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Praise for Vivien Goldman and Rebel Musix, Scribe on a Vibe


‘People talk about Brian Eno, Robert Wyatt, Can, Betty Davis, Sex Pistols, George Clinton, Grace Jones all the time – but Vivien Goldman actually spoke to them. Whilst they were making that music we are still talking about. Essential reading: the making of history as it was happening. Vivien was there. And “Launderette” is one of the best singles ever. Read it’


Jarvis Cocker


‘Punk! New Wave! Reggae! Vivien Goldman never fails to get the inside scoop. She is the messenger who reveals the truth about our music and ultimately, ourselves. Viva Vivien!’


Chris Frantz and Tina Weymouth


‘A friend, an ally, a fellow musician and creative who is articulate, 
on point, a trailblazer and a necessary pioneer. Thank you for all 
your words’


Gina Birch


‘For those of us coming of age in the mid 70s, in love with rock ’n’ roll, our brains were lit on fire not only by new radical voices emerging from the fallout of hippie, but the writers turning us on to it all. Like contemporary Patti Smith, Vivien found equal value in writing about music as she did in performing it, completely free from any creepazoid hoary old patriarchal permission. Punk was our great experiment of liberation, our forum of total communitarianism and inclusivity, and Vivien was a light which made manifest the ideals of its truth. She said it loud from the beginning – one love, one music. The power is in the words. Read them and sing out’


Thurston Moore


‘Vivien Goldman has the uncanny ability to shapeshift into differing cultures, to hear the musical world through the prism of an inclusive celebration of song as it unlocks emotion. In these collected works from the seventies and eighties, she reveals the inner world of genre that transcends borders, becomes global, and speaks to us of our common humanity’


Lenny Kaye


‘I am very happy that Island Records helped to start Vivien off on such a positive career in the 1970s, when she briefly worked on Bob Marley and the Wailers’ PR and helped make a difference. Then she became a pioneer in writing about reggae. […] It is great to have a book like this that captures our whole lives, brings things that happened ages ago to life again and connects them with today. It connects all the threads’


Chris Blackwell, Founder, Island Records


‘Vivien Goldman is an indisputable OG of music journalism: she’s been a Zelig-like eyewitness to the emergence of multiple music scenes, from UK punk to Nigerian Afrobeat to US hip-hop, and a writer-as-doula who helped introduce now-iconic artists like Bob Marley and Fela Kuti to the world. Rebel Musix, Scribe on a Vibe is a thrilling display of Goldman’s fearless brilliance, savvy wordplay, insouciant wit and cosmopolitan curiosity. It also underscores her deep, enduring commitment to anti-­racism, anti-fascism and progressive feminism – values that are more essential today than ever’


Jason King, Dean, USC Thornton School of Music


‘Firstly, Vivien Goldman is genius, and no one writes quite like her […] There is something about her being “often the only girl writer”, smart as a whip, her point of view is just different, more personal, intimate, funny and so descriptive. Reading these articles is like watching a great movie, like the scene in Goodfellas where Scorsese’s camera pans down the bar. Vivien notices every detail, nuance and character […] reading her words, you feel like you are in the room with her […] and lucky for us she is able to write it all down’


Janette Beckman, photographer and writer


‘Vivien campaigns with musicians fighting against racism, against mis­ogyny, against social injustice. She celebrates the best of black, white, and Jewish musicians. She was doing it forty years ago. She’s still doing it now. And that ain’t nothing!’


Daniel Rachel, author of Too Much Too Young


‘Revelatory, sensuous and incisive, Rebel Musix, Scribe on a Vibe revels in music and its profound power to shape human hearts and shake down the walls of Babylon. Vivien Goldman is not merely a scribe of the highest order, but a vibe unto herself’


Aram Sinnreich, professor and author of Mashed Up




To all the revelatory artists in this book
who gave me the vibe to be a scribe
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The articles in this book have been written over a span of forty-five years. Our aim is to faithfully replicate the original writing and interviews, and therefore some of the language, ideas and attitudes expressed at the time may now be outdated in a modern context.




Prelude


Any undertaking of this kind – collecting, assessing and making flow five decades worth of one’s music journalism – is bound to be an abseil into the attic of your mind. Some of these pieces I had travelled with from England to my new home in America in the early 1990s, sensing that someday they could come in handy. As I was moving out of the Ladbroke Grove home where I had written most of these stories, I foraged in my actual attic and passed on all my old copies of my tenure as a features editor (barring those I had written myself) to my colleague, Barney Hoskyns, who was then launching the website rocksbackpages.com, featuring those articles as the museum-worthy media they would be, soon enough. A cycle was turning. Without Rock’s Backpages’ digitization, pulling this book together would have been a lot tougher.


To accomplish this book – not everything here is up on Rock’s Backpages! – meant handling those brittle, yellowing pages once again, dusting them off from their box, now on a high shelf in my coat cupboard; a vivid reminder of a time when rock ’n’ roll itself was still only two decades old. Being a music journalist was obviously easier then, as there was far less pop music to be expert about than there is today! And it was a wild frontier business, lawless and exhilarating – like any business in its infancy, like silent movies were in the 1920s when women directors were more common than they are even now.


Often the only girl writer, maybe one of two, I had the unique privilege of shuttling between the Big Three rock weeklies – New Musical Express, the venerable Melody Maker and the scrappy little underdog where I began – Sounds. First, I became features editor at Sounds, and helped it shift more to punk and reggae than its rivals; then, caught up in the sort of politics I describe in these articles, like the one where I infiltrate a National Front gig, I threw myself over the edge of acceptable bourgeois living and turned freelance, as I proudly still remain some four and a half decades on. The rock press gave me a safety net, and I started working for Melody Maker and then for New Musical Express, the last rag standing, online, as I write.


Whether full-time or freelance, my beat was always Rebel Musix (though that last, inclusionary ‘x’, which updates Marley’s title, would not be invented for decades). Musical territories seen as the margins – punk, reggae, Afrobeat and jazz, uninteresting to my colleagues – proved to be my native habitat. Apparently, some people are surprised at the connecting of these genres; but they all share a formidably assertive, progressive energy, lyrically and/or sonically, grounded in that punk essential – a defiant attitude that refuses to be constrained by earthly limitations.


The reach of the music press was extraordinary, though we were not aware of it. Over the years, people have told me about queuing to buy our rags the day they came out, in places as varied as the Lower East Side’s Gem Spa in New York, Paris’s Les Halles, even Roppongi in Tokyo. Yet the information is delivered as if to an audience of intimates. Unlike today’s more grown-up, “professional” journalism, in which every artist has to be introduced and contextualised, my colleagues’ and my pieces of the time fling around band names with the in-crowd confidence of one who knows their significance will be understood; if you were reading this rag, you were either hip to them already, or were damn sure going to find out what was up before next week’s edition hit the stands.


Many of these articles appeared in the few ferocious years from the mid-1970s into the early 1980s (though later years have also snuck in). Back then, punk flared up and burned its scalding flame to scorch our musical earth and clear it for a new crop of music – which turned out to be the more sophisticated strains of post-punk, soon segueing into New Wave, the best-dressed New Romantics and the pretty-boy synth-pop haircut bands that became emblematic of the Thatcher/Reagan era.


At this point, I rather dropped out of music journalism, partly because I began making post-punk music myself; first with experimental new-wavers The Flying Lizards, then with some of the artists featured in these pages, including John Lydon and Keith Levene of Public Image Ltd (PiL), Aswad, Robert Wyatt, The Raincoats and The Slits. Arguably my best-loved of those songs, “Launderette”, can be heard four decades later on HBO’s series The Deuce. (For the curious, my 1980s music is compiled on the LP Resolutionary; and my 2021 developments are on the Youth-produced Next Is Now.)


Thenceforth, the frequency of my “journo” production was tied like the tides to the moon of market forces plus my own creative restlessness. I started to produce and direct music videos and documentaries, write scripts instead of articles – like the Cherchez La Femme musical I co-wrote with an interviewee, August Darnell of Kid Creole and the Coconuts, and the movie script around Jamaican ska/dance innovators Don Drummond and Margarita Mahfood, whose origin story is here, for a film that seems to be going into production as I write.


But who knows? The film business is far harsher than the long-gone rockbiz press that, despite sexism, gave me a great berth in some of popular music’s most exhilarating times. Generally, writing has been my constant companion and hopefully always will be. I would return to the fray when I was burning to write about, say, Pussy Riot or, most recently, the Trinibad artist Rebel Sixx. His 2021 assassination concludes the Marley section, because it echoes loudly with my experi­ences around the attempted killing of Bob Marley in 1976, described here.


Punk and its liberating ideals formed me. Truly I was blessed to come of age with punk, a movement that embraced outsiders and the marginalised – and that even meant women! Previously excluded from roles of significant agency within the music business and only permitted onstage when they fit the patriarchy’s accepted mould, women could at last start to step forward.


For some years now they have called me The Punk Professor. So irritating when people come up with these tags, right? Well, this one is simply, literally true, as I initiated the punk course at NYU’s Clive Davis Institute of Recorded Music in New York. The disciplines I had learnt, not only as a writer but as a documentary and video producer and director, powered me to structure my courses – along with the mind of my mentor in academia, Dr Jason King, my Pygmalion. Having lectured at universities but never taught a full course before, I truly was that punk professor; much like The Clash’s bass player Paul Simonon, who stuck notes on his frets to help him remember their songs, as he was a novice when he hit the stage.


Like a rotation crop, every four years since 2004, I have tried to spread the seeds of these musical movements I write about here – sounds and ideas that have improved my life – to new students, who have become increasingly punk and activist themselves.


