


By this point, both Neale and I looked pretty different from most teenagers our age, which brought its challenges. Scotland was a lot more violent back then than it is now, and it was fairly normal for someone to proudly proclaim they were going to kick your head in for such rational reasons as looking at them the wrong way or being from the wrong town/village/street (delete as applicable). Going out of your way to look different from everyone else was a magnet for the wrong kind of attention. In our get-up, which consisted of a random assortment of ex-army clothes, tie dye and black, we stood out a mile from all the other teens in shell suits and football tops.


Having people want to beat the crap out of you was something we grew to see as absolutely normal. It was fortunate we were young and relatively fit, because we were often chased by Neds (a Scottish term for non-educated delinquents). My skateboarding exploits meant I was fairly used to getting chased, albeit by the police. Neds were way scarier. The police might arrest you and phone your parents, whereas Neds would kick the shit out of you or stab you.


Danger apart, these trips were the highlight of the week. We’d alight at Glasgow Central and our first port of call would be Missing Records on Oswald Street. Missing had a massive second-hand section and buying second-hand was the best way to amass records frugally. We’d scour the shelves looking for bargains by the bands we’d grown to love through mixtapes and albums taped from our big sisters – The Cure, Loop, Fields of the Nephilim and Silverfish to name a few. While perusing and making the occasional purchase we’d also get to know the people who worked in the shop. They were extremely patient and would chat to us about the records we were buying or listening to and make suggestions about other records and bands we might like. The people working in record shops had an encyclopaedic knowledge about music and were more than happy to humour us.


After a few months we’d exhausted the city centre of places that piqued our interest, so we started to get the subway train to the city’s West End to see what it had to offer. Based around Glasgow University, the West End was a hive of activity. On Byres Road alone there were five record shops. We’d get off the train at Hillhead and emerge into what was the most bohemian part of the city at that time. Amid record shops like Lost Chord, Echo and Fopp, Byres Road also had a bookshop – John Smiths – with great vinyl. The guy behind the counter was Stephen, the singer from The Pastels, a legendary Glasgow band, which added to the mystique. Stephen was super friendly and always happy to chat about music. He was also very patient, especially as we rarely bought anything there. When we did it was a bit of an event. The West End had a load of burrow-like arcades off the main street with shops selling all kinds of bric-a-brac and trinkets. Travelling into town became a ritual for us and was so important for meeting like-minded people.


School became mostly about socialising and very little about learning. I’d managed to find all the fellow weirdos there, and we lived for the weekends and all the nonsense and hi-jinx it brought. Things on the gig front had gone a bit cold though. Most of the bands we liked were playing venues with a strict over-eighteen policy and we were nowhere near that age. Compounding the issue, I was five-foot-nothing and had a particularly babyish face.


My sister Victoria provided a solution to my predicament. She pointed out that even though I didn’t look like an adult male by any stretch, I could quite easily pass for an eighteen-year-old girl. By this point I’d abandoned my backcombed fuzzy hair and had grown it pretty long. I was also dying it black, which in retrospect seems slightly odd as my hair is almost black anyway. It was around this time too that I responded to puberty’s onslaught of body hair by shaving my legs and chest. I’m not sure if this was in case bouncers asked to look at my legs, or some kind of personal protest against the approach of adulthood, but I think I knew this was not a normal thing to do and I wanted to be as far away from normal as possible.


Another essential tool in the mission to get into over-eighteen gigs was the legendary fake ID. Neale was (and still is) way more arty and proficient than me so he took it upon himself to procure us such an item. He fashioned IDs based on those issued by the local college in Hamilton, Bell College; the thinking being that fewer people would have seen these than the equivalents from more famous institutions in Glasgow. He photocopied the logo, typed out our names and ‘new’ birthdays, and then had them laminated at a local stationery shop. I’m sure the staff there had a laugh while aiding this act of low-level criminal deception. To our young eyes, the end results were pretty convincing. My ID used my real name, so I’m not sure how that squared with the whole ‘pretend to be a girl’ plan, but you can’t cover everything.


