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You could strike sparks anywhere. There was a fantastic universal sense that whatever we were doing was right, that we were winning … We had all the momentum; we were riding the crest of a high and beautiful wave. 

Hunter S. Thompson, Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas
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Introduction



There are people who could spend all day arguing about Britpop: what it was, what it is, who invented it, when it started and ended, which bands are Britpop and which aren’t. These people are journalists. Specifically, music journalists, who possess the pedantic instinct of all journalists to get the facts right, but also, because they write about pop music, have a competing desire to be romantic. To mythologise. To make people and events and songs and whole entire years seem more flamboyant, more life-changing and revolutionary than they actually were. The sort of people who, when ‘Common People’ is played in a bar, instead of dancing, or singing along, sit tight with a pint and physically pull your head closer to their mouth so you can hear them bang on about how they knew Pulp years before and what this song actually means, in case you didn’t know. And – stop struggling – how all those bastards who say they know what was going on have got it wrong, because they were just patronising schmoozers or they weren’t even there. (Full disclosure: I am a music journalist. But I also like to dance.)


The people who don’t argue about it are the fans and the musicians. The fans, if they’re of a certain age, remember a time when they felt like they were flying, when music meant everything to them because they were young and full of yearning and hope, and the songs were made by people who were young and hopeful and yearning too. That perfect era when the full-steam-ahead singers and the angst-driven guitarists and louche bassists and the madmen on the drums seemed like you, but cooler. They were you, distilled and made better-looking. Younger fans, if they’re interested, tap into this without thinking about it. They just love the fantastic songs and, sometimes, how the bands looked at their peak.


The musicians don’t argue about Britpop because they refuse to acknowledge it ever existed. Or at least, they refuse to acknowledge that they were part of it. No musician – no artist, really – ever wants to be lumped into a larger group of other bands whose music they might not like, or who they slagged off when they were drunk, or who they’re a bit touchy about because they earnt more money than they did and played bigger venues. You can’t say the B word around any ’90s musician, because it will make them cross. It’s the past, and artists are interested in what they’re doing now, and believe that it’s better – more interesting, less obvious – than the work they created when they were young. Sometimes they’re right.


And this is all fine. Because we can believe that Britpop existed and we can believe it didn’t, all at the same time.


Because there definitely were a few months in the mid-1990s when UK indie-pop bubbled up from its alternative, outsider origins to bound its way to actual Number Ones and shimmy into front-page mainstream culture. And it was genuinely thrilling, in the move-over-grandad-it’s-our-time-now way of all youth-culture explosions. And there definitely was a time – a final, pre-internet time, music-biz hoorah – when boys in second-hand Crimplene trousers and girls in bovver boots somehow became worshipped rather than sneered at. When U2 had to step aside to let characters as unsettling as Brett Anderson and PJ Harvey and Thom Yorke take centre stage. When offbeat young people, by virtue of their enormous charm, excellent clothes sense, interesting reference points and brilliant tunes actually altered the country’s everyday culture. That all happened.


And so Blur went to Walthamstow dog track to be interviewed and local kids shouted, ‘I bet your mum cut your hair!’ and, ‘You look like my grandad. He has them glasses!’ And Noel and Liam Gallagher argued in an NME interview and the recording of it was turned into a single on Fierce Panda. And Jarvis Cocker appeared on a TV show called Pop Quiz, with Des’ree and Chesney Hawkes, and, after a slow start, went on to bang through the quick-fire-round questions and pull his team to victory.


But that time, at the time, wasn’t called anything. Everyone involved was too busy to give what was going on a name; plus, even then, no one in a band wanted to be pinned down to a collective label with other, rival bands.


And even when the term Britpop began to be bandied about, in late 1994, early 1995, by people other than the musicians – ‘people’ meaning journalists – it felt reductive. Surely what was going on was too diverse, too messy, too competitive, changeable and awkward to be categorised? This was because the scene, such as it was, was full of diverse, messy, competitive, changeable, awkward people, who were still quite young and unsure of how they might fit in or what their talent could mean or where it could take them. Were Underworld Britpop? Was Tricky? Or Garbage?


And what if you were Scottish, Welsh or Irish? You wouldn’t be that happy with such a label. It was only the English (and Northern Irish Protestants) who wanted to be called British. For an awkward English person, calling yourself that meant you could somehow include all the cooler countries of the UK while also distancing yourself from St George’s flag-waving racists. For everyone else, it was embarrassing.


I sometimes wonder if the bands who hate being called Britpop might be more inclined to have that name attached to them if it was, simply, a better word. A lot of punk bands don’t mind being called punks; rave acts will acknowledge that, yes, they’re partial to a rave; many grime artists accept that grime is a genre, even if they’ve moved on from it. But Britpop: nope. But there we were and here we are. Britpop is a word. And, like I said, there are grown men who argue about it. Who used it first?