In general, what compels me and has endured since my first writings, what has given some meaning to my life and work, is the belief I learnt from mentors chronicled here, like Marley, Ornette and Fela – music, culture is our loving weapon. No matter how creative information is suppressed, as it is currently being, most brutally, in American states like Florida with their book bans of vital classics, ideas expressed in music will find a way to bubble through and permeate concrete walls, as did punk, reggae, Afrobeat and, years later, Pussy Riot.


In this, our world, musix, like the humans who make them, mutate, intertwine and inspire one another, creating new hybrid forms that express their creators’ own reality, as it reverberates with the recordings of others living far away in distance and maybe time, too, whom they may never meet.


So my anthology wound up selectively, personally, telling a story; one that traces the connectivity between musix over time. It is also my hope that I have been able to transmit something of the excitement of the period when punk and UK reggae first blossomed, which turned out to be the crucible of Britain’s comparatively happy multicultural community. The sounds resonated around my Ladbroke Grove neighbourhood, and those illicit late-night shebeens in abandoned houses gave me a social life that I now envy. Our own culture was being transmitted via the Dread Broadcasting Corporation, the first underground reggae station, and thus the big daddy of all the pirates and legal dance stations that followed – some of whose founders have now been ennobled by the same British government that used to chase them down and dismantle their verboten rooftop transmitters. All of this I try to communicate to my students in these very different times, and now to you.


Who knew, when I wrote the bulk of these pieces, that I would wind up teaching about their topics half a century later in prestigious academic institutions? Articles with answers to some of our contemporary debates have been included, for classes of the future! Where possible, when I had the good fortune to follow the arc of an artist journalistically, like Marley, Fela and Ornette, and my sistr’en, The Slits, I have tried to use as many as practical, to chronicle their contribution more fully.


Discovering internal cross-references connecting a few of these pieces across the years made me realise how writing them had touched me. As is my wont, in previous books, like my collaboration with photographer David Corio, The Black Chord, and Revenge of the She-Punks, I have approached them thematically rather than chronologically. Check the dates, but hopefully you will find that these articles build into an arc, from the combativeness of punk to the deep communication required by harmolodic “free jazz”. I hope you enjoy following the trail.


Not only has much changed since most of these pieces were written, the world has undergone extraordinary, violent shifts since I began compiling this volume. To the best of my ability, in my introductions I have tried to reflect this turbulent moment while speaking to readers in a future that may well be quite different, again.


Here, I invoke the spirit of my late father, Max, jazz violinist turned ladies’ garment manufacturer, whose homilies increase in depth the further I am from their delivery. Whether I was seven or seventeen, there I would be, whingeing away, and he would sagely say: “If you have any complaints, put them in the Complaints Book.” Frustratingly, of course, there was none. Having escaped the Nazis across Europe during years of peril, his philosophy, I now realise, was: work with what you got.


So, fierce reader, I have. You do know what to do with any complaints, right?





CHAPTER 1



Pre-Punk: The Sound Before the Storm


The timing of my start in the music press in the mid-1970s meant that I arrived a few months before it all kicked off and thus experienced the sudden emergence of punk, seemingly fully formed. Previously, the dominant bands were the monsters of the 1960s, like Pink Floyd and The Who. One minute it was all about Genesis and which clan tartan Rod Stewart was wearing – and then, the sea change.


Managers/ideologues Malcolm McLaren and Bernie Rhodes and spiky-looking members of The Clash and Sex Pistols, or Elvis Costello, with his eccentric neo-conventional look, would lurk in wait for us rock scribes in the grotty grey waiting room. None of today’s formality or appointment bollocks, as the punk watchword then was to break down the barriers. Hence The Clash famously let fans who hitchhiked to their shows crash on their hotel room floors – and not in a pervy way. The same inclusionary spirit impelled Riot Grrrlz, two decades later, to do a little gig in someone’s house and ask the fans at the end: “Whose pad can I crash in tonight?”


Undoubtedly, the hugest thing for my own development was the advent of women on the scene and the first youth culture stirrings of racial diversification as musicians of my age – first-generation Brits like me – were developing UK reggae and dub. Their reverse cultural colonisation of a generation as reggae became our religion would change my life permanently – I am writing this in Jamaica, from whence came the sounds that so gripped me in the 1970s.


However, despite our Year Zero rejection of what had come before, there were some compatible sounds allowed to stick around – notably counterculture stalwarts hippy, free festival outfits like Hawkwind, of Lemmy fame, and those rampant hets, the Pink Fairies. Generally speaking, though, the watchword of punk was reminiscent of any cultural revolution: kill (metaphorically and musically) the old guard. But there were always some who remained acceptable, even revered, despite the adage: Never Trust a Rock Star.


And here are some of these outliers. Just before punk, Brian Eno was a fascinator with his androgyny, glitter and ostrich feathers. A friend and neighbour, he introduced me to Robert Wyatt, and I was glad when my housemate Geoff Travis of Rough Trade got him recording again, as Wyatt’s approach is oblique, unique and gripping in its subtle quietness. Arguably the most “modern” of all were Can – leaders of the dissonant “krautrock” (the war was not long over and the somewhat racist moniker was taken in good part, at least in this case) – whose free jazz-inspired atonality exploded the bloated excesses of rock ’n’ roll. I include this particular article as before his death, Holger Czukay told me it was his favourite. And certain unique tribal rituals remained, pre-, during and post-punk, being amphetamine-fuelled and hedonistically subversive as punk: the twenty-four-hour underworld of Northern Soul, whose obsessions revived the careers of previously obscure African American soul singers; and free-spirited she-punk foremother Betty Davis, whose PR I was lucky enough to do at Island Records before I became a full-time writer; an education in the public projection of women that I am able to share here, recollected years later.



Brian Eno



In 1999, when I cleared out my attic and gave all my back copies of Sounds to Rock’s Backpages for our digital future, I mysteriously came across an old-fashioned scrapbook with various articles about the early days of Roxy Music painstakingly pasted in by hand. The band would always be special to me, as theirs was the first record I ever bought, while I was still at school – a 45 of ‘Virginia Plain’ on the pink Island label with the palm tree. Seeing them perform on Top of the Pops, with Eno stabbing the exotic synthesiser, dressed like a glam alien, aroused an exciting sense of new possibilities in me. Being able to give Eno something of his past felt like completing a circle: I was about to leave London for New York.


Due to living in the creative hive of Ladbroke Grove – a fact that colours many pieces here – I was able to phone Eno, as he was my neighbour. Delighted to get the scrapbook back, he duly popped round for a cup of tea and some choccie biccies.


Already, he had tackled the classics with the deliriously amateur orchestra, Portsmouth Sinfonia, alongside a flatmate and my future compadres in the experimental group Flying Lizard (yes, I wear another hat as a musician).


Back in the old neighbourhood, Eno was always good at being one of the girls and liked to hang around with my then crew of photographer Kate Simon, soon-to-be-rock star Chrissie Hynde and the duo Snatch, comprising Patti Palladin and his paramour Judy Nylon (she still asserts that she gave him the idea for ambient music, so presumably she did). Loving to discuss ideas, Eno was quick, self-deprecating, funny, far from one of those macho rock ’n’ rollers. He always had intriguing thoughts, which would lead to his future role as global tactician and cultural activist as well as artist.


We meet as his ambient music and label is opening new vistas for music lovers; before his mega pop success with U2 and Fela-influenced collaborations with David Byrne of Talking Heads (who we will meet later in this book). He has completed his landmark work with David Bowie on Low, and … and … and … because when it comes to polymath Brian Eno, there is always another ‘and’. Eno always has more happening in more arenas, from art to activist philosophy, than most of us can imagine.


“Eno: Extra Natty Orations”


First published in Sounds, 5 February 1977


“I was trying to think of some inventions, so I tried to think of what I needed. But I don’t need anything. That’s the difficulty, really.”


Ever heard of mnemonics? It’s a word game, you can have fun with it. Brian Eno likes to play word games. This one’s taken from his 1968 journal:


N nothing


O on


T this


E earth


B betrays


O our


O own


K karakter


S so


Brian rushed into the tranquil golden room overlooking the park, little black notebooks spilling from his hands. He stacked them in a neat rank on the golden carpet in front of me and began to pick over them with the single-minded devotion of a jumble sale addict in quest of the ultimate Fair Isle jumper.


If the mnemonic is right, Eno is the reincarnation of Leonardo da Vinci.


Ten years of journals. His favourites are Challenge or Oldwich notebooks, supple black covers, creamy lined pages; just the right size and shape: correct gradients and lineaments for absorbing the juicy emissions of a mind frothing with invention. Every page covered in tantalising word juxtapositions, perfect miniature diagrams and cartoons, flippant games, some more comprehensible than others. Disciplines collide, clash, overlap. There’s sex and adventure and bravado and games, lots of games.


The Eno Illustrated Annuals.


In 1968 he referred to himself as an art kleptomaniac. Naturally, there’s day-to-day stuff – one page has a list of places to go, people to see – “Richard Williams. Sign on.”


“That was when I’d just moved to London …”


There’s a revealing juxtaposition for ya – Richard Williams was an influential writer who picked up on a new band called Roxy Music; the rest, including Richard’s move to A&R at Island and subsequent departure under less than happy circumstances, being … History.


Brian was signing on that day.


The rest is … His-story.


Flipping through a Little Black Book …


“Here’s something I’ve been looking for for ages. It’s an equation by Richard Moore – a mathematician who works in the anatomy department at Guy’s Hospital. This – earth-shattering theory – I think it’s the most important thing since the theory of relativity as a single observational idea. It’s mathematical proof that many apparently random situations generate not only predictable results, but also precisely predictable results …” The equation not only throws the basic tenets of contemporary physics into disarray, but it also applies rather well to this interview – an interview is a deliciously random situation, at best. This one had precisely predictable results. I had a great time.


