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This book is dedicated to the memory of
 Stuart ‘Jammer’ James, 1952–2015.


‘Clear the dressing room please,


ladies and gentlemen . . .’
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Another World: Entering Planet Dust



Somewhere in the south of England, almost as far south as you can go, there’s a sacred space that’s hidden from view.


It’s not a public building and its location won’t turn up on any map. You won’t stumble across it if you veer off-path as a cycle lane disappears or your frantic dog pulls at its lead, driven half-wild by almost imperceptible sound drifting across woodland. This place was built to not be found.


But let’s assume that this introduction was your invite and you’re now standing outside a small outbuilding sat at the end of a gravel path, a path that offers the same kind of reassuring crunch that ground frost gives in deep winter.


The building is humble from the outside, as places of spiritual significance often are. Its outward appearance belies its internal workings. Creepers obscure bricks, a touch of condensation opaques the windows. And a soft, warm glow of electric light bleeds out, pulsing like a robot heartbeat.


Nothing outside points to what goes on inside. There’s nothing to tell you that this is a private temple built with the express purpose of channelling higher powers. A lightning rod designed to capture mechanical magic.


Open the door, cross the threshold. Step into the heart of the machine.


The first thing you notice is that inside, the air is different. Electrically charged and almost tactile, it seems to visibly ripple, sound waves altering the atmosphere around you. It’s like walking through kinetic energy.


There are two rooms, each with very limited floorspace. Where there should be walls, there are banks of synthesisers that climb one on top of the other, towering and arching above head height. Some are modern and glisten with a twenty-first-century sheen. Many are not; their vintage is unknown. Built in Japan, Germany, America, India, Britain, this is a veritable United Nations of analogue equipment. Each separate machine is loaded with untold stories from its previous life, flecked with specks of dust from long since forgotten histories.


Between the countless switches, knobs and dials, 10,000 lights alternate in red, green, blue, white and yellow. Each dances to its own internal rhythm. Tumbling across it all, a rainbow of rubber-coated copper wires dangles like vines across stark, clean silver. There are screens blinking information, levers and pulleys, dials, switches and flying faders and the occasional label. Dual voltage. Triple morphing. Time and triggers.


Although it may appear chaotic, this space has been carefully built to a masterplan, precision constructed by an unseen hand that has painstakingly positioned each separate piece in order to best capture oscillations from the sentient studio brain and net all the friction that happens right between the speakers. Each blinking light is a pulsar, each lead a synapse accurately placed to forge a connection between rational daytime ideas and the kind of spiralling madness that occurs after dark.


Maybe it’s worth explaining what this place is.


Rowlands Audio Research is home to the steady heartbeat of The Chemical Brothers. Their music grows here, from formative ideas picked out on guitar or keyboard to final mixes that flow through the desk like jet planes roaring off the runway. Every song is birthed in these rooms before it lifts upwards to defy gravity or drills down towards the core of the earth in pursuit of deeper bass tones. Every alteration and pitch shift happens here, each tweak and mutation. This is where the echoes are born.


Although The Chemical Brothers’ studio is set deep within the rolling green of the south coast, there is no sense that the bucolic surroundings affect the alchemy that goes on within its walls. The sounds that emanate from here – both the raw and the refined – are more synonymous with the city or even outer space than they are of a band getting it together in the country. They tap the deep nocturnal psychedelia of the dance floor, places where time stops, folding and bending reality as the music takes control. And they tap the small hours, those holy moments where a pinprick of light on the horizon becomes an overwhelming symbol of renewal and hope to a fragile mind.
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I first met Tom Rowlands and Ed Simons in January 1994. They had walked into the office I’d just started working in. I was learning the ropes in the Heavenly press office, filling envelopes and hitting the phones selling everything from Essex techno to acid jazz to deep-fried Scottish rock ’n’ roll. Really, we’d both just started there.


Although mainly known as a record label, Heavenly looked after the PR and management for plenty of out-of-house artists. Tom and Ed – then known as The Dust Brothers – had just joined the company’s management roster, joining the already legendary Andrew Weatherall and then up-and-coming Belfast DJ David Holmes.


