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Introduction





‘Journalism is the only job that requires no degrees,
no diplomas and no specialised knowledge of any kind.’


Patrick Campbell





I have been a freelance writer since 26 June 1988, when I was twenty-seven. I had left my last real job the day before, in some relief, having decided that the longer I could avoid having to get another real job, the happier I would be. Some people are suited to office life, with its endless meetings, its stationery cupboards and the huge, never-ending task of trying to destroy your rivals’ careers. But it wasn’t for me. I had been working for a kids’ computer magazine, which was excellent training for a writing life – we had to churn the words out, as though on a production line – but poor for mental and physical health. Never, before or since, have I drunk as much lager as I did in the eighteen months I was there. It was three pints at lunchtime and vats of the stuff in the evening, with a shocking hangover in the morning and a large bottle of Lucozade before I could even hope to function. But although I was banging out words by the tens of thousands every week, I was also earning more in the evenings and at the weekend from my freelance career, so it was time to move on. I have never looked back, until now.


This book has come about for two reasons. One is that, in the intervening years, I have written untold millions of words, and for a long time I wondered whether any of them were any good. A friend of mine, a much more eminent writer than I, told me a while ago that he had started putting together a greatest hits of journalism, only to find that even his best stuff simply wasn’t up to scratch. But he has always dashed off his journalism, proud of his ability to produce a thousand words in less than an hour and earn hundreds of pounds while I was probably staring out of the window, eating biscuits. His books, he says, are the real work, sweated over and forged in the white-hot crucible of his creativity. I am less fluent and have always had to work hard on everything I do. I’m not sure my books are as good as his, but I thought my journalism might be better. Writing and compiling this book seemed a good way of finding out.


The other reason is that non-writers and aspiring writers have often asked me how I got started, how my career has panned out, what it’s like doing what I do. People are intrigued by writers’ lives, even the lives of jobbing craftsmen like me who can’t believe that they have managed to keep going, doing something they love, for as long as they have. We read all the time about the lives of great writers, thinking their magnificent, beautiful thoughts while lying on chaises longues and eating grapes, pausing only to dash off a few words of brilliance before rushing out to address the Royal Society. Whereas I sit in a first-and-second-floor maisonette in north London, far too small for the four of us who live here, pausing occasionally to do the washing-up. I write mainly in the morning, usually in my dressing gown, because I’m too idle and distracted to get dressed. I should probably admit here that I own more dressing gowns than suits, by a score of three to two. (A thick one for winter, a thin one for summer, an intermediate one for autumn and spring.)


So on the face of it, this has been a deeply boring life, in which almost nothing has happened: a bit like most people’s in that respect. Nonetheless, my freelance career has spanned interesting times for writers. The massive expansion of newspapers and magazines in the late 1980s and early 1990s made a freelance career like mine possible, as did the swift improvement of technology. When Mrs Thatcher died in 2013, I spontaneously rejoiced, and contemplated arranging a street party. Having announced something to this effect on social media, I was roundly admonished by a fellow writer, a man so voluble and right wing his wife has since left him and his children cross the road to avoid him. I should be ashamed of myself, he said. Without Mrs Thatcher and her economic reforms, my career would have been impossible. I wasn’t worthy to lick her boots. I should be worshipping at her shrine, yadda yadda yadda. I blocked him and got on with putting up the flags and bunting.


I actually think that my career wouldn’t have been possible without the Apple Macintosh. I am not a bad writer, but I am a practised rewriter. Desktop and laptop computers, on which you can hone your prose until it squeaks, enabled me to make a living. I once tried to write on a typewriter, and I couldn’t do it. Sentences do not form spontaneously in my mind. Not even that one did. Also, writing on a typewriter gave me appalling finger-ache. The muscles in my fingers, if there are any, weren’t strong enough to take such a battering. Old-style journalists must have had fingers that positively bulged.