Brian Eno says he wouldn’t mind doing a bit of travelling now. He says that for a long time he’s been very keen on just staying home, but now he wouldn’t mind going to Jamaica. Ritva, his girlfriend (Eno always uses the word in a declamatory way, like saying “my colleague”), says they never go out except to go to the Electric Cinema (mind you, if you only go to one place in London, that’s the wisest choice).


They live in a perfect little environment – a sunny flat overlooking a recreation ground in an area of no man’s land in West London, squats on one side, classy boutiques and delicatessens the other, pretty canals not far away.


There’s a darkroom, with Eno’s Patented Invention mounted on a shelf – a glass box, the front divided into nine squares in rows of three. Turn off the light and the squares flicker in a rapid crossfire of different colours. Purple, brown, amber, red, chase each other in a frantic Keystone Kops race in and out of vision, random flashes of rainbows juggle in an anarchic square dance.


The kitchen window overlooks a struggling garden, with a tree bizarrely wrapped in strips of brown sacking on the lower limbs, to keep the cats away. Ivy grows over the windows. Brian and Ritva eat omelettes and shoots with oatcakes, for breakfast.


Brian’s embedded in a book about genes, while Ritva and I leaf through photos in a picture book. A placid scene, only broken by Brian’s occasional grumble when he comes to a bit he can’t understand. “And the book’s two months overdue,” he groans.


“I bet you it finishes at the end of the track. I have great luck with these things.”


Brian’s taping Rico’s great Wareika Dub album while we talk.


“I do like talking, but I don’t like chatting. I don’t like to do anything on that kind of level. I really like to do things where I’m stretched a little bit. The reason I’ve been reticent to do interviews for the past few months is because I’ve found them grounding. I do read books on genetics at breakfast. I didn’t do that to impress you. I read them because I find them incredibly exciting. Often I’ll go and do an interview and it’ll be so abysmally dull, and I think – here I am, at least capable of something intelligent. Why am I being asked what kind of boot polish I use, effectively?”


Might as well clear that one up once and for all – Eno spits on his boots while he polishes. And he still travels by Tube.


“I will Brook no Argument” – crisply teasing mock-pedant tones here – “about the matter. I refuse ever again to talk at what is called ‘people’s level’. I don’t believe in that term.


“It’s just the same with music. There’s always been people saying, ‘You’ve got a potential audience. You could, if you want, make successful records.’ But I don’t believe in that. It’s not arrogance – just a sense of I Want To Do What I Want To Do.”


He’s pacing briskly up and down and up and down the room, passing the dreamy Peter Schmidt painting of a mountain swathed in clouds (the sleeve of Fripp & Eno’s Evening Star album) with cuckoo-­clock regularity.


Turns briskly to me. “I wouldn’t mind making hit singles, by the way. I don’t refuse to communicate with people on that level. What I mean is I refuse to force communication with people on that level – if it doesn’t happen, it doesn’t happen. Too bad. I can’t speak German either, but it’s nothing to fret about.”


Brian’s Great Luck extends further than hitting the end of the track while taping albums. Like Patti Smith, he’s succeeded in transmuting Art into Money; the most learned mediaeval alchemist would tear out every last hair in his grey beard in perplexity trying to pull off that little number.


Those crazy, whacked-out, spangled days when Roxy Music rose glistening on the horizon, disseminating rays of Style, Glamour and Art in a crisp winter light over a beat-up music scene now seem more distant than Fritz Lang’s Metropolis deco/expressionist landscape of dreams.


In those days, Eno was arrogant, a messenger of vice, swooping down on black ostrich wings, central figure in a tableau symbolising the first and finest flourishings of decadence. Eno glittered, kohl-rimmed eyes, silken fall of hair, an angel dallying deliciously, dangerously with the Fall.


Today he’s wearing a velour top from Marks & Spencer, jeans and well-polished monkey boots. His blond hair is cropped and thins daily; his incipient baldness is as much part of his current image as his Roxy-on-the-road exploits were.


After leaving Roxy to the lacklustre leadership of Bryan Ferry, Eno spiralled off into a series of evermore intriguing solo projects. With each successive album, you could feel his capacities flexing, stretching; putting on muscle as the music pared down to minimal grace. Surreal, witty lyrics hint at mind-bending concepts and scenarios. His notebooks demonstrate the familiar intelligence that joys in teasing every frontier, laced with a serious appreciation of the fantastic.


“I’ve got fed up of this thing that runs through the rock business that the audience are a bunch of dumb cunts. I refuse to do it. If they are a bunch of dumb cunts – which they might be, I’m not saying there’s a group of repressed intellectuals out there – if they are, I’m frankly not interested in them. It’s as simple as that.


“Because I also believe there’s an aspiring level in everyone and you can talk to the aspiring level or to the static one. Most people talk to the static one.


“There are always plenty of options for playing safe in the world, but they’re not normally the very interesting ones. And finally, I think they’re not the commercial ones. They are in the short term, I know, but …”


We look at each other and start to laugh.


“I am optimistic, I know! But I have reason to be, because I get along all right. Things go well for me. I’m lucky. Like with that tape—”


Eno leaps to the tape deck, plays back a few seconds and then turns up the volume. I listen, suitably impressed, as the wildly syncopated track fades out and finishes, just before the tape clicks neatly to a close.


A Brief Backtrack:


“Mystique and credibility are such important factors, and critics are always unaware of that factor. It is something an artist can take advantage of, but I’ll tell you where it hurts. People are always generous to first albums. If it isn’t very successful and you make a second album, you’re in no man’s land, because you don’t have the credibility of having been around for a while. You’re really nothing in anybody’s eyes.


“I experienced that with Taking Tiger Mountain (By Strategy) – with the exception of yourself and one or two others, the feeling was – well, he’s done one, why does he want to do another one? Why bother?


“My first album, Here Come the Warm Jets, is my least favourite. It sold best of all. But a lot of people genuinely prefer it; another instance of mystique at work. They heard that under the condition of wanting to like it a lot, and that makes a difference.


“I prefer the third, Another Green World. It’s less aggressive, there’s less adolescent banging about. Although there’s fast numbers on Another Green World, they’re much smoother. ‘St. Elmo’s Fire’ is more like a sledge shooting over snow, that kind of speed.


“I want to make disposable albums. Well, I suppose albums are disposable, but I want to make records to get up with for a couple of weeks – because it has a nice sparkle, a nice shimmer to it, and there’s no pretence that this is – MUSIC.” He announces the word very grandly.


“Just another level, like having nice curtains or nice lights in the room. I’d sell them very cheap in a plain package that says ‘Waking-Up Music’, ‘Breakfast Music’, that kind of thing. They’d be like ordinary records physically, they’d just not come with the aura of art, so one wouldn’t be frightened of having the things for a couple of weeks and then getting rid of them.


“They’d be cheap to make in terms of recording. Discreet Music only cost three pounds to make and it’s my favourite record. I made it sitting there” – pointing to the wall where the stereo, tape deck and Revox squat in an amiably mechanistic row – “in about thirty-five minutes.


“It’s actually false to say that, because it’s the result of three different lines of experimentation, going back to ’66. Like when you get the Japanese painters who grind colours all day, prepare the paper, get their seat set up and move it around, get the brushes organised and so on, and then at the end of the day, just at twilight, go ‘ch-ch-ch!’ – executing a rapid series of karate chops in mid-air.


“It’s like saying that picture took a minute, which it did, but there’s a lot of background of it.”


Lo!


“I guess David Bowie did tune into me, but most people regard that as a rather cynical process. They imagine David going to record shops, seeing what’s going on and saying, well, this looks like a good horse to back. It really isn’t like that, he’s just somebody who isn’t too proud …


“I think he just arrived at the same point of thinking. When you do that you have the choice to pretend it didn’t happen, like painters do. They say, ‘God, I didn’t know he was doing that! Blimey! Well, I did it first’ – all that kind of thing.


“I was embarrassed when I read some of the reviews. It’s embarrassing when you work with somebody and then get credited with what they did. It confirms the old position of keeping to yourself and being defensive about your invention. If you invite somebody in, you run the risk of it looking like they did all the work while you sat there scratching your bum.


“It wasn’t like that – it was a collaboration weighted very much towards David. The influence I had was as much to do with what I’d released on records as what I did there. He was very interested in Another Green World, for example …”


Whatever false assumptions reviewers of Bowie’s Low album made, they’re not surprising. Basically, Low sounds like an Eno album. Fresh and stimulating.


“You know on Another Green World I had two types of tracks – second-side-of-Low type tracks (extended semi-instrumental pieces) and song-type tracks? Well, all I did was shuffle them in with one another so they weren’t so obvious. What David did was a much better solution to the problem: put one type on one side and the other type on the other side. That’s what I should have done, a positive statement: I’m doing two different things – they ought to relate because they both come from me but they’re different.


“I’m much more into a record that’s a homogenous mood for all of its length rather than this jumping up and down thing. Like, Discreet Music is an evening piece and the other side, which I don’t think is very successful, is an early afternoon on a rainy-day piece …”


Eno’s been undergoing strange experiences playing Low to Bowie fans. Their interpretation of David’s sudden transformation from springing, wiry funk to synthesised streams of sound and echo, drifting neo-classical explorations and wild-eyed, wide-eyed extra-terrestrial songbeams is far removed from the careful construction of Low as Eno lived it.


“I know how David made the album fairly well and it had nothing to do with the kind of mystique they’re inventing about it. They see these extraordinary profundities and depths that I know weren’t there – not to say that there weren’t profundities and depths, but they weren’t of the kind of literary nature people assume.” So how would you describe the conceptual shift?


“All the concepts are visible in a sense. What David’s experiencing is what I’m experiencing – a transition away from focal music. The way rock music is traditionally organised is to some extent ranked. You have voice, guitar, rhythm guitar, piano maybe – rhythm guitar and piano are interchangeable – bass and then drums. Then at the bottom you have the bass drum. It’s a kind of hierarchy.