I knew a little about them, having bought their first single – ‘Song to the Siren’ – on a Junior Boy’s Own 12-inch. Initially curious that it might be a release by the Paul’s Boutique producers of the same name, I quickly became mesmerised by a full-force pile-driver of a record that was built around a heavy drum loop, a low throb of bass and a vocal loop that couldn’t have been described in the song’s title more aptly. It was the woozy sound of enchantment, giving off the distinct feeling that it might end up leaving you adrift on a dance floor before wrecking you against the speakers.


Stood in the corner of the office, it was impossible not to be struck by their look. Tom could have passed for a blond Ramone, hair plummeting straight down towards the floor; Ed was like an outtake from the Check Your Head cover brought to life, half-obscured under an oversized beanie. Every other sentence of his was punctuated by an infectious Muttley laugh. A cartoon blur of punk rock and hip hop channelling two generations of CBGBs; equal parts Grand Royal and Royal Trux. For a pair of up-and-coming DJs, they were pointedly unlike anyone else in their field.


Conversation led to invitation and later that week I found myself heading out to hear them DJ at The Job Club, a chaotic Friday night musical scramble at Gossips. Gossips was one of Soho’s classic dive bars – a dingy claustrophobic basement with a ceiling low enough to do proper damage to your head if you elevated from the floor by more than a few inches. That fact would prove problematic during Tom and Ed’s set.
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Although they were playing the kind of early shift usually reserved for cleaners and bar staff, they had brought a crew of friends who were already at heroic, animalistic, end-of-the-night levels of inebriation. The foundation stones of Tom and Ed’s set were low-slung grooves that built up into a degenerate, incessant funk. Thunderous basslines were received like anthems by their friends, who would each take it in turns to shin up the speaker stacks before diving off, hoping someone would catch them. Over in a dark corner, someone poured amyl nitrate over themselves and set a match to it, creating a moment of genuine pyrotechnic derangement. Back outside, the pubs hadn’t yet kicked out.


The world Tom and Ed created in that basement was pure, brilliant chaos. The dance floor was a maelstrom of intertwined bodies and the sound system rumbled along with motoring bass, hip-hop breaks, techno rhythm tracks and eventually Manic Street Preachers’ ‘La Tristesse Durera’ – a song about a quadriplegic war veteran that hits the rare sweet spot between bracingly melancholic and ecstatic. Hearing it in this context, among Tom and Ed’s community, it was a hands-in-the-air celebration that offered only unparalleled joy to a frenzied crowd. One night in a basement surrounded by maniacs made it very clear that The Dust Brothers weren’t like anything else around.


Half a decade on from the Summer of Love, Britain’s club culture had fractured. The unifying lysergic haze of acid house had dissipated, taking with it the egalitarian spirit it had inspired across clubland. In its place, multiple different pathways appeared, allowing tribes to separate. While house music was getting glammed up and elevating its core DJs to celebrity status, techno was becoming darker and harder.


The Dust Brothers created their own unique space in the gap that began to open up between those scenes. That debut – ‘Song to the Siren’ – and the handful of remixes they’d undertaken at that point weren’t house or techno or rave, and they weren’t rock or hip hop, yet they took aspects of each of those styles and forced them together into mini-symphonies where squalling electronics and dub basslines mixed with the gliding power surge of My Bloody Valentine and the constant chug that the bonus beats and instrumentals on side 2 of the latest US import 12-inches had. The results felt genuinely indestructible, like they were somehow reinforced to make them tougher than any other record around it, concrete slabs of brutalist sound pressed onto vinyl.


Back then, there were no banks of synthesisers with infinite blinking lights. There was a dual tape deck Hitachi stereo system in Tom’s bedroom at his parents’ house – a space called the Dust Bowl – where tracks were painstakingly bounced down to form pure, primal audio.


Although their DJ sets were taking place early doors or in the backrooms of big clubs while superstar DJs went through the motions on the main floor, The Dust Brothers sound was already in place. It had been defined by several years living in shared accommodation in Manchester. That city’s clubs and record shops helped Tom and Ed to form their unified vision of what constituted their perfect club record. Initially, their own tracks were the jigsaw pieces that would fill perceived gaps in their DJ sets at their residency at the Naked Under Leather club night at the Old Steam Brewery on Oxford Road in Manchester’s student district.