The golden years of journalism couldn’t last and, of course, they didn’t. In the past few years the internet has dealt a mortal blow to print. It’s much harder now to conduct a successful career as a writer for magazines and newspapers than it used to be. The money isn’t there, and most of the jobs are being done in-house by seventeen-year-old interns who think a semi-colon is a type of rodent. Many writers of my acquaintance have, in the customary euphemism, ‘left the industry’. Some are now teaching journalism, while one or two may have starved to death. I have a regular pub lunch with a couple of writer friends, at which we all complain about money and pretend we are going back home afterwards to do some work, rather than have a nap. I asked them, how many actual full-time writers do you think there are in this country, i.e. people who make a living purely from their words? We were not counting anyone who has a real job, even if it’s an editorial job, anyone who has family money, and anyone who has a rich spouse. This last qualification counted out one of the three of us, but it left the other two. We all thought for a few moments, and the highest number anyone came up with was two thousand. It was just a guess, but I think it’s a high guess. Under a thousand would be more like it. Five hundred might be nearer the mark. Is two hundred too many?


(On further reflection we decided this was no bad thing. The fewer writers there are left, the more work there is for us. Writers aren’t very nice people.)


This book, then, has two functions: to act as a personal memoir of an intriguing era, and to see whether much of my old stuff bears up. In the interest of fairness, I have put in several pieces that I know aren’t much good. I suppose we need to show growth or improvement, partly because all writers are creatures of ego who think, probably wrongly, that the work they did yesterday was the best thing they have ever done. I have written a lot over the years about pop music, and it seems to me that pop musicians are always aware when their best years have been, because those are the songs that everyone wants to hear at live concerts. No wonder they all take drugs and kill themselves. Fancy having had one hit in 1978 and then having to play it every single night for the next fifty years.


Writers don’t usually have to worry about their past. They never read their old work so they have no idea whether they have got worse or better. When people tell them what they think of their work, most of them have a filter system, built into the mighty stone ramparts of their well-defended egos: they hear praise, and listen to it, and own it; and they disregard all hostile criticism, although curiously they often remember the names of anyone who has been horrible to them in print, and vow to do them down eventually. I can still remember the name of the man who gave me my first bad review in 1980. I’ll get him sooner or later, if he and I are still alive.


It is a strange life, and no mistake. We may look normal enough, and occasionally we even behave normally, but normal we are not. Virginia Woolf has a glorious passage in her novel Orlando about a character who is trying to write:




Anyone moderately familiar with the rigours of composition will not need to be told the story in detail; how he wrote and it seemed good; read and it seemed vile; corrected and tore up; cut out; put in; was in ecstasy; in despair; had his good nights and bad mornings; snatched at ideas and lost them; saw his book plain before him and it vanished; acted his people’s parts as he ate; mouthed them as he walked; now cried; now laughed; vacillated between this style and that; now preferred the heroic and pompous; next the plain and simple; now the vales of Tempe; then the fields of Kent or Cornwall; and could not decide whether he was the divinest genius or the greatest fool in the world.





Or both. Possibly at the same time.
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Cheap Suit and Chirpy Demeanour




‘The difference between stupidity and genius is that genius has its limits.’


Albert Einstein





I left university in the summer of 1981 with a double third in maths. How does a mathematician become a writer? With great difficulty, it turns out. I went along to the University Appointments Committee to discuss my career options. A man with an early suggestion of a combover sat behind a desk and gave me the lowdown. I could be an actuary, he said, or a statistician. Or I could become a maths teacher.


I want to be a comedy writer, I said.


A terrible weariness came into the poor man’s eyes. He tried not to sigh, but couldn’t stop himself.


Or I want to go into publishing, I said.


There were no jobs in publishing this year, even for English graduates, he said.


He was right about that. The only one I even applied for was a salesman’s job in Nigeria. I’m quite pleased I didn’t get that.


The only person I knew who did get a job in publishing was my friend Stuart, who was recommended to William Collins & Sons by his tutor. He said it was a bit like applying to MI5.