“Partly one of mixing, because normally it was done so that the voice was loudest and the bass was quietest, that was the concept. But that was also the concept of what importance the listener was intended to attach to each of those things. The melodic concept of music was considered very important; being literal and semantic and linear was important.


“It’s very obvious to me why David could make the transition from black music to what he’s doing now, because in black music the focal point stopped being quite so important. The drums and bass started to have much more vocal roles, to become important instruments. It’s demonstrated partly by the fact that they were mixed very loud and also the voices started to have a less significant role, singing rhythm parts and percussion parts. So that hierarchy got suppressed.


“What you create is much more of an enigmatic thing. It’s not obvious to the listener what the focus is, but there’s obviously some kind of interacting going on between all these separate musical events. Reggae’s very obviously the same thing.”


Eno’s wearing a straight groove in the carpet by now. I shouldn’t wonder. His interpretations and explanations are as lucid as an unusually clear lecture (another sideline of his, incidentally).


“Now it strikes me as quite obvious that if you feel the transition and enjoy it, you should then go on to a music that removes focuses completely and say, here’s a whole lot of elements. They float around between each other and sometimes one of them comes into focus, then it disappears, and then … it’s dub music, but it’s also what’s on side two of Low.


“Now the fact is that no numbskull of a critic can actually organise themselves to think in this functional sense of what is happening to the music.”


He shakes his head in despair, then resumes pacing.


“They can see what’s happening to the personality, they can see what’s happening to the clothes, but they’re so bloody thick, sometimes I could drive nails through their heads.


“What is happening is the focus is getting lost. Obviously there are other things happening as well, but that’s a predominant one that both David and I are involved in.”


The phone rings. It’s been doing that with aggravating regularity: Brian takes it off the hook, Ritva puts it back on to make a call, the phone rings again. This time, Brian leaps at it savagely, grabs the receiver and begins to scream a hideous yabbering yowl into the mouthpiece before throwing it at me. Thanks to years of netball, I field the shot expertly and fend off the hapless caller.


A leg whips out and Eno kicks the phone ferociously across the floor.


“That thing. I bloody hate it.”


Aha, but if it didn’t exist, you’d probably have invented it.


“I probably would have, actually.”



Robert Wyatt



Once, while still at school, I had seen the Soft Machine, Robert Wyatt’s jazzy-psychedelia former band, at the Royal Albert Hall Pop Proms and I recall feeling transported by their churning instrumentals, powered by Robert’s thrusting drumming. But his album Rock Bottom, recorded after the accident that put him in a wheelchair, ravished me utterly and still does. The world and home he and Alfie created – and would continue to create in other places – was one of energising colour and constant alertness as they are both serious thinkers; I was honoured when Alfie presented me with one of her original sketches for the cover. Robert’s commitment and integrity make his straightforward, uninflected singing very moving and profound. In any collaboration he adds depth. Robert played on my 45 “Launderette” in 1981. As it was built round the sinuous bass line of Aswad’s bass player, George Oban, I had no clue what he should do. Luckily, Robert did, and his samba-tinged, free-flowing percussion helped make it the favourite it still is (in certain circles!).


“Up from Rock Bottom”


First published in Melody Maker, 15 March 1980


Writing letters to political prisoners, listening to Radio Havana, thinking about music … Robert Wyatt hasn’t been inactive during his five-year absence from the studios. Vivien Goldman finds out why he’s finally decided to record again.


Your lunacy fits neatly with my own.
“Sea Song” by Robert Wyatt


“Don’t be too hard on your old self,” was his advice to me on the phone. I was castigating myself for some idiocy long past. “Try and be friendly to your old self,” he said encouragingly. “After all, even if it seems really stupid to you now, you were doing the best you could at the time.”


This little homily could well have been – sounded as if it was – learnt from life. Robert Wyatt says that it’s only recently he’s begun to miss the things he used to be able to do before his accident seven years ago. Robert fell from a window during a party at Lady June’s flat in a mansion block of flats in Maida Vale.


“I was very drunk,” he remembers. “I didn’t fall out, I climbed out … it seemed the best way to leave the party at the time. Yes, I did a lot of punch and then a bottle of whisky and so on. Which was quite good, because if you’re going to fall out of a window and you’re drunk, it doesn’t hurt quite so much. Soldiers and bullfighters do it all the time … people who are smashed getting smashed.”


The particular window Robert fell from while trying to evade a typical party tangle is sealed up now. I thought that was symbolic, until I found out that all those windows are sealed up now; some painter’s mistake. Perhaps it’s still symbolic.


One other thing that’s stuck: Robert’s relationship with his wife, artist Alfreda Benge [Alfie]. She was at the party and it’s a sticky web of emotions – guilt, loyalty, but above all, a simple bond of friendship – that welds them together as a creative unit.


Oddly enough, during the last five years, in which Robert has been passive/receptive – not making records, at any rate, while absorbing information from all over the place like a deep-sea diver gulps oxygen – Alfie’s own visual output has been declining. Perhaps now that Robert’s broken the five-year silence, Alfie’s paintings will increase, too. As a music/visuals team, they’re matched only by Don and Moki Cherry; like Moki, Alfie’s sleeves for Robert’s two solo albums provide such a deep-pile context for the music that it’s almost impossible to think of one without the other floating into your mind.


Robert’s lyrics tend towards surreal dream worlds. Sometimes they seem surreal simply because they’re so colloquial and direct you’d think nobody would sing those kinds of words in a song. Calling the first album you make after being stuck in a wheelchair for the rest of your life Rock Bottom indicates a surreal/straightforward wit that’s awesomely matched by Alfie’s eye: a cross-section of a seascape, with a little Robert’s top half popping out of the water’s surface, waving a big bunch of balloons in one hand – you can almost see the bright lollipop colours speckle the sky, though it’s a grey-and-white pencil drawing – but beneath the waterline, there’s no matching pair of little Robert legs. Just fronds, or tentacles of passing octopi. Presumably it’s Alfie bending over backwards on that tiny island.


Behind her, more balloons float gaily towards a boat puffing across the horizon. Someone standing on the deck is bound to see the balloons and want to grab one down from the sky, but they might never know that the little man who held them is out there in the water; and even he doesn’t seem to know whether he’s waving or drowning.


Alfie’s illustrations go colour for Robert’s next, Ruth Is Stranger Than Richard. Two curious animals – actually people, heads shrouded in masks of gaudy ritual birds and beasts – examine their reflections in mirrors. Each mirror shows the same red sun, each sun sliced across by a razor-blade cloud. But the bird-man in the Fair Isle jumper sees a solitary gull swooping and diving across the green field in his mirror, while the beast-woman with the beads and hippy print dress gazes impassively into her mirror, at a solitary small woman figure trudging across her green field.


Behind the uncommon pair, a washing line hangs between trees, stringing miscellaneous items of household ware and underwear across a gypsy encampment: a brown cauldron on a tripod goes hubble-bubble by a comfy armchair, a book lying half read on the flat earth beside it. A green gnome’s teapot on a grey tree stump, a deckchair, a little green TV, even an ironing board near the hole in the ground. A blue ladder sticks out of the hole, so that Things can easily climb in and out; there’s even a small green wiggling Thing squirming across Alfie’s wild world, heading in the direction of the bird’s house slung from another tree. Ideal Home in the wilderness, peopled by beasts that can’t see each other, only themselves. What’s worse, only their innermost souls. No breathers for commercials.


This may be a dubious recommendation, but no record makes me cry as much as Rock Bottom. Robert concedes that “it’s one of the only things I’ve done I would listen to myself. It’s one of the only records of mine I’ve got, I think.”


Each track reminds me of Robert’s musical self-description: “Long, doleful, when-will-this-end songs.” Rock Bottom’s full-frontal pain – at least as intense as any Lennon in his Primal Scream period – sears so deeply that it doesn’t seem idle to assume he’s referring at least partly to his accident.


“This sounds so silly – I can’t really remember,” says Robert. “Somebody said, ‘Oh, this is a cry of pain from the accident.’ It doesn’t sound appropriate to me at all to the kind of accident I had. This is taking it too far. You make records instead of saying things. It’s up to anybody who listens to put the lid on it. I reserve the old romantic right of ambiguity in art, nineteenth century though it may sound.”


About Ruth Is Stranger Than Richard, Robert says: “I’m more fond of that, but in the way a mother might be more fond of her Down’s Syndrome child than the one with all its faculties intact. It’s got so much investment of ideas and thought in it that don’t hang together, don’t make a complete record …”


He specifies the “fan worship thrill” of working with now-dead South African trumpeter Mongezi Feza, hearing Mongezi’s rhythms hook into Gary Windo’s horns, “jazz, not jazz-influenced”. Bill McCormick and Laurie Allan were the bass-and-drums-respectively rhythm slice, and Robert was on piano: “I got a vague inkling of how enjoyable it must be to be a pianist in a jazz group.”


Both Rock Bottom and Ruth Is Stranger Than Richard are deleted by Virgin Records, heaven only knows why. There are, apparently, plans to bring out a compilation of the two; why a compilation and not a double album reissue I equally cannot imagine. I certainly wouldn’t fancy wielding the anthologist’s knife over either of these immaculate assemblages.


It only means that I lost faith in this song.
“Signed Curtain” by Robert Wyatt and Matching Mole


Robert Wyatt listens with interest to everyone; he can be almost painfully self-effacing, as if being in a wheelchair had entirely removed the onus of aggression – as in, “look at me, I’m an assertive rock star” – from his shoulders. Robert says: “I’ve always been one to shirk responsibilities if there was the opportunity to, and this meant there was a certain number of things I couldn’t possibly be expected to do any more, which was quite a relief.” He’s not being facetious.