With my fake ID, I was all set. There was one venue that I was determined to visit: the venue so many bands that we adored had played, the place everyone older than us spoke of in hushed, reverent tones – the Barrowland Ballroom. It drove me mad that I hadn’t been able to go. The Buzzcocks, The Fall and Sonic Youth had all played there, and I’d missed them all. Reading the music papers one week I saw a gig that I simply couldn’t miss – The Jesus and Mary Chain. They were one of my favourite bands. I’d even learnt their songs – three-chord ‘Taste Of Cindy’ and one-riff ‘Sidewalking’, which we’d joyously murdered with Pregnant Nun. I had to go.


Incredibly, my parents were totally fine with me going so long as my sister looked after me. I say incredibly, as not only was I fourteen but the venue is in one of the roughest parts of the city. The nearby pubs were notoriously edgy, and during the sixties the ballroom itself was known as the hunting ground of the Glasgow serial killer Bible John. My folks weren’t big worriers though, and their idea of a pop concert was probably a bit more Abba than the Mary Chain. Victoria, having the patience of a saint, had agreed for me to tag along with her and her pals. If the bouncers hadn’t let me in, she would have had to go home too. Leaving me on my own in the East End of Glasgow for four hours wouldn’t have been an option. I’m eternally grateful to her for taking me.


The Mary Chain were an enigma to me. In their leather trousers, leather jackets and shades, they looked like they had come from another planet. The hard truth of the matter was, however, that they came from East Kilbride, twenty miles from where I lived, just a few miles past Strathaven where I went to school. That fact alone, rather than providing some kind of local insight into them and their music, made these impossibly cool rock gods seem even more mythical. How the fuck could this music come from somewhere so bloody normal? East Kilbride is a town known for its abundance of roundabouts and its shopping centre with an ice rink, not as the epicentre of alt rock cool. As I got older I’d realise that the more normal somewhere seems to be, the more eccentric people have to be to put up with it.


The Mary Chain’s music had been a constant for me since my obsession started. Their debut album, Psychocandy, was ever-present on my stereo. Its lyrics were plain weird: ‘How could something crawl within/My rubber holy baked bean tin?’ Despite the songs being pretty much perfect pop, the entire record was swathed with layer upon layer of screeching guitar feedback. To my teenage mind, besieged by a repetitive news diet of imminent nuclear threats and IRA bombings, this was the ideal combination, the music oozing drama and the noise making perfect sense in a world that seemed stranger by the day.


My sister also had a VHS of the band’s videos, and I was infatuated with them. In ‘You Trip Me Up’ they wandered around a Spanish beach dressed head to toe in leather with a guitar planted in the sand like some kind of pirate flag. Other videos, like ‘Kill Surf City’, consisted of cut-ups from sixties B-movies spliced with religious iconography. To me, they epitomised cool. I’d become obsessed with the film Easy Rider and this seemed to mesh with its anti-authoritarian counterculture message.


The ending of Easy Rider, where the hippy heroes are gunned down by rednecks, was huge for us. It solidified our anti-squares worldview. In our minds we were living the battle, fighting against normal society by being weird and refusing to conform.


In the five years since Psychocandy, a lot had changed for the Mary Chain. They’d gone from being the riot-inducing enfants terribles of the burgeoning ‘indie scene’ to being regarded as bystanders. The music press was addicted to hype, and for the Mary Chain this had peaked five years previously. The weekly papers were brutal in their assessment of anyone not considered ‘cool’ and dished out some savage treatment at times. It’d be fair to say that by this point the Mary Chain weren’t particularly hip. In comparison to the classic Psychocandy, their most recent album, Automatic, had met with a fairly lukewarm reception. This meant nothing to me. I loved it. My dedication was only further fuelled when, on holiday to the Isle of Lewis, my grandad’s extremely religious home help lady found my tape of the album and almost had a fit upon reading the lyrics. My parents were nigh on impossible to shock, so I lapped up this rare slice of rock and roll outrage.


To my mind the Mary Chain were the coolest band on the planet and I didn’t care if the music establishment no longer thought the same. When something became too popular I tended to go off it anyway. I enjoyed feeling that the music I liked was special and that me and my friends were privy to some cool underground secret that hardly anyone ‘got’.