You could be an actuary, or a statistician, said the man again. Or you could become a maths teacher.


I quite fancy going into the BBC, I said. To produce programmes, I said.


Unfortunately, 1981 was right in the middle of a vast recession, with the worst job prospects for graduates in living memory. A year later, 30 per cent of graduates from my university would still be unemployed. I was one of them. I had moved back down to my mother’s flat in north London, where I could be poor and miserable in relative comfort. In two and a half years, between June 1981 and January 1984, I applied for 154 jobs, most of them graduate traineeships in businesses I had no real interest in at all. Does anyone truly want to be a banker, or work in advertising, or management consultancy? I’m not sure I did but I was willing to give it a go. Unfortunately, I looked terribly young, for genetic reasons beyond my control. At twenty-one and twenty-two I could have passed for a more than averagely mature fourteen-year-old. Even more unfortunately, I was terribly young. University hadn’t matured me despite all its best intentions, and the experience of being a not-very-good mathematician had fatally undermined my confidence. You may have heard of impostor syndrome, which many people, some at the peak of their careers, admit to suffering from. All of them are waiting for someone to tap them on the shoulder and say, ‘You’re no good at this, and we’ve just found you out.’ I have never suffered from this because my failure was real. I was a perfectly good mathematician at school and did passably well in my A levels. But at university I was rumbled.


It took me many years to work this out, but eventually I realised that for all mathematicians south of Stephen Hawking, there’s a glass ceiling that can never be broken, and that’s the limit of your talent. For some people, it might be 2+2=4. For others it’s calculus at O level or GCSE, and for me it was my end-of-first-year exams, paper 3, mechanics. Couldn’t do it. Hadn’t a clue about any of it. Wrote my name at the top of the paper and a couple of beginnings of answers and left the exam after an hour. Got six marks out of a possible two hundred. For anyone else to get a double third (third in first-year exams, third in final-year exams) would have been abject humiliation. For me it was a heroic triumph against the odds.


(Only in the past five years have I stopped having dreams in which I’m sitting a maths exam and I haven’t a clue where to start. That’s thirty years plus, more than a life sentence for murder.)


While interviewing me, potential employers could see through my cheap suit and unfeasibly chirpy demeanour to the fearful boy underneath, and decided to look elsewhere for their employees. I couldn’t blame them. I wouldn’t have employed me. In the context of my later career, though, the two and a half years of joblessness were a boon. With nothing much to do other than apply for jobs I wasn’t going to get, I spent most of my time writing, writing, writing. Malcolm Gladwell was right. In order to become really good at something – whatever it is you want to do – you have to spend ten thousand hours practising. I was writing because I felt I had something to say, even if no one was ever going to read it. I actually wrote (and rewrote and rewrote) a complete book-length manuscript, called The Bumper Book of Unemployment, which I think had its moments. It was a comic extravaganza, fuelled by misery, and using all manner of satirical and comedic devices to approach its dismal subject. When it was finally done, I sent it to Stuart, my friend who was working in publishing. He said it showed promise but it wasn’t for them. He’ll go far, I thought. (He did.)


I’d love to read The Bumper Book of Unemployment again, but foolishly I threw it away years ago in a random fit of embarrassment. Foolishly, because all copy can be recycled sooner or later, as this book will prove.


Nonetheless, it did what it needed to, which was to help me find my voice as a writer and give me the confidence to use it. When I finally got a job, with my 155th application, for a PR company in central London, marketing Trivial Pursuit and Care Bears, I was a passable writer, although, as it turned out, a terrible PR man.


(I still have dreams in which I have run out of money and been compelled to take another job with this company, which in real life ceased to exist decades ago. They’re very kind to me, but my continued inability to do the job is a source of pain and embarrassment to us all.)