There was Rock Bottom and Ruth Is Stranger – and then the five-year silence. Why?


“I tried to do a couple of singles and suddenly my preoccupations started to go out of synch with my job. I couldn’t relate things I was thinking about to my particular mode of expression. Virgin Records gave me a lot of freedom and opportunity to do what I wanted to do. I’ve never been prolific and I couldn’t keep the momentum going.


“It probably wouldn’t have shown if I’d been in a group. The group momentum keeps the thing going – at any given point, one or two people within the group are the ones with ideas, pushing. The others become interpreters and then someone else takes a turn. It’s much harder to sustain output on your own.


“Having said that, I must have written about 2,000 postcards in the last four years – the most exciting creative project of my life! I wrote them because it’s nicer than writing letters, so the postmen have got pretty pictures to look at and if they really want, they can read it.


“They’re not absolute opposites, being creative and being receptive, but there’s an emphasis on one or the other. And I became more interested in music than in making music. That’s always been my problem – I’ve never enjoyed playing instruments, I’ve always enjoyed listening to records. I’m really a fan of music, so I get involved in listening – and, from that, observing and being interested without being obliged to make it.


“My feeling about music now is … I get in a panic about how much there is to hear and not enough time, so it’s going to get wasted, all that unappreciated beauty. Which is the opposite of ten years ago, when I was thinking: ‘How can I express myself?’


“Going back in the studio – I didn’t do it because I thought that singing about things that mattered to me would make the world a better place. I think Linton Kwesi Johnson was quite right when he said singing about things doesn’t change them. Changing things changes them. Singing is singing. Just as in art, I’m interested in songs by people who have preoccupations I sympathise with, and acknowledging some songs that I like and the ideas and thoughts they represent.”


The result so far is three out of a projected five 45s, possibly to be sold in a set – Robert Wyatt’s Paper Bag, perhaps, a humbler collection than PiL’s 12-inches in metal, but no less cogent.


They’re all cover versions, “because I can’t think of anything to say coherently at the moment,” says Robert, modestly ignoring the fact that his selections are a pretty good statement in themselves.


Each single is a compact two-step of ideas. The Spanish-spoken one, with a Violeta Parra song on one side about the extermination of the native Chilean Indians, asks questions of American imperialism. It says that there are elections coming up, the implication being: what’s the point when most of the indigenous population’s already been exterminated? The flip’s a version of “Guantanamera”, familiar to us all as MOR elevator muzak, here restored to its original, fiery rebel spirit.


Then there’s the Stalin single – one side is a version of “Stalin Wasn’t Stallin’”, originally recorded by an acapella gospel group, The Golden Gate Jubilee Quartet. Robert heard it on Alexis Korner’s Sunday morning radio show. Alexis said that the record was deleted, like the sentiments expressed in it, and sent a cassette to Robert on request.


“It was made, I think, during the war or after it, and it’s a straightforward rally-round, anti-fascist solidarity internationally in a war against Hitler, in which it’s pointed out that the war against Hitler and against fascism in Europe, the turning point and the major victories, were won through amazing sacrifices by the Russians.


“The turning point was the Battle of Stalingrad. And – this is an embarrassing fact for the West – it wasn’t bombing the shit out of Hiroshima, it wasn’t the English and the Americans charging round the desert, it was 20 million dead Russians. And, of course, dead Poles and dead Jews. It’s a jolly little song to celebrate Joe Stalin, who represented the power that changed the direction of the Second World War, so saving the rest of Europe from domination by Hitler …


“I think the underlying exercise I see running through thoughts of Stalin in the West now is to replace the idea of the all-time twentieth-­century monster of Hitler with the all-time twentieth-century monster of Stalin. On account of the fact that at the end of the war he didn’t stop killing people, for example. He seemed to get a bit carried away … to be honest, I don’t want to get heavy. I just thought it was amusing to realise that the song had been done and how impossible it was going to be to find a composer, because he wouldn’t dare say he’d written it anyway, when it comes to royalties.”


Historical interest aside, the record’s a swinging finger-snapper, with four-part Roberts going ooh-ooh in the background and a touch of percussion to spank along the pace. The flip’s a poem by Peter Blackman, father of the Steel ’n’ Skin steel band Blackman, about the fall of Stalingrad.


Robert saw Blackman read at an Art Against Racism and Fascism show. “As that song on the other side points out, England and America were for five extraordinary and unlikely years anti-fascist countries, because they weren’t being the fascists. I didn’t know anything about Peter Blackman and when he read this poem, I was very moved. He’s not young, he belongs to quite another generation, the Thirties Left movement, and he’s stuck to it where others haven’t. He hasn’t made a career out of either being left wing or a poet.”


Blackman is a short, dignified man who carries himself in his casual polo neck like a general in full honours. When he walked into the recording studio, it was the first time he’d had the opportunity to record his work. But he wasn’t in any rush. He was cautious, wanting to know and understand more about Robert’s preoccupations and intentions.


Robert displayed great deference and respect to the older man, who recites with what Robert describes as “unapologetic pride”.


As to where Robert stands, he says: “I’m actually a caring member of the Communist Party, so I’m in a paradoxical position being in the record industry. But I think that things that are serious and things that people enjoy can be the same thing.”


Which leads on to the other recorded single, an initially bizarre coupling of Billie Holiday’s classic, “Strange Fruit” – about seeing the corpse of a black man lynched by the Ku Klux Klan swinging from a tree in the American South – and Chic’s “At Last I Am Free”. As when Robert made a parallel cover hit – The Monkees’ “I’m A Believer” – all the ambiguities and tensions disguised by the original straight pop format stand naked.


“I chose that song because when I first heard it I was a bit pissed and it made me cry. I was interested in that, because though Rodgers and Edwards are acknowledged songwriters, they’re not famous for writing songs that make you cry … I don’t think it necessarily moves me the way it moved them when they were writing it. But anyway, there was a bonus in the fact that it was in my range.”


Which is …?


“Well, I don’t know – I’m still waiting for puberty and my voice to break and all that sort of thing. Then I’ll start covering men’s songs, that men sing. Just technically, I find myself singing along more with women singers.


“Yes, a Billie Holiday song. It’s a bit inappropriate, like asking a Jew to sing from the Koran or something. Cross-cultural references, it’s not my song … I thought it was relevant now, but instead of talking about southern America, we’re talking about South Africa. And I thought, we’re just going to go on doing this – we were doing it before I was born, and it’s going to go on after I die, and there’s nothing I can do about it. But you can’t help noticing.”


While Robert’s fans thrill to the fact that he’s working publicly again, and Robert himself seems to be measurably more cheerful lately (although he’s racked with nerves about each succeeding move), his pleasure’s tinged with other, more ambiguous emotions.


“Going back to work is in some ways a defeat. Because I’ve now come to the conclusion that I can only do what I used to do in the first place. I’d like to think that after the last four or five years I could now see further, do more and so on. But this isn’t the case – I find I’m reduced to this built-in introspection and narcissism of being A Creative Person, and it’s very hard to harness the amazing things I’ve seen or heard. Suddenly all the windows disappear and are replaced by mirrors.


“Everyone believes in something and I used to believe in Art, in truth with beauty. That if it looked good and sounded good and felt right, then that contained the main truth you need to know and intuition would guide you from then on. If it feels good, do it. I don’t see any evidence of that now. I can see that the cruellest and most repressive peoples and societies can sometimes produce the most beautiful and astounding art – in fact, they need to.


“If another analogy is that art is make-up then the more of it you need, the more dubious your real life is. But I do need to at least pretend to believe in something. And religion’s out of the question. I’ve found that talking to people who had political knowledge and experience provided the stimulus that I’d been missing, that I really needed, and I clutched on to that.”


Robert always seems to assume personal guilt and responsibility for the history of Western colonialism, which can be seen from his selection of songs for the singles. He claims that the aesthetic – is it a nice tune? – comes before the moral in his selection process.


“Art to me is everything that isn’t true, if you want to be glib about it. It’s quite useful to actually care about something … but I do come, on my mother’s side, from a long line of Kentish fascists, and on my father’s side I come from a long line of missionaries going out to various parts of the world to intimidate the locals into submission to make it easier for Western European colonial expansion. Although they’d deny it.


“That doesn’t make me kind or like people I wouldn’t otherwise like. I just feel angry that I was born a receiver of stolen goods. My immediate parents were breakaways from family tradition … but no amount of masochistic search for my own evil cultural roots would make me actually want to have a relative like Woodrow Wyatt.”


Paradoxically, many people think one of Robert’s greatest musical contributions is the way he sings: not with a classic Good Voice, just straightforwardly, in a middle-class English accent. This, despite the fact that one of the main reasons he left the Soft Machine is because they didn’t like the way he sang.


Hearing Robert talk about drumming – obviously, he can’t use a full kit any longer, but he’s a sturdy and sensitive percussionist – is one of the few moments that the word “tragedy” pops into your head while you’re talking to him.


“I don’t feel I can get out of myself when I’m singing. And what I remember about playing music was the way, sitting in front of a drum kit, you somehow got out of your mad skin into the outside world – a wonderful feeling of release which I don’t get from singing at all.”


Robert’s everyman vocal technique – I’m just an ordinary bloke, why am I so sad? – he puts down to this: “I go blank when I sing, which I think makes it sound sad. That’s my sincere-sounding technique. Just go blank and try and get the notes right.”


He has evolved some flamboyant but not flashy vocal styles over the years – babbling rushes of overlaid noise, colloquial speech patterns eliding over lines of melody so you sing an up-and-down incantation.