As the gig approached, my main focus was on making sure I actually got in. With my trusty fake ID I felt I had the ammunition if the worst happened and the bouncers asked me what age I was. But hopefully it wouldn’t even get to that point. The plan was to not look like a very young boy but instead a young woman. My hair was quite long and tended to cover my face, with just my nose sticking out from the black curtains. Thankfully for me, indie fashion at the time was fairly androgynous, and the clothes I wore (long embroidered shirt, tight jeans and an army surplus jacket) could quite easily have been worn by a girl.


I was all set to try to get into my first ever over-eighteens gig. What was the worst that could happen? Get turned away and see hardly any live music for four years? Actually, that would be really fucking bad …


Finally, the night came. The gig fell on a Thursday, a school night, and I was even more preoccupied than normal. I whiled away the day with my usual mixture of apathy and mischief-making, eager for the bell to ring so I could go home. I needed to get ready for the big night, my first gig at the Barrowlands.


My sister and her best friend Nicola had both been accepted to study at university. Nicola was in Glasgow doing law and Victoria in Dundee studying architecture. As Dundee was a few hours away, my sister had moved out of our family home and now lived in halls of residence. She was coming back specially to go to the gig, making the journey in her car, a spectacularly idiosyncratic vehicle – a green Morris Traveller – which looked like a cross between a military jeep and a garden shed with its wooden panelling at the back.


In my eyes my sister and her pals were the height of bohemian chic, and I was more than content to join their gang, which consisted of Victoria, Nicola, and her friend Jennifer, a glamorous goth with long blonde hair. They took great amusement in getting me dressed up, the aim being to make me look as much like one of them as possible. They stopped short of putting make-up on me, an invitation which I bashfully resisted.


Their gig-going ritual started in Hamilton, where my dad was kind enough to drop us off, picking up a carry-out and drinking it on the half-hour train journey to Glasgow Argyle Street station. This was followed by the ten-minute walk east to the Barrowlands. As an apprentice hedonist and eager to fit in, I was completely on board with the plan, frenzied with excitement not only at the prospect of going to my first over-eighteens gig but also seeing my heroes, the Mary Chain. I wanted to get there early to make sure I got in, but also for the support band, The Telescopes. As well as having an immensely apt name (me being the son of a telescope maker and all), I’d heard them on John Peel and was psyched to see them.


After exiting the train in Glasgow we wandered up the Gallowgate glowing with teenage exuberance and buzzing from our rapidly consumed illicit beverages. I was as much scared as excited. My biggest fear was that the doormen at the gig would take one look at me and send me on my bike. I was only fourteen, and not a particularly old-looking fourteen-year-old at that. Approaching the venue, what stood out was the famous sign. I’d seen it a hundred times when I’d visited the market with my dad but never lit up before. It was like something from a fairground, huge and multi-coloured. A mesmerising, truly magical sight. As we joined the queue I made sure to hide my face behind my dyed black curtain of hair. We got to the front of the queue and I was completely shitting myself … and then we waltzed in without anyone saying a word to us.


Walking up the stairs from the street level, I felt a feeling of elation unlike anything I’d known before; like I’d got away with something and won a prize all at once, like I’d unlocked a level of life itself. After passing through the foyer with its pungent smell of boiled hot dogs and burgers, we quickly bought drinks at the bottom bar. We all had pints of snakebite and blackcurrant (or snakey black as it was called): a lethal half-lager, half-cider combo with a splash of blackcurrant cordial. It tasted like Ribena and got you wrecked if you drank enough of it.


With our quota of teenage goth booze, we made our way up the farther flight of stairs towards the main hall. The walls were all covered in posters for previous and upcoming gigs, though the venue itself still exuded an air of the faded glamour of its previous life as a ballroom. The room itself was majestic, with an arched roof covered in stars. We found ourselves a spot and eagerly waited for the first band. I recognised the music playing over the PA as the sixties psych band The 13th Floor Elevators, whose music I adored. Being somewhat tipsy and feeling extremely at ease with the world, I started singing along with the Elevators song ‘Fire Engine’, a psych rock classic with the timeless refrain, ‘Let me take you to the empty place in my Fire Engine’. Amazing. A pretty girl with brown hair standing next to us asked me what I was singing along to. I told her it was the Elevators and we started chatting. It turned out she knew some of my friends as she went to school in Hamilton. Her name was Adele. We talked for a bit and I said I would see her around Hamilton because I was there a lot waiting for my mum to finish work.
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