It wasn’t in Stuart Maconie’s 1993 article about exciting new UK bands in Select magazine, which featured Brett from Suede looking foxy on the cover with a Union Jack behind him. (The flag was added after the photo session.) The cover line reads ‘YANKS GO HOME’, and Maconie’s feature, which was funny and teasing, as well as sincere, argued that, although Nirvana were a great group, the American rock groups that came in Nirvana’s wake were not, and surely it was time for some fantastic new British talent to get a look in. Aside from Maconie’s overriding argument, there were interviews with Suede, Saint Etienne, The Auteurs, Denim and Pulp. (No Blur, because they’d been in the mag the month before.) It was in an article about Blur in The Face in August 1994, by Cliff Jones, where he wrote, ‘If punk was the last English revolt into style, its legacy was a re-empowering of Brit pop.’ And by the start of 1995, John Harris could dot ‘Britpop’ throughout an NME article entitled ‘Modern Life Is … Brilliant!’ and know that every reader understood what he meant. ‘Think about the wonderment oozed by Suede and Oasis and Blur and Elastica,’ he wrote, ‘and allow yourself one smug thought: what a fantastic time to be young.’


Perhaps it was a feeling, then. A sensation of ‘this is our time’. Youth culture waves tend to need a name, whether that’s New Romantic or rave or shoegaze or emo, just so people outside that culture can understand a bit about what’s going on. (Youth culture likes adult adult culture to disapprove of it, and a label helps.) And journalists, especially back then, delighted in creating those names. Before Britpop, there was a different tag for the loose collective of alternative indie bands that gathered at Syndrome, the small shiny indie music club on the south side of Oxford Street every Thursday between 1990 and ’91, where Carl from Cud DJ’d. They were called ‘The Scene That Celebrates Itself’. A bit long.


So if Britpop exists and doesn’t, all at once, what does ‘Britpop’ mean now? Well, it’s a search term. Music retailers like categories, as do bookshops, dating apps and Spotify recommendations. And Britpop signifies UK indie-pop music of the mid-’90s, in the same way as the late 1960s era of The Beatles and The Stones is called the Swingin’ ’60s, or early 2000s London UK hip-hop is usually described as grime, or grime kids. It’s a sales shorthand. An if-you-like-this-why-not-try-these indicator. Are you browsing in the Britpop aisle? Buying a kilo of Elastica? Why not try this sample-size Supergrass?


All good – except that over the years, the label seems to have edited the music and the people that were around at that time. They’ve been flattened out, made boring. The Britpop label has become limited. Now, it appears to mean cheery, plodding, meat-and-potatoes, four-white-guys indie-rock with roots in ’60s pop and ’70s glam. But the music of that time, and the people that made it, were better than that. More interesting. More thrilling. Weirder.


Let’s decide that the years between that April 1993 ‘Yanks Go Home’ Select cover and August 1997, when Oasis released Be Here Now, are the years that we are discussing. In that time, a vast array, a fast affray of very different artists and bands such as Elastica, Manic Street Preachers, The Chemical Brothers, Garbage, Radiohead, Supergrass, Sleeper, Tricky, Underworld, PJ Harvey, The Prodigy – as well as Oasis, Blur, Pulp and Suede (only room for twenty songs on this particular mixtape, sadly) – all blossomed and came to the fore. (Look at that festival line-up! Every one a winner!) All excellent, all very different, all from the UK (well: one-quarter from the UK, with Garbage).


And if we extend out, just a little, from that time, then we can pull in artists and songs that helped create that unusually celebratory mid-’90s atmosphere, or who stretched the upbeat feeling on towards the end of the decade. The musicians that ran with the central Britpop idea of making pop tunes whilst not compromising on invention or identity, that knew what they wanted to do and how they wanted to look while they were doing it, that made odd music, specific to themselves, that somehow ended up winning the hearts of thousands. We want the bangers, the big singalong-ers, and we want the weirdo outsiders who found their voice and their moment, who stepped centre-stage and showed us all who they were; and, thus, who we were.


That’s what Uncommon People is about. Just how excellent, how wide and deep and tall the music was. How exceptional the musicians were, and are, who made those songs. And if we concentrate on the songs of these bands at that time, we can show how important they were, plug into the small – yet suddenly big – lives of the people who made those songs and the mad exhilaration of what it was like to hear them, fresh, for the first time. You might not like all of the bands in this book. But you’ll love the mixtape.


In the mid-’90s, I was writing for Select and The Face. Select was a monthly music magazine that combined the NME’s in-depth indie music knowledge with Smash Hits’ cheeky attitude and ace posters, and it’s what I think of, when I think of Britpop. It’s what I’m channelling for this book. At Select our music adoration was expansive: we loved The Prodigy as much as we loved Suede, Stereolab as much as the Peej or Blur or Underworld. We loved any band with their own unique idea – their own daft manifesto – as well as their own particular sound and way of dressing; and we loved the fun of pop, the joy of mouthy popstars and up-and-at-you tunes. No time for tedious worthiness, for hey-man-we-make-music-for-ourselves-and-if-anyone-else-likes-it-it’s-a-bonus rock. No dullards allowed. In Select, or in this book.


I was the same age as most of the bands that were coming up, and I was sent to hang out with them in pubs or travel around with them for a few days on tour. This was easy, really, as most of the musicians were out at the places I was, or knew the same people, so I could sort of fit in. And if we didn’t know each other, we could understand each other anyway, because our reference points were the same. Top of the Pops. Quadrophenia. Mike Leigh. Get Carter. The Great Escape. À Bout de Souffle. 


It’s exciting, if stressful, dropping in and out of a band’s world. Weird, if you’ve met them before they’d hit it big, when they were playing smaller venues to a handful of people and falling off the speaker stack because they were drunk before they’d even got on stage. Those little gigs were fine, but they couldn’t prepare you, really, for when things got crazy.