All the time, I was writing, writing, writing, by myself and also in collaboration with my old friend and writing partner Harry Thompson. I’d known Harry since school and through university; we had written comic magazines and performed diabolically unfunny humorous revues together; and by 1985 he had acquired a wonderful job as a radio producer in BBC light entertainment. So we wrote a sitcom pilot called Lenin of the Rovers, which would star Alexei Sayle as Ricky Lenin, communist overlord of struggling football club Felchester Rovers. It was commissioned, and ran to two series of four episodes each, but the whole production was dogged by bad luck. Cast members kept disappearing into hospital for routine check-ups, and the next you heard, their funeral was on Tuesday. Then the Heysel stadium disaster happened and Radio 4’s over-cautious executives immediately cancelled the second series, which had been recorded but not yet broadcast. The show is said to have attained cult status, which means that no one has ever heard of it, literally no one at all. I thought this minor success foretold a great comedy writing career for the two of us, and envisioned us receiving more Baftas than we could carry. Actually, that did happen to Harry, who went on to be producer of Have I Got News For You and later a best-selling biographer and novelist, before dying ridiculously young at the age of forty-five. We continued to write together for several years, but less and less effectively, with less and less success. I have had a CD of Lenin of the Rovers on the shelf next to my desk for about a decade. One day I might listen to it.


By autumn 1986 the second series of Lenin had been pulled, Harry and I had written and published four very short, silly loo books which, again, no one had noticed, and I was jobless again. Every failure feels like the last failure, before you have to go and work in B&Q. In the nick of time, though, I secured my second real job, as staff writer, and one of an editorial team of four, on a kids’ computer magazine, Your Sinclair. Even for the time, the Sinclair 48K Spectrum was a pretty rudimentary piece of equipment, known to its fans as the electric beermat; but it was the computer most British kids owned, and many games were being written for it. Our magazine was Smash Hits for teenage computer geeks. It was great fun to write and very hard work. At Your Sinclair I learned to write fast on a 512K Apple Macintosh computer, then at the absolute forefront of nerd cool. It was invaluable training, although as previously mentioned, the boozing was excessive. I used to lie on the office floor from time to time with appalling stomach cramps, which should have been a warning. I was probably lucky to get out of there alive.


What are we like at twenty-six? I myself was driven, frightened and oddly incautious. I fell in love with some girl or other almost every day, and I doubt any of them even guessed. And in the evenings and weekends, when by rights I should have been lying in a darkened room to recover from the horrors of the week, I somehow found the energy to try to launch a freelance career, by writing things on spec and sending them off to people who didn’t want to read them. And this was where I had my first stroke of exceptional good luck.


I had been reading the Spectator for some years, mainly because in those days I was quite a small-c conservative sort of boy, and I found its splenetic disapproval of the modern world rather to my taste. I had noticed that, over the course of a year, the magazine had published three pieces about pop music. Each had been by a different writer, and each was terrible. The magazine was obviously looking for someone to do this job on a regular basis, and I thought, why not me? So I wrote three sample columns and sent them in. With the naïveté of youth, and no idea of how the world worked, I thought someone might read them, recognise my talent and give me a column.


At most magazines the unsolicited manuscripts sit in a cardboard box in a corner, before finding their way into a black bin liner and out of the back door. If you are lucky, they send you a rejection slip. I was luckier. The editor’s secretary, Jenny Naipaul, had injured her back and was in hospital in traction, bored to distraction. She offered to read the unsolicited manuscripts to fill the yawning hours. Most were as bad as she had expected, but she read mine and liked them. When she left hospital and returned to work, she rang me up and invited me in to see her new boss, Charles Moore.