As for the much-celebrated Englishness: “It wasn’t patriotic in any way. I got the idea from listening to other people – Pink Floyd, Kevin Coyne, Noël Coward, George Formby, Stanley Holloway, Vera Lynn – but, apart from George Formby, I didn’t relate to their material. I’d committed myself to syncopated music and I don’t speak a syncopated language.


“It’s just that hearing tapes of me trying to sound like Steve Marriott trying to sound like Wilson Pickett, or Stevie Winwood trying to sound like Ray Charles, or Joe Cocker trying to sound like Ray Charles, made me realise there had to be another way if I was going to get anywhere in this business.”


There’s a classic John Peel session from years ago where he sings a song and changes the words to say how nice it is at the BBC, where they let you play almost as long and as loud as a jazz group or an orchestra on Radio 3, and he continues to sing about the coffee machine in the hall …


“Yes, I also got into writing words where some of my preoccupations were purely technical, and they’d come out as human-­being-not-interested-in-technique things, and others to do with expressing myself would come out calculated.


“I got fed up with songs where the main accents would make you emphasise the words in a way you wouldn’t if you were just saying them and I got interested in the technique of writing songs where the melody line fits the way you’d say the words if you were just talking.


“I’d say things you’d say in conversation, not even serious conversation, just things you’d say to make a noise. And that meant singing about things that were true as far as I understood it. And if you’re muddled, the only things you’re certain are true are that there’s a tea machine in the corridor and it works or it doesn’t. This is true, it’s not wishy-washy bullshit. It may be low-profile, but it’s true. Then I abandoned that and later, I was quite happy to sing things that didn’t match the rhythm of the words at all.”


I’m the one face down in the mud on the ground.
“Team Spirit” by Robert Wyatt, Bill McCormick and Phil Manzanera


The house, bought for the Wyatts by friends after Robert’s fall, is in a finely preserved street in a residential riverside area of West London. The Wyatts live on the ground floor. It’s a circumscribed world for Robert in his wheelchair and so it has to be a complete world.


The flat’s full of rich, glowing colours, the layout and design catering for the fact that Robert needs effortless access to as much information as possible.


I once suggested that Robert should get himself an invalid car, and up his independence and mobility a hundredfold. Robert laughed and said, no – he’d just go off in a daydream and be bound to crash. Alfie merely commented: “No, not Robert, he’s a born passenger …”


So Robert’s world has shrunk from that of the globe-trotting rock ’n’ roller, free-forming it on the French Riviera or in Ibiza, touring across the States supporting Jimi Hendrix (“I thought he was a real gentleman”).


Interesting correspondence lies around Robert’s desk. Letters from Africans in detention, with whom he’s carried on lengthy correspondences that started out as sending a Christmas card and blossomed.


Robert maintains a series of letter exchanges from his desk and spends a great deal of time listening to the radio; not just the BBC, for his dial twiddling has led him to uncover long-range frequencies that keep him in touch with far global corners. It’s a form of obvious compensation for immobility, but by subscribing to an enormous amount of magazines and literature and listening to people talk from all over the planet, Robert, sitting in his chair at home, is probably more in touch than he ever was in his mobile existence.


When people are around, the only external indication of Robert’s frustration is the way the former drummer is constantly drumming – cigarette packs, lighters, anything that’s lying around is fiddled with and tapped, so that every conversation is punctuated by non-stop syncopation.


“I wanted to get out of this place, especially when I realised after the last election that the country was just full of Tories – I wanted to separate myself and I couldn’t do it physically, so I started tuning into the short-wave radio … to anyone who was considered the enemy, with immediate strong bonds of sympathy pouring out to them.


“The result was that I spend my time hovering between the radio of the Islamic Republic of Iran and Radio Moscow. And Radio Havana, on 41 metres short wave, from ten to eleven in English, which means missing the first part of John Peel. That’s a sacrifice, seriously – but I’m prepared to make it, so entertaining is Radio Havana. I found out there’s more to life on the short wave than the enemy and it’s very Eurocentric to call anyone who isn’t us the enemy.”



Can



Out of the blue, I got a message from Can’s Irmin Schmidt in 2014, inviting me to his home in the South of France to discuss their work for a project he had in mind. It was prompted by this article, which tickled his fancy because of its incorporation of random chance – in this case, the malfunction of my cassette player mid-interview.


Machines and their personalities were an appropriate motif for the futuristic and forward-thinking Can; their music was a challenging, experimental surprise. In the coming years, the influence of krautrock would extend exponentially with the advent of Kraftwerk, ping-ponging like PacMan into disco, into hip-hop, and basically, all dance music that relies on a driving electronic beat.


“Tales of the Supernatural”


First published in Sounds, 6 December 1975


I was sitting in a standard hotel bedroom the other day, chewing the fat with a citizen by the name of Irmin Schmidt.


This fellow is none other than the spokesman for Can, the German group whose work might be described as semi-jazz-funk, part free-form improvisation, with a nasty tendency displayed on their recent album Landed to veer towards the more headache-inducing area of rock and roll.


Anyway, despite the vague reputation these gents appear to have for being roustabouts, tearaways or at any rate mildly eccentric, Schmidt sits facing me over a G-Plan coffee table looking more like my ageing German GP than anyone I’ve ever met, minus a few years.


Instead of the sinister shades or outlandish eye patches publicity has always decked him out with, Irmin is wearing the Teutonic equivalent of National Health specs. Quickly whipping out my own NHS specs, I proceeded to cross-question him about Can, the new album, the old albums and all the other things that came into my head.


Firstly, why have Can descended from the deliriously spiritual heights of their earlier stuff, especially their last United Artists album Soon Over Babaluma, to the nasty loud noises of Landed? Smiling beatifically, Irmin explains that you can’t please all the people all of the time.


“People have been saying that Landed is a new rock and roll direction for us. Well, the next one may be completely different, probably will be completely different.


“On the other hand, I realise that this record seems to a lot of people more understandable, less exclusive than the ones we made before. There is something around Can which has the flavour of being avant-garde and exclusive.”


Well, nobody can deny that’s true, but at risk of being labelled as a member of what Irmin described as the “exclusivity”, I feel obliged to hold out for the old-style Can, which I stumbled across quite by chance at the movies. I was sitting there, watching a very good film called Alice in the Cities from Germany, and when the credits came up I registered that all those ethereal sounds that had been regaling my ears for the last hour and a half were courtesy of Can.


Falsely or not, my introduction to Can had linked them somehow in my mind with what seemed, from the distant fastness of Battersea, like a new lease of life for German culture. That is to say, everywhere you look, art movie houses and even Sunday evening TV are showing these great new German films by guys like R.W. Fassbinder, Wim Wenders (who made Alice in the Cities), Werner Herzog, etc.


Add to that a growth of articles, like the sprouting of a chin full of teenage acne, on the subject of something called “krautrock” – a genre whose satellite apparently hove into view at the same time as the films (i.e. at the dawn of this decade) – and it all adds up to something looking suspiciously like a “Cultural Revival”.


“You’re wrong,” says Irmin Schmidt, and gives a wistful chuckle. “There are quite a lot of people who have good ideas, brilliant ideas, but actually it doesn’t show in Germany. It shows in France or England but not in Germany. And a lot of them are leaving Germany. I’m not especially excited about living in Germany – I’d like to leave, too.


“But what’s happening in Germany now, nobody really dares to put his finger on. For twenty years we got rid of culture. It wasn’t just towns that were bombed. Culture was bombed, too. And you can’t rebuild culture.”


As I believe I mentioned before, Can have a reputation for being heavies of one kind or another. Apart from that boring old rock star mythology of ripping Lamborghinis apart with your bare teeth, throwing your kidney-shaped swimming pool into your hotel room and setting the receptionist on fire. Can have some kind of aura, a mystique about being Scanners of the Skies, advance guard of a new long-haired breed of Nietzschean superheroes playing bass by thought-wave control.


Well, chums, it’s all true! Every word of it! And I can prove it! But more of that later. Let’s stick with Irmin’s words of wisdom for the nonce.


“We play differently from all other groups who compose sounds, then rehearse them and go into the studio and record them. We have no piece composed before we go into the studio. We go into the studio and kind of improvise. Nothing is ever planned, overdubbing, anything.


“When the recording’s finished, the piece is finished. It wasn’t existent (sic) before.


“It’s the same thing on stage. Nothing is planned. We use a lot of – what is the word? – telepathy. That sounds somehow like the usual promotion mystics but it is not the case. Now, after seven years, this telepathy is part of daily life.


“It sounds strange but in this group, everybody is a telepath. Potentially everybody is. It needs acceptance first and then, like everything else, it needs training.


“For me there’s nothing specially mysterious about telepathy. It’s something that happens to everybody every day. If you’re looking for somebody’s phone number and they call, that’s telepathy. They call it coincidence but it’s telepathy.


“At the moment, this tension in the new record makes it different from Babaluma. We haven’t felt anything like it since Monster Movie (the group’s first album). You get to a certain level of telepathy and you have to take the next step. That’s what I call a crisis point. That’s the basis of creativity – it’s always crisis. I take the word crisis as something very positive.


“Now, either we’ll take that next step or we’ll break up. I don’t see the end of the breaking down of the walls between people. You get to that kind of level, you know, where all living things are one …”


Well, I promised earlier that I’d regale you with my incontrovertible proofs of that ol’ black, white or whatever magic on the part of Can. I might as well tell you right now that while this magic made for a very interesting interview for me, it means an inaccurate one for you.


This is what happened: Irmin and I were getting into the headier waters of the cosmos in our idle Thursday afternoon chat. Being always hotfoot for something new and exciting to think about in the bath and suchlike, I pressed him eagerly for titillating stories of the world beyond the veil, otherwise known as peculiar things, to please the jaded palate of my worldly-wise readers.