You can tell when a band is hitting the big time because to arrive as an interviewer is like you’re hopping on to a speeding train. Someone opens the door for a second, you run as fast as you can, and jump in. And then you can only bear it for a couple of days. The energy at the gigs is like a tornado, yanking everyone into the air, smashing them down, throwing them around, and that energy stays, doesn’t quite disperse, when the band drinks afterwards at the hotel bar, with all the new friends that arrive when you’re the most exciting thing to happen to a town. There’s a wildness, an edgy feeling. Things get messy.


And so protectors become necessary. The people who keep journalists away. It could be hard, sometimes, to get anyone in the band to talk to you at all, even if they’d agreed to, even if they liked you. The press officer would plead. The tour manager would negotiate. And you’d get forty-five minutes in a portacabin with the singer in those tense, limbic moments between soundcheck and the actual gig. Or half an hour the morning after, when everyone was still smashed.


And then, you left the tour, hopped off that train, to return home to sit in your room and transcribe your burbled drunken interview, to try and make sense of what you’ve just witnessed, encapsulate the madness into 3,000 words. The bands continued on, to play gigs, and get hammered and avoid talking to other journalists in Glasgow, in Berlin, in Tokyo. For them, their new success was relentless and unforgiving, as well as exhilarating.


There is no way that anyone who goes through what the bigger bands went through in the ’90s won’t go bananas. Especially the lead singer, the recognisable one. Success is a destruction of everything you thought you were, as well as a validation.


All artists think of themselves as outsiders. Anyone who’s felt ignored because they’re the wrong class, or out of place at a party, or angry at the old people who form the Establishment, and who uses their discomfort to create something to make themselves feel better in this world … those people are never going to feel as though they belong to any recognisable scene or identifiable group. When they’re young, their outsider awkwardness and resentment is what fires them into action. So when people who don’t know them give them attention, assess their work, talk about them, line up to tell them they’re brilliant, it wrecks their very sense of themselves. Finally, you made it! Into the VIP area where you hate everyone you meet.


And to come out the other side, years on, to move into middle age intact (if you’re lucky), with a continuing career, or a different one: that is a special heroism. Because the outsider feeling doesn’t go away. So, of course, you will prickle if your music is called Britpop. But you might also be delighted when you realise that actually, what you created when you were alienated and resentful is now not only accepted, but celebrated. That, actually, lots of people care.


If you’re not in a band, but just reporting on bands, it’s a strange thing to realise that a certain time in your past, with all its drunken embarrassments and money regrets and appalling kick-flare trousers, forms part of a recognised era, or a ‘scene’. That a particular part of your life, which seemed not so different from the times before and after, a time that merged with them, is considered to be more important than your life five years before, or five years later.


(There are upsides, of course, to having been part of a time deemed special. Those appalling trousers? You can put them onto a second-hand clothes website and label them ‘’90s style’ and someone much younger than you will snap them up in a trice. And be delighted to receive them.)


Britpop is like other youth cultures: it was a small, friendly, competitive, alternative music scene packed with talent, and with people who wrote about that talent, and all those elements made it successful. And good music has continued to be made since then, of course. But in the mid-1990s, the UK music ecosystem had a heft and power that it doesn’t have now. The music business was making a lot of money, and musicians got some of that money in record deals, even if they made music deemed awkward or hard to get your ears around. The thriving music press – Select, Q, Smash Hits, NME, Melody Maker, Mixmag, DJ, Jockey Slut, Mojo – got some of that money, too, so us writers and photographers went on properly funded trips with pop stars, and press officers and stylists were paid well. The musicians and the journalists would argue and have a laugh. They were intertwined.


Things aren’t the same today, because there isn’t as much money in the music industry, due to social media, streaming, the death of music magazines and the way that ’90s music almost worked too well. Before the ’90s, music wasn’t really covered seriously in newspapers. Now, papers are often the only place for musicians to be seen.


But still, the UK is good at pop music. The US is good at films, we’re good at pop. It’s our greatest export. We’re the best at creating bands, whether chart-eating O2-headlining monsters or small, offbeat solo artists. Underground music scenes pop up and flourish constantly in our restless, combative, creative, competitive culture. Teenagers and people in their twenties are programmed to chuck over the older generation, to bitch and moan and hang out together and wear odd clothes and take whatever is obsessing their own generation and turn it into three-minute tunes. Only later will some of these teenage scenes be deemed important, and that will be for various reasons. One is because the people who loved those artists get older and become more powerful, and they decide that their youthful high time was the best there ever was, and we all need a few documentaries about it. The other is that a song is used in a film and younger people discover this old scene and find elements that ring true to them, or fashion that feels fresh.


My daughter asked me the other day if I’d ever heard of Blur. Which is sweet and also funny, because she’d found out about them on TikTok, so she’d heard their songs all speeded up, as though played by squeaky cartoon pigs. ‘Parklife’, a cartoon song with a comic-strip video, sounds even more cartoony and comic strip when played at 1.5x speed.


This book is for my daughter, and for anyone who found a ’90s band via social media and wondered who they were. But it’s also for those of us who were there and are old enough to remember, but don’t, not really. My memory is a disgrace. I never kept a diary, because I never thought my life – inner or outer – was worth documenting. And I was always out, and I only wrote if someone I respected and was a bit scared of was shouting at me about deadlines. (This is still the case.) But by working my way through my old work, by reading magazines I wrote for and talking to people who were there, about what they were doing and feeling, I’ve remembered.