In those days the Spectator occupied an elegant Georgian town house in Doughty Street, Bloomsbury, which I believe it owned outright. Its legendary summer parties were held within its rooms and in its modest back garden, where the great and good of London political, literary and journalistic life drank free gin until there was none left, anywhere in the world. Now I was sitting on the sofa in Charles Moore’s office on the first floor at the front of the building, a room full of books, paintings, old furniture and teetering piles of paper, the study of all our dreams. Behind the desk sat Charles himself, barely three years older than me, and wearing the brightest red corduroys I had ever seen. If a pair of trousers can ever be said to be intimidating, these could. I tried not to stare. Charles, meanwhile, was effortlessly courteous and encouraging, and by the end of the meeting I had been commissioned to write something on the tenth anniversary of punk, on which Charles was possibly not an expert. But then I wasn’t either. All I really knew of the subject was that I knew very slightly more than he did.


(Many years later I edited a book for the Spectator and told this story in the introduction. Charles read it and sent me an email. He said he’d never owned a pair of bright red corduroys and couldn’t imagine what I thought I’d seen. I don’t doubt him, but I’m sure he was wearing them. Was my imagination working overtime? Had he had an accident with his real trousers and was wearing the spare pair of bright red corduroys that every sensible office keeps for emergencies? Or had his later eminence, as editor of the Daily Telegraph and biographer of Mrs Thatcher, blanked out all memories of such frivolous vestments?*)


I wrote the punk piece, which went in the magazine, and I looked forward to the offers that would now come my way. National newspapers? Books? Screenplays? In my head I was already composing the text for the lucrative lecture tour that would surely follow before I realised that, actually, nothing had happened at all. I had had a piece in a magazine. The world had glanced at it and turned over to read Jeffrey Bernard.


And then I had my second stroke of good fortune.


Jenny Naipaul had been the editor’s secretary for a number of years, and in the spring of 1987 Charles Moore promoted her to arts editor. One of the first things she did was call me up and offer me a regular monthly column on pop music. I almost bit the phone in half. How many words? What was the fee? What’s the deadline? (The three questions a freelance learns to ask without even thinking.) The fee was abject, but I was well enough brought up not to show my disappointment. And so I began my stint as the Spectator’s pop music critic. There were a few harrumphs of dismay on the letters page. Most Spectator readers were ageing, rubicund men who knew only one thing about pop music, which was that they didn’t like it. It was an appointment of almost surreal absurdity, like being the cricket correspondent of the NME.


Here’s an excerpt from the first column I still have a copy of, dated 17 October 1987. The previous half-dozen have gone missing, presumably because they were even worse than this:




Up to the minute as always, I have just bought my first Walkman, a mere six or seven years after everyone else. Taking it on holiday to the Dordogne, I was disappointed by its lack of flexibility as a means of listening to music. No longer was it possible merely to bung on a record and do something else at the same time. No longer could I ignore the album’s weaker tracks. And worse of all, no longer was it feasible to sing along in the reedy Berkmann tenor, as the tuneless caterwauling thus produced (you can’t hear your own voice) managed to offend everyone within earshot, and sometimes substantially further.


But I suppose we shall have to get used to the things. Cassette sales last year overtook albums for the first time, Walkmans being partially to blame. I myself have one of the latest hi-tech multi-coloured ones with millions of knobs and dials and headphones that extend right into the ear’s inner recesses, presumably so that no one nearby is disturbed. It’s all nonsense, of course. Besides the worrying possibility of the speakers snapping off, which would necessitate major surgery, everyone can still hear every note. Perhaps we should accept that train journeys will forever be rendered intolerable by the toosh-whack-toosh-whack emanating from the glassy-eyed idiot to your right.





Though just twenty-seven, I have already successfully assimilated the pompous, verbose and middle-aged tone of the magazine. Consciously or unconsciously? I don’t know. But whatever was going on inside my head, I was writing about young people’s music as a paid-up young person pretending to be an old person for money. It wasn’t even very much money. And yet everything, my entire career, emanates from this one column. It seems extraordinary now. It seemed extraordinary then.




After my intemperate attack a couple of months ago on the mere notion of seeing the Rolling Stones on their current Hand Over All Your Cash This Minute tour (or whatever it’s called), it was perhaps inevitable that I should end up witnessing their very first date, a fortnight or so ago in downtown Rotterdam . . .