Now, at the start of this interview, Irmin had barely woken up, having only returned from a gig in Brighton in the wee small hours and risen shortly before my arrival. Being confronted by a tape recorder when the day has only just dawned can be an arduous experience, as proved by the fact that at the start of the interview, Irmin makes every point at least four times in case I didn’t get it. Know what I mean – out of it?


The level in the bottle of white wine, which I neglected to mention, stood next to the tape recorder on the G-Plan table, dropped steadily. Irmin grew more loquacious but was still hesitant about discussing the wonder of the unknown.


As he explained to me: “It is not good to talk about these things if you cannot control them.”


Right on! Just like H.P. Lovecraft says (paraphrasing desperately from Charles Dexter Ward here): “Never call up that which you cannot put down.” So true.


We did it and we failed.


I scored about five juicy anecdotes of the preternatural powers of Can in general, and Irmin and Michael Karoly (guitar) in particular. I was leaving the hotel, rubbing my hands in glee, when I thought I’d listen to some of the tape, just for kicks.


The tape was blank!


Right from when we started getting into the really heavy shit, ya dig, nothing. Niente, nada and nichts. Overwhelmed and not a little put out by my discovery, I sprinted upstairs to Michael’s room, where I found Irmin resigned rather than surprised.


“See,” he explained gently, “I told you I shouldn’t be talking about these things. I’m very sorry but what can I do? I didn’t realise my power was that strong …”


Especially that early in the morning, I added grimly to myself.


Anyway, once the shock of the mystic touching my life was over, I made a few jottings. So here, in my own words (which for the sake of narrative we’ll pretend are Irmin’s), is the Hot Poop:




	
“I was lying on my bed one day, when I decided to see how much I could control my heartbeat. I made it go slower, and slower, and slower, and suddenly I thought to myself that if I decided to, I could stop my heart, and then I would die. As soon as I thought of that, I lost control completely and suffered a heart attack.”


	“Our studio at Cologne is in the middle of the country and in the village nearby there is – what do they call it? – a village idiot. Though if anybody called him an idiot I would be very annoyed. One day Michael was playing guitar and he was wearing earphones. You couldn’t hear anything at all – the sound was going straight into his ears. This man was chopping wood outside the studio and suddenly we noticed that he was chopping in a very peculiar rhythm, and sometimes he would stop and then start again, in these peculiar patterns. Then we noticed that he was stopping and looking confused when Michael didn’t play for a moment, and then he’d start when Michael started. I put on some earphones and found that he was actually chopping in perfect time with what Michael was improvising on guitar – and it was impossible to actually hear a note.”





Buzzing.




	“Again in the studio, we had an old organ that always made a most peculiar buzzing noise whenever it was switched on. One day Michael became so annoyed with it that he went over and commanded it to stop the noise at once. It stopped! We were all very surprised and so Michael tried the command again, this time saying: ‘Start the noise!’ The noise started up straight away and Michael carried on ordering it to stop and start and it always obeyed instantly. Since that afternoon it hasn’t stopped buzzing ever again.”





Gentle readers, you may dismiss all the above if you wish, although you’d certainly be banishing the element of mystery if you did so.


But there ain’t no gainsaying that right from the time we started to discourse on the unknown, my cassette player stopped recording. You could come round and listen to it, but with cassettes the price they are today, I’ll probably have to do another interview over the top before you read this.


Well, that’s fate.



Northern Soul



For a southerner – moi – penetrating the very particular world of Northern Soul, unfathomable and impenetrable to outsiders, required a passport to its enclosed, almost hermetic, milieu. Thanks to my editor at Black Music, Tony Cummings, I temporarily infiltrated the ranks of this UK equivalent of Saturday Night Fever. Northern Soul means essence of authenticity – a true example of a time, a place, a sound, a people’s movement, combusting and crystalizing into a unique and heady scene that is still being renewed.


“The Road to Wigan Casino”


First published in New Musical Express, 11 October 1975


Oop North, they don’t like London journalists snooping about. Still, this was a special occasion at the shrine of the “Northern Soul Scene”.


The young boy sitting cross-legged on the edge of the stage looked as if he was about to throw up.


It was 4.30 a.m. at the Wigan Casino. He looked as if he should have been in bed hours ago, but here he was, gazing plaintively up at slick cabaret master Tommy Hunt, as if the suavely dressed black man held the answer to all of adolescence’s traumas.


You see, the jam-packed Edwardian-style venue that is the Wigan Casino has seen many, many events in its time, but nothing as strange as the weirdo phenomenon of Northern Soul. Wherein many youngsters, mostly of Anglo-Saxon origin, assemble at 12.30 on a Saturday night/Sunday morning, intent on forgetting the frowstiness of an existence that in weekdays consists of a boring dead-end job, or no job and no money.


They forget it all, submerge their sorrows in a whirlpool of high-­energy activity, dancing the night away to singles long since forgotten by everyone except possibly the artists concerned. Singles that, good or bad, are the losers of the record world.


They are resurrected from the mouldering vaults of warehouses in Chicago or junk shops in Bury, Lancs., to live again as the focal point in the lives of thousands of northern working-class kids.


And the Wigan Casino is the temple of the hopes and desires of this race who seem (at least to this outsider) to find little or no satisfaction outside the steaming world of the dance floor.


It all begins in the fish and chip shop next door to the Casino, facing the Wigan ABC – probably the only chippy in the country to open up for custom at 11.30 p.m. and shut again at 2 a.m. It’s crammed full of youthful Wiganites and the atmosphere is electric over the Hall’s meat and potato pies. Also served is that peculiarly northern delicacy: squashed processed peas in gravy. Even in the interests of journalistic science I didn’t bring myself to have a bash at the peas. But I hear they are good.


There’s a small fortune to be made for some enterprising bag manufacturer wanting to break into the Northern Soul market. Everyone, but everyone, lugs around hefty portmanteaus emblazoned with badges and stickers with mottoes like “Major Lance – The Torch Lives” and other cryptic codes. You need them if you’ve hitched from Huddersfield or Reading, if not for a change of undies, then for the singles you hope to sell, swap or merely hear blasting over the speakers in a glow of possession.


All of the fans are extremely smartly dressed, no matter how far the journey or how uncomfortable the pilgrimage. Fellas are invariably kitted out with a singlet to sweat through, a pully to put on to prevent double pneumonia when you leave the Casino dripping hot into the nippy Wigan morn and, judging from the traditional aroma, at least three spray cans of Brut.


Tonight, the excitement is particularly intense. The first ever Wigan all-nighter was held two years ago to the day, designed to fill the gap left by the closure of the all-nighters at the legendary Torch in Stoke and the equally legendary Twisted Wheel in Manchester.


The fact that the Casino took off with a bang is borne out tonight by the number of punters prepared to queue for hours in a remorseless drizzle on the off-chance of getting one of the 500 tickets left for door sales – the other 1,500 sold out a fortnight before.


The representative from Spark Records (one of the only companies geared wholly to Northern Soul and proud purveyors of Wigan’s Ovation), himself a Northern singles producer, said with awe: “They murder each other trying to get in.”


A comment like that is like a red flag to a bull for an ace cub reporter, isn’t it? I immediately charged for the entrance, only to be pushed back by a solid horde of lads who once out of the rain were in no way going to be manoeuvred in the direction of the street. A surly bouncer gave me the once-over – “An’ wot do you think you’re doing?” etc. – so playing safe I nabbed an unsuspecting youth.


“So tell me, what’s it like out there?” I ask conversationally. “Are they murdering each other to get in?”


“Not at all, nothing like that,” responds the fresh-faced lad. Then, suspiciously: “Are you a journalist?”


I’m forced to concede. And he produces an NUJ card of his own. Would you believe, a journalist who’s also a Northern Soul fan! Who actually lives the life! In the company of my new-found guide, I check out the upstairs cloakroom – a secluded spot where a steady stream of bedraggled Young England is forcing its way into the Casino free of charge via the roof, in a spirit of adventure worthy of Biggles himself.


Got to admire the initiative of these young people. They all seemed to be suffering from mild abrasions of one sort or another, but spirits rode high despite all.


“Well, you don’t want to pay, do ya?” explains a well-turned-out youth. “I’ve been coming here ever since it first opened. Stopped coming here, mind, when all those journalists from London came down and it all got commercialised. And look at them now” – gesturing at a hapless youngster – “he ought to be home in bed! Can’t be more than fourteen!” The inference appears to be that he knows everyone has to be fourteen once, but this is ridiculous.


Back at the dance floor, a steadily shifting mosaic of dancers is already glowing and blossoming strangely in the ultraviolet light. Each dancer is moving in a private pattern of his/her own, staring fixedly at the stage, where a top Wigan DJ like Russ Winstanley or Richard Searling is spreading the word. Basically, tonight is like every soul night at the Wigan Casino. As soon as the last rock fan from the evening rock session (featuring heavy English rock) has filed out, an army of cleaners descends and makes all pristine for the 12.30 invasion. And then the kids seethe in. And then they dance.


That’s the regular pattern of the evening and that’s what it’s like tonight but more so. ’Cos there’s gonna be surprise appearances. Who is it to be? Those in the know are confidently anticipating the Chi-Lites dropping in on their way home from a nearby gig. Well, I was waiting for the Chi-Lites more than eight hours and they weren’t there when I was, that’s for sure.


But there was a goodly number of people there that night who couldn’t have cared less, either way. Among them were the “VIPs”, safely ensconced in the VIP room with lots of booze, lots of nosh, and generally lots of room for a fascinating display of the noisome infighting, bitchiness and backbiting that the individuals who consider themselves to be the controllers or guides of “the Northern Scene” love to indulge in.


This particular night saw tensions in that cosy room that led to near fisticuffs. Producers, journalists, DJs, music biz types, all circled each other warily, occasionally lunging in for a quick snap and then retreating to eye one another and lick their wounds. This intriguing parade of human behaviour took place quite independently of the spirit of Northern Soul, which as we all know is to be found on a few feet of parquet flooring.