So, I hope to give you a flavour of my Britpop, of what that mythical time and place and music was like. The atmosphere that the songs were created in. Some of that was large scale – who was in government at the time. But some of it was small: little ventures that took off. Small record labels, one-person press companies, a couple of friends who decided to form a band and put an advert in Melody Maker to get a bass player. And then they turn up at a grotty cold room and play their instruments and try out lyrics and attempt to create something amazing together. And it doesn’t work for a bit and then, suddenly, it does. A song becomes real. One that changes other people’s lives, as well as their own.


Because the songs are the thing, really. We might like to label them as part of a scene, but the songs always break free. It’s the songs that have lasted, that bring in new fans and fill stadiums with people that weren’t even born when they were released. So why not look at that time through the songs, as well as the clothes, the arguments, the love affairs, the rivalries? Why not find our way around that time in them? Songs cut through lives, stretch the years, compress them, make us cry on the top floor of the bus when everything’s OK really, it’s just life, you know, its desperation, its joy. They’re not only about what’s gone, though they can be a short cut there. They live in the moment, and because they do, they make us young and old, alone and together, back in the past and completely of now, all at the same time.


So let’s make a mixtape, shall we? Don’t forget to dance.










Some Things Are More Important Than Ability



SUEDE


‘The Wild Ones’


Break-ups are what pop music is about. A broken heart gives us the music with a crack in it, the songs that catch you unawares, that soar and fall, that conjure quiet tears while you’re queuing in a shop, that express all the hurt you can’t articulate.


With Suede, unusually, a break-up actually created the band itself. And then another sent it in a different direction.


Before the break-up, though, the love affair. Actually, the love affairs. There are a few to consider. Shall we start with the central one, the flame to the fire? OK, let’s begin with Suede and the press. Not really. We’ll get to that later, along with the intense love affair between Suede and their fans, the one between them and chemical excess, and the one between them and their specific idea of romance. Which was not pop’s usual hearts and flowers, but something wilder, more doomed and passionate, more entwined with the city. A cheap, grimy, frenzied, vulnerable, potent desire.


But we’ll start where you want us to start. With ordinary/extraordinary young love.


Brett Anderson and Justine Frischmann met at UCL in the late ’80s. Brett had a bob haircut and earrings, and Justine wasn’t sure if he was a boy or a girl. Justine wore big clompy boots and old T-shirts which ‘just managed to make her look more elegant and moneyed’, according to Brett. Actually, she was so posh that when Brett and she first had a conversation, and he heard her languid, educated drawl, he thought she had a speech impediment. When she found out his dad was a taxi driver, she said she thought that was romantic.


They were friends, and then boyfriend and girlfriend. Brett was living with Mat Osman, Suede’s eventual bassist, in a multi-tenanted house in Finsbury Park, and then a similar place in North Kensington. Justine had a flat in Kensington, paid for by her dad. They learnt from each other: Brett taught Justine about music (The Fall, The Smiths, Happy Mondays, Felt), she introduced him to art (Ingres, Allen Jones, Walter Gropius). They went to posh tea shops and marvelled at the hair-lacquered ladies; tried out wafty rave club Whirl-Y-Gig; lounged around drinking tea in her flat. She had a futon, an open fire, a Dansette record player, cats.


After a while, Brett, Mat and Justine started playing music together: Neil Young, David Bowie, The Cure and a few of Brett’s own compositions. They called themselves The Perfect. Though they weren’t yet great, by any stretch, they had ambition, taste and looks. Important attributes for any band, and they knew this, though they didn’t yet fully understand their true power. They did know they needed someone else on guitar, so, in October 1989, they put an advert in the NME’s Musicians Wanted. It referenced ‘Smiths, Commotions, Bowie, PSB’. They also put ‘No musos please’ and ‘Some things are more important than ability’. (Ambition, taste, looks.)


And, all of a sudden, a new love affair began. Nineteen-year-old Bernard Butler walked in and shook all three of them up. They were completely wowed by his exceptional talent, but also his understated self-belief. Bernard was technically brilliant, hard-working, confident, with fantastic hair (important) and a sense of a clock ticking (yes, that too). ‘You’d better get on with it, then,’ he said when he first met the others, because Brett and Mat were twenty-two and, he thought, getting too old for what they wanted to do, which was be in a successful band. Bernard kicked everyone out of their cosy fug.


This new love – for Bernard’s guitar playing – utterly changed Suede’s dynamic (the new band name was Brett’s idea, he liked it partly for its graphic potential). Bernard kept coming up with music; so Brett had to find the words. Also, Brett realised that his own guitar talents weren’t anywhere near as good as Bernard’s, so he’d better stop, and, instead, step up and sing. ‘I wasn’t a very good lead guitar player,’ he told me. ‘But I think that singing is a fascinating thing, because to be a good singer, you don’t really have to be able to sing.’ Brett could sing, of course, with drama and onstage abandon, though it took him some time to, as he put it, ‘embrace the violence, madness and the river of feeling’ that he felt he needed to become a real frontman and singer.