It seems to me odd and not a little sad that, after thirty years, pop music has finally come down to this. By any normal criteria, the Stones are completely past it. It’s years since they produced a record of lasting quality, and even longer since they had anything remotely resembling a new idea. And yet, as well as enjoying the respect generally accorded to the irrevocably clapped out, they remain the world’s most popular live band and, on the basis of this tour at least, easily the richest.


To maximise earnings, though, one does have to play the sort of places that one might never wish to visit personally. Rotterdam, a conglomeration of chemical works conveniently intersected by motorways, makes Birmingham look like Venice, and Feyenoord Stadium is scarcely one of international football’s more glamorous venues. But the Rolling Stones were there, and so were the rest of us, jumping up and down on our plastic moulded seats and spilling Oranjeboom all over each other . . .


As always at outdoor concerts, the sound appeared to have been filtered through a sixty-foot woollen sock, and you needed the Hubble telescope to see the stage. Naturally none of this bothered the Dutch, whose wispy beards vibrated as one to the music . . . All the hits were played, starting, not surprisingly, with ‘Start Me Up’, and moving on even more appropriately with ‘Sad Sad Sad’. The set appeared to be constructed out of yellow corrugated iron, presumably to give it a ‘street’ feel, even if none of the individual band members have actually walked down a street for twenty-five years. Mick Jagger started with a red guitar, but soon changed to a blue one, for no doubt pressing artistic reasons.


9 June 1990
 




If anything powered the column, it was a long-standing irritation with almost all writing about pop music. I had been reading the NME religiously for a dozen years, but I hated its reverence for the pop music canon, which admired old bores like Neil Young and worshipped the Velvet Underground above all else. I also had an inconvenient taste in music. I loved clever, complex acts like 10cc, Steely Dan and XTC. I could see no point in Bruce Springsteen. And I detested the Velvet Underground, although I did have a copy of Lou Reed’s later solo album Transformer, produced by David Bowie and full of good tunes. If you were talking to proper rock critics and admitted to this, they would probably spit on you. So actually the Spectator was rather a good home for me.




In these recessionary times, it’s oddly satisfying to note that even the pop industry, once universally recognised as the last bastion of mindless extravagance, has finally started to address the problem of overmanning. Kraftwerk, for many years made up of four grim Germans pretending to be robots, are now just two grim Germans pretending to be robots. The other two have been fired* and, if the group’s recent videos are anything to go by, replaced by real robots.


But perhaps surprisingly, it’s the Liverpudlian group Orchestral Manoeuvres in the Dark who have set the finest example. Once a thriving four-piece, they have recently become a thriving one-piece, named Andy McCluskey. Not that Mr McCluskey seems keen to publicise this unusual development: on his/their new album Sugar Tax (Virgin) no mention of the group’s personnel (or lack of them) is made at all. Instead he now appears to use the name ‘Orchestral Manoeuvres in the Dark’ as his own personal pseudonym, an arrangement that no doubt boosts record sales, although it may cause the odd problem in restaurants.


13 July 1991





Every summer the Spectator hosts a giant and very boozy party in its offices and back garden. In Doughty Street, where the garden was long and thin and as crowded as a subway train in the Tokyo rush hour, the party was as much a physical challenge as anything. Reaching the end of the garden might take half an hour, and you might find nothing there other than a few cartoonists passed out under a bush. I learned many things from Spectator parties. One is to eat something beforehand. There is no food and there is unlimited drink. One year they were serving stiff gin and tonics to everyone, and when I left I was walking innocently down the street when, without any provocation whatsoever, the pavement suddenly rose up and assaulted me about the head. It was the first and, I’m happy to say, last three-day hangover I have ever suffered. The party always kicks off at 6.30 and these days I invest in either a late pub lunch, or possibly an early dinner, at 4.30.