It’s refreshing to pop back and forth between the two environments. The main dancing body of the enormous Casino building is divided into three main parts: the most important is the central dance section, with its stage and gilded balcony running right round. Walking into this central section has the same kind of impact as strolling into a tropical rainforest from an air-conditioned limo.


H-O-T. And WET.


The actual walls are sweating, great drops of condensation beading every surface, backstage as well. Every move is a struggle, and attempting to cross from one side of the Casino to the other means an exhausting and dangerous voyage, comparable to circumnavigating Piccadilly Circus Tube station at the height of rush hour in a sweltering heatwave. For six hours.


The second area is Mr M’s. That’s where I spent the first part of the evening under exceptionally bizarre circumstances.


My colleagues and I were ushered into this slightly smaller dance area, also with a balcony complete with tables. This was when the regular patrons of the Casino were indulging in their Saturday night knees-up. As we walked in, a burly Wiganite was laying into an ugly looking bouncer: “… Paid my money and now they won’t even serve me at the bar!” With surprising patience, the bouncer explained that there was only waitress service and two peroxide beauties led the placated Blunt Northerner to his plush chair.


If you diverted your attention from this real-life drama, your attention was bound to be caught by a personage exchanging risqué banter from the dais with the assembled Wigan punters. This was a performer in the great British tradition: a drag artiste. And a dirty drag artiste. Quite frankly, there was such a crush in the hall that it took me five minutes to decipher from whence came those naughty wisecracks. By the time I adjusted my vision to peering through people’s elbows and slightly to the left of their beehive hairdos, the drag queen was slowly beginning to go through the motions of a strip. Off comes the long glove, to delirious shouts of “Get ’em off!” …


Cut to the same room, two hours later.


Every figure in the room appears to be straining to dance in the face of opposition of sheer numbers. The room is now “Mr M’s”, the oldies area of the discotheque, where by popular demand DJs like Davie Evison spin “oldies”; faves on labels like Okeh, Ric-Tic and Mirwood – now-defunct labels that specialised in a quasi-early Motown sound.


Oldies DJs tend to regard themselves in a rather pompous light as educators of the youth of the Casino, with a sacred trust to turn them on to the grand old “oldies” and open their eyes to the inadequacies of modern manufactured Northern Soul sounds such as Simon Soussan’s Moog instrumentals (Soussan is a big name in Northern Soul. A former major bootlegger, he now produces artists like The Sharonettes, released on the Black Magic label).


One advantage of being an oldies DJ is financial. Most DJs simply couldn’t afford to emulate Blackpool’s Ian Levine – who comes from a wealthy family and may be said to have independent means – and make regular trips to the States and dig out their own fresh new Northern Soul sounds.


Mr M’s keeps itself to itself and the fact of the second anniversary doesn’t seem to make much difference to the oldies freaks, except there is more of ’em.


And now to the third sector of the Casino, the backstage area. This isn’t like a concert hall backstage – it’s another regular meeting place for the DJs and the more long-standing fans.


It was there that I met the gentleman who proved to be the only live entertainment of the soiree.


It must be a surprise to Northern Soul freaks of long-standing that it was Tommy Hunt who appeared on that momentous anniversary, because Tommy has never yet had a Northern Soul biggie. Hunt is most commonly known for having sung the original version of Bacharach’s “I Just Don’t Know What to Do with Myself”. He also sang in The Flamingos, who cut a classic version of “I Only Have Eyes for You” (currently riding high in the charts once more by A. Garfunkel).


Since those hits, Hunt has, in this country at least, been a fine performer on the cabaret circuit, where he was singled out by Mike Walker, manager of the Wigan Casino and associate of Wigan’s Ovation, and Barry Kingston, the producer of Spark Records. Hunt has a single released on Spark, a re-recording of a big Northern Sound by the late Roy Hamilton, “Crackin’ Up”. It is definitely among the more mediocre Northern singles.


Tommy Hunt is a super-hiply skinny dude with a neat, if familiar line in argot: “You from the NME? Groovy! This sure is a groovy place” et al. As soon as he hits the stage, he does a couple of neat backdrops, a few flips and contortions here and there, just to show the kids he knows where he is.


And that’s when I noticed the fat little boy on the edge of the stage. He seemed to me to sum up so much of the mood of the Wigan Casino that night: a surfeit of energy, just waves and waves of untrammelled force aimed at the stage. For this lad in particular, the emotion seemed to be more than he could comfortably handle. So he looked as if all this energy was going to churn and churn inside, till it found the most convenient way of expelling itself from his body – through the mouth.


Tommy’s set wasn’t designed to do this boy’s digestion any favours. It was one of those wham-bam-thank-you-ladies-and-gennulmen acts that doesn’t leave you room to think. The relentlessness of its flow was geared to match the metabolic rates (mostly artificially induced) of his audience.


With lots of encouraging asides to his excellent band – “This is it, brothers. Give me a hand and we’re gonna tear this place up!” – Tommy galloped his way through everybody’s favourite black music standards: “Walk On By”, “Get Ready”, “My Girl”, “Hang On In There Baby” and so on. The musicians moved as if wired up to an invisible metronome. The crowd was utterly, uncritically receptive as The Man delivered what sounded as if it were his regular cabaret act sped up.


The feeling of the show was very different from the last live spot I saw there, when Herb and Brenda Rooney – The Exciters – were on. The sense of mutual adoration on that occasion was almost insufferably intense. It was more like visiting Lourdes than going to a soul night.


Meanwhile, Tommy has discarded as many layers of clothing as complies with decency (“Now I feel cool!”), has flattered the audience (“This is where it’s all at!”) and delivered “Just Say Goodbye” (Esther Phillips’ current Northern hit) in fine voice.


Then – a shock.


Hunt sang an exquisite “Help Me Make It Through the Night”. He actually apologised before starting: “I know you kids like the fast songs, but let me do one slow one and then I’ll get back to your favourites.” All of a sudden, here was a SOUL singer. The difference was alarming. It made me feel sad that such a talented performer should be scoring financially through the more second-rate aspect of his talents – Hunt’s gift is more suited to bringing out the depth in a ballad-style, emotional number than to injecting expression into a fast Northern stomper.


When the ecstatic audience finally let Hunt leave the stage, he staggered on his knees, towards his buddies. The Fantasticks waiting for him in the dressing room. Jesting (I trust), he gasped “I shoulda stayed in cabaret!!” …


The next, and final, high point of the evening’s entertainment (apart from the touching moment when various feuding soul bigwigs gathered on the stage, temporarily reunited, to cut the cake decorated with “Heart of Soul”) was the DANCE COMPETITION!


This took me back to my youthful days watching Ready Steady Go!, when the best and brightest of The Cromwellian would challenge their equivalents from some other hip niterie. In this instance, the winner was such a foregone conclusion it was ridiculous – a dryad-like slip of a lad with curly blond hair and a gamin expression. Rather like the Death in Venice youngster, this budding heart-throb instinctively upstaged everyone by hogging the front of the stage with his startling gravity-defying twirls and spins.


Instead of just being very quick and accurate as they all were, he managed to combine that incredible speed with lots of expression and feeling. His stylised fluttering hand movements alone marked him out instantly. (Hey, any of you out there Come Dancing fanatics, too?)


THE WINNER!


This prodigy, in case any of you wish to seek him out (and I wouldn’t blame you in the slightest), is named Danny Daniels. He asked me not to reveal his age and he works in an engineering firm, which he thinks is “great”. Did he expect to win?


“No, not at all,” replied the boy with heart-wringing modesty. This lad could go far.


And that, with special mention to Dave Duncan for doing well, is that.


By now, it was 8 a.m. On a regular night, the Casino would be packing up, but today, the festivities were to continue till ten o’clock. But for those of us with a journey to London ahead, enough was sufficient.


Quite a few fans had complained to me that they reckoned a lot of people there that night came just to say they’d been THERE. Well, so what, really … it was a massive, hot and steaming event. A celebration of two years of staying up late, grooving all night long and keeping the soul flag flying up there in the freezing North. All I can say is MAZEL-TOV, which, translated from the Yiddish, means, roughly: jolly good show.


Selected Second Anniversary Playlist


“Ton of Dynamite” – Frankie Crocker (Turbo)


“You Sexy Sugar Plum” – Rodger Collins (Fantasy)


“Oh Baby” – Nolan Porter (ABC)


“I Thought You Were Mine” – The Natural Four (ABC)


“This Love of Mine” – Carole Waller (USA)


“Let Me Make You Happy” – Billy Woods (Sussex)


“Do the Pearl, Girl” – The Matta Baby (Penny)


“Just Having Your Love” – The Moments (Stang)



Betty Davis



Appearing as a space-age silver archer on the cover of her 1974 LP, They Say I’m Different, music-lovers admired Betty Davis. But she was a future female, and the environment of the times failed to provide the support her brilliance deserved.


When Davis was teaching Miles and Jimi Hendrix how to be cool, women in the UK and the US were just starting to have the right to buy a house or car without a husband’s or father’s approval.


Some years after I wrote this piece, Betty did re-emerge. A fond documentary was made about her pioneering prowess. We will never know where the arrow of her trajectory might have taken her, had she enjoyed a more appreciative context: folks who understood that you can smile while being wild. Before I got a full-time writing job, I spent seven months at Island Records, where I promoted Bob Marley and Betty. She was a funny, warm delight when I promoted her Nasty Gal album in 1975 … nasty – OK, if you think that the sexuality with agency she projected as part of her arsenal, is nasty – but very nice. The contradictions of what we were not yet calling the male gaze and Betty’s infectious free spirit haunted me, so I grabbed the chance to re-visit our encounter, almost thirty years later.
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