Although later it would seem as though Suede arrived as an entirely thought-through concept, a full and whole idea, from passionate songs to untamed live act to ‘big girl’s blouse’ style, in truth, everything about them was hard-won, earnt, worked at. Suede progressed bit-by-bit; they inched towards the beautiful. Brett and Mat met in 1984 at Haywards Heath College when they were seventeen (Brett was in a motorbike and folk-music phase; Mat, politically minded, slightly gothy, asked Brett to join his band, Paint It Black). Justine arrived three years later; Bernard, a year after that; and – after some try-outs for a drummer including Justin Welch, who would join Elastica, and Mike Joyce, who’d been in The Smiths – they recruited Simon Gilbert in June 1991. And still, it took almost two more years.


After Bernard joined, for some time Suede had the ideas, but not the ability to bring them to life. They still looked wrong (a bit floppy, a bit post-Madchester: ‘all the charisma and presence of toilet-roll holders’, remembered Brett). And, in terms of playing: ‘We were terrible,’ Brett told me later. ‘Such bad musicians – apart from Bernard, who was brilliant. We weren’t even able to emulate the hit bands at the time. We couldn’t even sound like My Jealous God, or Northern Uproar.’ They bashed on, performing live when they could (they played to four people; once, at the Amersham Arms in New Cross, they played to one). They made demo tapes. Justine would put on a leather skirt and go and sit in the foyer of record companies, trying to find someone to listen to their cassette.


Gradually, they started to play gigs outside London. On 16 October 1990, Suede supported Blur at the Zap Club in Brighton. It was the day after Blur’s first single, ‘She’s So High’, was released. Damon was rude to them (when Justine said she wanted a Blur poster, he told her to buy one), but was actually very taken with Justine. He got her number, called her up. ‘He announced that I was the one, and we would be married and I had no choice in the matter,’ Justine said. No one had told her that before. A little later, Brett made a casual comment along the lines of, when they finished college, Justine could get a job as an architect and he would stay in the flat, doing the hoovering and making dinner. ‘I had this vision of me working,’ said Justine, and Brett being at home with a pinny on, cooking vegetarian pizza – and I just thought, “I can’t let this happen. This isn’t working.”’ Something was ending for Justine and something else was starting. In February 1991, Justine agreed to go out with Damon. A couple of months later, she and Brett finished.


It was incredibly painful for Brett. But it was necessary. ‘I was very happy, living with Justine,’ he told me. ‘We had a fantastic time together, and young love is amazing. But it’s not conducive to creating interesting, tormented, passionate music. I needed some sort of motor to get myself off my arse and have something to write about.’


After Justine and Brett split (him moving out of her flat, finding somewhere else to live), there were some weird months when they weren’t together, but she was still in the band. That time was, said Brett, ‘really odd, sticky, strange’. She would talk about Blur, which didn’t help, but also, she was asking questions about Suede, wanting them to be different. In the autumn of 1991, Brett kicked her out of the band.


The break-up. Once Justine left, everything changed. Suede had two types of songs: punky, short and clever; and expansive, love-and-poison, London-is-ours epics. With Justine gone, they could ditch the first and lean into Brett’s vision of the dark romance of the city, its seedy underground beauty. The remaining four – Brett, Bernard, Mat, Simon – all locked together. It was ‘like magnets’, Brett told me. ‘It wasn’t the missing piece, it was the removal of the piece. Suddenly we just linked, and all four of us became a little bit telepathic. We didn’t talk about it too much, we just did it. Me and Bernard started writing these songs, and it was, “Oh, this is what we’re doing now.”’


The rest of the band supported Brett through his heartache, in the way that inarticulate young musicians do: by making music together. And Brett, devastated, shocked out of his cosy coupledom, had his ambition sharpened by hurt. Now he had two real reasons to write: broken heart, cold revenge. (Actually, three: rent.) This break-up was the catalyst. Suede became Suede in November 1991.


‘I remember seeing Suede at an early gig at the Forum [then the Town and Country Club] and pissing myself laughing,’ said The Wonder Stuff’s Miles Hunt. ‘He was doing the moves, but it was like Leonard Rossiter on a bad day. I couldn’t see the sex in it at all.’


Suede were now Suede; but there were still more dues to be paid. In 1991, the music press, along with most of the music business, were not looking for an outré, glam, sexually ambiguous pop band, with a singer who had a penchant for posing in beads, his shirt undone to the belly. The Stone Roses had caused a massive splash, but, after ‘Fools Gold’ in 1990, had gone quiet. In the gap they left behind nestled a few Madchester-type bands – Happy Mondays, obviously, but also Inspiral Carpets, Northern Uproar, London’s Flowered Up. From America, there was hip-hop and grunge, though it was more difficult for British music papers to get access to those bands. And, coming up fast, hopping onto the inkie front pages like a pack of friendly puppies, was a selection of cheerful, rowdy, long-haired shorts-wearers from the Midlands. Grebo: as if the roadies were actually the band.


Back then, the weekly music press was obsessed with inventing new music scenes, with putting bands together and finding the link. Between 1988 and 1991 there had been genuinely culture-changing music movements – acid house, rave, Madchester – that had seemed to topple down on top of each other, they’d arrived so fast. And now the inkies wanted more. They were constantly connecting bands that shared a record label, or a haircut, or a drum-beat. And they loved making up new names for these so-called scenes.