I have met all sorts of famous people at Spectator parties. A Booker Prize-winner once chatted me up for nearly an hour, I now realise, for it wasn’t until fifteen years later that I discovered he was gay. I spoke to Hilary Mantel a few times when she was the magazine’s film critic, and we used to complain about how badly we were paid. I met Boris Johnson two or three times when he was editor. Then, seven years later, at a Spectator party, I walked up to him and he said ‘Hello, Marcus’, as though we had last talked seven minutes ago, not years. You can’t help but be impressed by this, although his roving eye was legendary. If a reasonable-looking young woman walked in the room, he was off like a velociraptor.




Is it really tough at the top? Furious debate on the subject continues to rage in rock circles following Phil Collins’ savage denunciation of Eric Clapton in last month’s Q magazine. ‘How can he stand up there in a £5,000 suit and play the blues?’ asked Phil, and the world nodded its head sagely and asked, ‘Yes, how can he?’ By charging £22.50 a ticket for a dozen gigs a year at the Albert Hall, that’s how, but of course poor Eric took the question seriously, and in a long and heartfelt interview tried to justify his existence. ‘The point is ₨ that blues is a state of mind, it’s got nothing to do with acquisition. I can have all the money and cars in the world and still be very unhappy.’ Tears welled from my eyes as I read these almost unbearably moving words.


5 March 1994





How did I survive? I have often wondered. With hindsight I think there were two significant factors: I kept my head down; and sheer dumb luck. Several people have since told me that they would have loved to have that column themselves, the implication being that they could have done it better, but they never told the editor of the time that. I survived six editors in the end. One or two of them simply couldn’t care less. One editor cared too much, but he didn’t last long enough to sack me. And then, suddenly, after twenty years or so, you’re a fixture and they don’t want the hassle of getting rid of you. Most editors like a quiet life. By simply doing nothing, they find that nothing has to be done. I can understand that position entirely.




Under the Christmas tree lurks a package with your name on it. It is, you estimate, five and a half inches long, five inches wide and about a third of an inch thick. It rattles when shaken. It is unequivocally a compact disc. But is it a compact disc you would be happy to own? Or is it the new one by Phil Collins?


It’s a familiar tale. This year, as every year, thoughtless relatives are rampaging through record stores looking for something they have heard of, on the curious assumption that, if they have heard of it, you are going to like it. Mr Collins does not release his albums a month before Christmas for nothing. Obviously, no one is going to buy them intentionally, but you’d be amazed how many units you can shift in December by mistake.


14/21 December 1996





Certain themes emerge from the column. Old rock stars are funny, and even when you think you have made every joke possible about Mick Jagger having a face like W. H. Auden’s, another one is always just round the corner. Music itself is devilishly hard to write about, so let’s avoid that if at all possible. Underlying it all, curiously, is a sort of fear, of trying desperately to keep up with musical trends, even though that ship sailed a while ago. For I started writing this column at the precise moment when I started to lose touch with youth culture. I never understood rap or acid house; I didn’t like grunge; Oasis disgusted me viscerally. I was playing catch-up when I started, and yet somehow I hung on for more than twenty-five years.


This may seem like a humblebrag, but it isn’t. I genuinely had little confidence in what I was writing. The excerpts here aren’t bad, but a lot of the rest was terrible. Occasional bold flourishes of style could not compensate for an often terrifying shortage of content. For a long time I suspected that my Spectator column, which had been a huge help at the beginning, actually inhibited my wider journalistic career. Now I’m sure of it. You’re never going to get into the Guardian writing that rubbish.


There were a couple of good ones, though, and this is one of them:




It all started earlier this year, when my friend Chris managed to get four tickets for the first Leonard Cohen concerts at the O2. ‘There’s one for you if you want it,’ he said. Well, obviously I wanted it, but cash was a little short at the time – in fact, not so much short as entirely absent, avoiding me as though I’d said the wrong thing. And I do have an ongoing tinnitus problem, the result of reviewing too many awful Tin Machine gigs for a certain crazed mass-market newspaper in the early 1990s.* Earlier this year I went to a friend’s book launch held in a seedy West End dive where they played chart tunes at ear-splitting volume, and for a week afterwards I thought my head was going to explode. So I said no to Chris, with the greatest reluctance, and slight relief in the knowledge that the £67 I didn’t have, I still didn’t have, rather than having £67 less than that.