Here are a few. Grebo. These were bands mostly from Stourbridge – Pop Will Eat Itself, The Wonder Stuff, Ned’s Atomic Dustbin – who made forgettable jump-up-and-down chum-pop. Closely related was the slightly grungier fraggle: Carter the Unstoppable Sex Machine, Mega City Four and Senseless Things. Somewhere swirling around in there was shoegaze, which really existed (dreamy pop soundscapes made by Ride, Moose, Slowdive). Also The Scene That Celebrates Itself, which didn’t (indie bands that went to get drunk at Syndrome). Running parallel, and mostly ignored by the weeklies, were rave acts like Altern8 and The Prodigy. At one point Suede were deemed part of a ‘new glam’ scene with The Verve, Adorable and Sweet Jesus. As soon as that was mentioned, Suede immediately dropped out of a gig that put those bands together.


Suede were very definitely not part of a scene. They barely knew any other bands, they didn’t hang around Camden, they were based in west London. More trickily, in early 1991, they’d been given a hugely dismissive stinker of a review that ensured that no other journalist really gave them the time of day for several months. They were separate, driven, getting better and better, determined – as new bands always are – to wipe the pop slate clean. They felt, as Brett said, ‘honour-bound’ to rid the pop world of the shorts-wearers.


By August 1991, they had ‘The Drowners’, ‘Moving’, ‘Pantomime Horse’, ‘To the Birds’, all excellent songs that would end up on their eponymous first album. They started booking too-small gigs so that there were always people trying to get in. In December, they played The Underworld in Camden, and Damon and Justine came to watch. Suede were great. Brett’s emotional yowl and his physical abandon; Bernard’s long hair swinging with his hips, his fluid guitar riffs; Mat like Bernard, but taller and keeping time; Simon, never tucked away but seen. Justine, a naturally generous character, was thrilled (‘I was jumping around, going, “That was amazing – they’re going to be the next Smiths”’). Damon was not thrilled at all.


‘The Drowners’: not so much a statement of intent as a statement of being. The Bowie and Smiths influences were clear (Brett’s estuary twang, his conscious posing) but there was something else, too. Brett’s close observations: ‘I wanted to record the world I saw around me. The blue plastic bag caught in the branches of the tree, the clatter and rumble of the escalator, London in all its wonderful shitty detail.’ (Something that ran through a lot of Britpop bands, in the end: the universal revealed through the personal.) The chorus had weight and drama – you’re taking me over – a mix of drugs, sex, love and power. A world away from rave’s democracy, or from dull, straightforward blokery. Arch, passionate, swooning, daring, dramatic, camp.


And now there are more love affairs. Between Suede and the music press, and Suede and their fans. It’s time for other people to fall in love with Suede.


On 25 April 1992, Steve Sutherland, editor of Melody Maker, put Suede on the cover as ‘the best new band in Britain’. They hadn’t even put a record out.


In his article, Steve wrote this: ‘Suede are only the most audacious, androgynous, mysterious, sexy, ironic, absurd, perverse, glamorous, hilarious, honest, cocky, melodramatic, mesmerising band you’re ever likely to fall in love with.’ He asked the band questions that supported his thesis, and they did pretty well with their quotes. ‘The reason that our music is English, twisted and sexual,’ said Bernard, ‘is just because our lives are English, twisted and sexual.’ ‘I believe life can be fascinating, extraordinary and absurd,’ said Mat. And, from Brett: ‘We’re talking about the used condom as opposed to the beautiful bed. At the moment, I feel as though we’re this big striped beast, this lunging sexual animal. We’re the only band on the whole planet that actually matters.’ The Tom Sheehan pictures had the band swathed in fake fur.


Music papers will always turn their favourite bands into living cartoons, outlaw pets; tame them, shape them, present them. Sometimes they make a band sexier than they are; often, they make them more interesting. They take an element (bolshy attitude, working-class background, hard partying, punky guitars) and they turn it into a persona. There were other elements of Suede that could have been highlighted, the awkward alt-musical side rather than the lascivious ’70s glam, but that wasn’t what the music papers wanted. ‘When you first start becoming successful, you’re told what kind of band you are,’ said Brett to me later. ‘And you’re like, really? Are we that sort of band? I didn’t know that.’ Though, of course, there’s a kernel of truth in the cartoon. ‘You’re complicit in creating it,’ he said. ‘But there’s also an element which is partly fabricated and out of your control.’


At the weekly music papers, the writers wrote as individuals, and promoted themselves as personalities. This was the opposite of what we did at Select, where we wrote as a magazine, rather than as separate people (no ‘I’s in our copy). The inkie writers argued between each other, took their disagreements onto their pages, and the readers joined in the shouting match. And there was huge rivalry between the papers themselves, an intense dislike, deeply felt, as tribal as that between football-team supporters. Suede’s first cover was as much about Melody Maker trying to steal a march on the NME as it was about Suede, even though Steve truly loved the band.


A month after the Maker cover, the ‘Drowners’ EP was released. It only went to Number 48, but that didn’t matter, really; from then until March 1993, when Suede, their first album, came out, Suede were written about, discussed, celebrated, torn apart. There was so much press about them. Nineteen cover pieces before they released their album. An NME front with the words ‘god-like genius’ underneath; another one with Brett dressed as Sid Vicious. They were everywhere and everyone wanted them. After all the years of being ignored, it felt, said Brett later, like being in a pram that was hurtling downhill.


Because, as well as the press, suddenly, Suede had groups of dedicated young people that followed them around, dressed like them, sang the songs back at them. ‘Wonderful zealots’, Brett called them. The band were still small enough to be close to the fans, and would let some of the regulars into their dressing rooms after the gigs, for wired, sincere, upbeat conversations, excited dissections of music.


There was real hysteria at their gigs. In the summer and autumn months of 1992, they toured the UK – places like Aldershot, Leicester, Southampton, Leeds, every gig a frenzy. At each one, Brett would launch himself into the first few rows of fans and emerge with his shirt in tatters, the fans having ripped it from his skinny torso. (‘A joyous tactile ceremony’ he called it.) He started buying a cheap second-hand blouse wherever they played, just to get it torn from him within the first few songs. ‘It’s not just girls who pack themselves at the front of the stage and try to rip Brett’s clothes off – it’s boys, and it’s nothing to do with homosexuality … it’s everybody, it’s a mania,’ said a fan to the Independent.


Brett’s sexiness was interesting. It wasn’t straightforward – it wasn’t quite straight – and it was definitely dangerous. To the more conventional, his arse-slapping and blouse-wearing was fey and unmanly. But to see it, it was a mad release, a sexual adrenaline, an energy untethered to male or female. Around this time, he gave a quote to Lime Lizard that followed him around for years: ‘I see myself as a bisexual man who’s never had a homosexual experience.’ An amazing quote, though not quite what he meant: he was talking about how he adopted different personas in his songwriting, searching out the non-masculine, the androgynous. Later, he wondered if this part of him was a search for the feminine: his sister moved out when he was fifteen; his mum moved out too, and then died when he was twenty-one. Justine left him when he wasn’t ready for it. ‘I genuinely wasn’t trying to do some sort of titillating, 1970s homage thing,’ he said later. ‘It felt like a search for something I felt was lacking in my life.’


But, anyhow, a girlish boy is catnip to teenage fans, to the kids who don’t fit in. The glamour of discarding dull masculinity, the sense of being too strange or too big for where you’re from, the need for something more than the thin and shabby walls of your small room. Brett showed the fans a way through and out. He had skinny hips, he wasn’t macho, but there was something else, too: an ungentleness, a defiance, an imperiousness. Dripping in the tatty sleaze of the late-night city, cheap thrills with huge ambition. The fans, in eyeliner and charity-shop glamour, absolutely loved it all.


A scene only works if it breaks out of the bubble of the music press. Suede’s scene was already there, in the smaller towns and dank suburbs, where teenagers yearned for something, anything, to help them change. Suede brought them out of the house and into a life they had only imagined.


‘We came from a world of these little subtribes, you know,’ Brett told me, ‘the late ’70s, early ’80s thing of punks and mods and rockers, the playgrounds being divided into groups. I always wanted Suede to be the kind of band that inspired extreme loyalty, and a lot of that is to do with me wanting to find a tribe. Suede was me manufacturing my own tribe.’


And here they were: the wild ones, the beautiful ones, the drowners. Suede’s new tribe. In July 1992, Suede played a gig supporting Blur. When Blur came on, they were drunk and shambolic. Suede were fantastic. They blew them off the stage.


In February 1993, introduced as ‘the already legendary Suede,’ they opened the Brit Awards, and blazed out a filthy high-octane performance of the week-old single ‘Animal Nitrate’ that stunned the in-the-room audience and smashed the band out of the TV screen and into even more teenagers’ hearts. Brett, in black lace blouse open to the waist, started the song by banging his mic several times on his teeny-tiny bum. You could hear the thud of it through the speakers.


In March 1993, Suede went straight to Number One, the fastest-selling LP since Frankie Goes to Hollywood’s Welcome to the Pleasuredome. In April, Select magazine put a picture of Brett on the cover, exposing his tummy and with a Union flag dropped in behind him. This was Select’s way of making a scene. We wanted to put lots of bands we loved in the magazine, but they weren’t big enough to warrant individual features, so we clubbed them all together as a concept. Blur would have been in there, but they’d been written about in the previous month’s edition. So Suede, Pulp, The Auteurs, Denim and Saint Etienne it was. The Britpop cover that never mentioned Britpop.


Suede smashed onto the front pages; they sold lots of records. They had the Britpop ingredients: art and ambition; an outsider attitude; songs that weren’t mainstream but were full of hooks; a look that could get you beaten up; a lead singer who was erudite and controversial as well as a sucker for attention. And, most shockingly, most amazingly: genuine success, without compromise. They were the ones who made the others believe. Somehow, they created a scene that they had nothing to do with.


So now, we’re all in love. But another break-up is coming. Two, in fact. The music papers – itchy, competitive, searching for the next trick – were always going to move on.


But there’s something worse than that looming: the break-up between Bernard and the rest of the band. From October 1993 into early 1994, communication between Bernard and the rest of the band started to fray, then disintegrate. They won the Mercury Prize and went on an American tour soon after. Bernard’s dad had died of cancer three days after the Mercury, but no one seemed to acknowledge this properly; they just delayed starting the tour by a week. Their tourmates were The Cranberries; Bernard took to travelling with them, rather than with Suede. The other three members were partying very hard. Later, Mat said: ‘All that happened in the band’s life, we just kept on going … we just played more and wrote more and we just didn’t know that that wasn’t the way round everything.’