But the Leonard Cohen concerts, as everyone will tell you, were life-changing events, not least for Leonard himself, whose money problems outclass my own in every way. A few weeks later Chris rang up again. ‘I’ve got four more tickets for 13 November. There’s one for you if you want it. And it really wasn’t that loud. The sound quality is so good it doesn’t have to be loud. Go on, you’ll regret it if you don’t.’


So, obviously, several months later I find myself on the Thames Clipper, surrounded by slightly worn-looking middle-aged people all buzzing with anticipation, or coffee. Laughing Len attracts a pangenerational audience – young people accompanying aged parents, with the occasional grandparent hobbling along behind, who bought Len’s first album in 1967, or might have slept with him. There’s also a glorious preponderance of attractive young Jewish women milling about but, overall, this is the crumbliest and most bourgeois audience for a gig I have ever seen.


The O2 itself is strangely reminiscent of Stansted Airport. Do you do your shopping before or after you go through security? One of our number had the lid of her bottle of water taken away by a Customer Safety representative, as the bouncers are now called. With its lid, apparently, the bottle could be used as a missile. Not that many of this audience could throw anything more than three feet ₨


The stage, of course, is miles away. The musicians look like Oompa Loompas. Len himself looks gaunt and tiny, with a natty hat. ‘Thank you for climbing these dizzy financial and architectural heights to get to your seats. It’s much appreciated. Thank you.’ This will be the single most courteous gig I have ever attended. And Chris was right: the sound quality is astonishing and the volume is bearable, even for my ruined ears ₨


It seems extraordinary that these shows are only happening because Cohen’s manager ran off with all his money. Was it a blessing in disguise? How must it be to feel all that love? It seems like the natural culmination of a unique career, and we feel honoured to be there to witness it. On the boat back, we say what can’t really be said, that these might be his last concerts, without saying what is even more apparent: that this might have been the last one for a good proportion of the audience too.


6 December 2008





The end, when it came, was a surprise to everyone, including me. I had been editing a book called The Spectator Book of Wit, Humour and Mischief, which essentially involved sitting in Andrew Neil’s office for a year, leafing through old binders. (He preferred the basement dining room, which was less out of the way.) As well as everything else, I read through my own columns and realised that having said something in 1992, I had said it again in 1995, 1999, 2003 and 2008. I was genuinely taken back by how little of my own stuff was good enough to go in the book. Everyone assumed this was modesty on my part, as opposed to shame. I tendered my resignation. In January 2016 my 346th and last column went in, more than twenty-eight years after the first. It was about David Bowie, as so often. Here’s an excerpt from a better one, three years before:




I haven’t heard the David Bowie album yet, but the Amazon order is in and Postie has been alerted as to the importance of the delivery. How often these days do any of us feel so excited about an imminent release? The ten-year gap between Bowie albums might have something to do with it, but the thirty-year gap between decent Bowie albums is probably more relevant. And all this is down to the excellence of the single. Gary Kemp of Spandau Ballet wept the first time he heard ‘Where Are We Now?’, and I was blubbing well into the song’s third or fourth week on Radio 2.


Nostalgia for lost youth isn’t exactly a new theme, but the song’s grandeur and strange fragility seem to speak directly to the slightly melancholy middle-aged male, which is pretty much all of us. Convention would demand that after the second chorus you would get a third, which would edge the song perilously close to anthem territory. But, no, we cut straight to the coda, so after a long, slow build-up and a peak that is over before you know it, the song actually seems to end too quickly. Anyone who sees a parallel with life itself may already have celebrated their fiftieth birthday.


9 March 2013
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