They ended the tour early, and returned to the UK to create Dog Man Star, their second album. It was late 1993. Brett sequestered himself in Highgate, took a lot of cocaine and acid and ecstasy. Bernard created tortuous, epic songs that lasted for eight minutes, twelve minutes, eighteen minutes. He also did an interview with a magazine where he slated Brett, got married without asking any of the band to his wedding, and picked arguments with Simon and the album producer Ed Buller. He wanted to produce the album. He wanted everyone to make music his way. He wanted to leave, really. So he did.


Dog Man Star, which Brett, Mat and Simon finished by themselves, is a tortured, ambitious, swashbuckling, overblown record with more ideas in it than it can control. Bernard had left, and nobody really knew what to do. Unsurprisingly, the interviews around Dog Man Star are strange. There are big gaps in the conversations, the band won’t be photographed together, because then they’d look like a three-piece. Brett is sullenly defiant and grandiose (read: cokey). ‘I completely devote every single minute of my life to my personality and I pour it into music,’ he told David Cavanagh at Select. ‘I’m obsessed about reaching a point of brilliance. You can make a record and be immortal with it … I’ll sacrifice every inch of my personal life just for music.’ Just watch me do it, he seemed to be saying.


The break-up with Bernard threw Suede off-track for a while. It’s a break-up that Brett still puzzles over, still regrets a little, still wonders how he could have acted differently so that Bernard wouldn’t feel he had to leave. Still, we can look into the future and know that Suede will survive, and actually thrive; that, astonishingly, they’ll find Richard Oakes, a seventeen-year-old schoolboy, to replace Bernard in just a matter of weeks, and, a little later, the perfect-for-the-part Neil Codling to play keyboards, and that, in 1996, they will bring out Coming Up, their glam-stomp chart-eating pop triumph. We know that, after that, they’ll stutter and stall, mostly due to Brett’s mad drug-taking slipping into dangerous addiction. And we know that, twenty years after the release of their first album, they’ll return with some of the most affecting and successful records of their career.


In the future, Dog Man Star will be recognised as Suede’s mad masterpiece. Back in 1994, though, Dog Man Star was almost impossible to promote and tour. Suede were bruised and sad; Blur released Parklife around the same time; Pulp were waiting in the wings; the music press were looking elsewhere for their quick kicks.


Still, the fans continued screaming. That love affair didn’t end. And Dog Man Star has ‘The Wild Ones’ on there. ‘The Wild Ones’ swoops, it sweeps. It’s Suede’s greatest single, a huge and gorgeous Scott Walker-esque epic about what could be saved if a loved one didn’t leave. If they changed their mind, if they turned around and came back. If the break-up didn’t happen, and the romance – so doomed, so passionate, so flawed and beautiful – could continue forever.


Implicit in ‘The Wild Ones’ is the knowledge, of course, that the love won’t last. It can’t. It’s too much for the singer and the lover to handle. But, then, that’s the beauty of it. The break-up is what makes the romance perfect.










It Really Could Happen



BLUR


‘Girls and Boys’


When I worked at Smash Hits in the late 1980s, we would drink in the pubs near our Carnaby Street office. And so would everyone at Food Records, the small independent record label then on Golden Square. By everyone at Food Records, I mean Andy Ross (who ran Food with Dave Balfe) and Polly Birkbeck (who was the assistant, which meant she did everything) and whichever bands they were working with, and some they weren’t. We’d drink at the Old Coffee House on Beak Street and the White Horse on Newburgh Street, as well as places that aren’t there any more: a pizzeria, some sort of brasserie. Sometimes we’d go to Syndrome. We’d all go to gigs. Anyway, it was in one of those places, in spring 1990, that us Smash Hitters got to know Food Records’ new signing, a band once called Seymour, renamed as Blur. I recall Andy showing me the list of possible band names. Andy was a journalist, on Sounds, as well as running Food, so he knew how pop writers’ minds worked. The list of potential new names came from thinking up descriptions that a music journo might use of a great band: shimmery, revving. Et voilà! Blur.


Anyhow, we soon discovered that Blur were excellent company; funny, handsome, clever, challenging, usually drunk. There was wry, friendly drummer, Dave Rowntree, who had a nice line in side-quips, and was bonkers and punchy when he was hammered, which was most of the time. But bonkers and punchy in a friendly manner, like: ‘Let’s play a punching game!’ Then: bassist Alex James, also super-friendly and impossibly good-looking, with a fringe to die for, so tall and thin he had to stand in an S-shape. He laughed a bit like Muttley. He took very little seriously. Guitarist Graham Coxon, the best-dressed of the four, was more nervy and sensitive, always crinkling his brow, tugging on his hair like a small boy. He’d actually pout when things seemed to be going wrong, twist his body into strange shapes when he was sitting. And singer Damon Albarn. ‘I don’t own any records,’ he said. ‘Only books.’ Damon had a bowl cut, and a string of beads around his neck, and, in between those, a jut-chinned blank stare, a challenge. It didn’t really bother us, because it wasn’t really aimed at us. It was directed further out, at the world, like, ‘Notice me’, and also like, ‘Yeah, and what?’ He, too, was fun, though more impatient, more easily bored; intense, motivated, bossy, charismatic, a show-off. He liked Bertold Brecht, Herman Hesse, Umberto Eco, classical music. He’d wanted to be an actor, and had gone to East 15 drama school for a little bit. He had opinions, which weren’t always required (he once told me my then boyfriend was too lightweight, meaning not serious enough). He liked an argument. But then, so did we. All journalists do.
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