Within a year of me first meeting them, everything had changed. A chain of events was set off by a series of well-chosen remixes for like-minded artists (Primal Scream, Saint Etienne, The Charlatans and that Manic Street Preachers song about the quadriplegic war vet): two EPs that confidently laid the foundation stones for the future of the group; tentative steps into the global live arena; a headline DJ residency in the basement of a small London pub where many of those who’d inspired Tom and Ed in the first place queued up to play support to them and a necessary change of name. At the year’s end, the music press knew who they were and major labels were forming a queue for their signatures.


When Tom and Ed’s first album, Exit Planet Dust, was released in June 1995, I was naively pitching their vast sound to the UK press as ‘The Prodigy meets Motörhead’. While there may have been a grain of truth in that primitive descriptor (it’s quoted back as accurate in a front-cover piece for the first issue of Muzik magazine), it fails to take in any of the nuance in their music that was explored on that record.


Listen to Exit Planet Dust tracks ‘One Too Many Mornings’ – where time seems to warp and stretch like elastic – or ‘Alive Alone’ – where a young Beth Orton puts voice to the fragile, fragmented moment when you step out of a club into the bright morning light. There’s a sound and a soul there that would give the record longevity and separate The Chemical Brothers from their contemporaries. Those tracks reflected and reframed aspects of the duo’s musical upbringing (nodding to formative records on labels like 4AD, Creation, Studio One and Def Jam) and their desire and drive to fuse seemingly disparate elements together into beautiful new shapes. And they pointed to how the future would sound.
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Years later, stood in the crowd at a sold-out Chemical Brothers show in Leeds – or London, Livorno or at the Latitude Festival, take your pick – there was a collective gasp as everyone around seemed to lose their breath for a second as a gorgeous, endless murmuration of digital birds arced out across the width of the stage. The soundtrack was a beatless version of 2015’s ‘Wide Open’, where Beck Hansen sings of a love that’s gradually slipping through his fingers. His voice floats above synths that swell and burst like solar flares. The emotional punch was almost overwhelming, coming after an hour when your senses have been through a spin cycle.
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Photos taken in Rowlands Audio Research, November 2022.
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Those moments – those differences – are a large part of why the band are here, playing gigs at this scale three decades on, and why so many of their contemporaries have faded out. Whether cueing records in a basement club just below Wardour Street or manipulating pure electronic sound in a studio hidden in the English countryside, The Chemical Brothers’ ambition has always been the same. It is to create a musical environment that overloads you and rewires your senses in the process.


Whether you’re experiencing that all-round freakout while lost in the barrage of volume in a crowd as the earth shakes beneath your feet or alone, paused in cosmic reflection, in communion with the sound itself, is up to you. All routes are valid to get to the destination.
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Although The Chemical Brothers story is primarily that of Tom Rowlands and Ed Simons, it involves many more voices than just those of the two friends who work together under that name. It’s a story that takes in musicians and madmen, visual designers and video directors, poets and promoters, DJs and dancers. It jumps from studio to stage, where gigs in sweatbox clubs quickly evolve into festival appearances (including an unprecedented six headline slots on one of the two main stages at Glastonbury) and packed-out arenas the world over. It involves meeting your heroes and harnessing the power of your peers. And it involves those music machines – strange instruments built by visionaries who may never have known that their creations would end up bending the minds of later generations on a nightly basis.


If we head back into the present, back inside Rowlands Audio Research, there’s music being made. Let’s not get in the way of this process; maybe this is a good time to explore the corners of the room. Everything has been kept; there’s history in every box of old photographs and fliers, every well-worn record sleeve. The studio is part museum, part gallery space, a living history curated by the band as pieces are added and objects take root over time.


This book is a journey through that rich history. So, come with us.
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Where Do We Begin



Tom Rowlands was born on 11 January 1971 in Kingston upon Thames.


I used to religiously read the NME and Melody Maker when I was a teenager. So much music came to me through those papers. The late eighties were such a pivotal time for hip hop, and the way they wrote about the scene made a massive impression on me. One of the first big gigs I went to was Public Enemy at Hammersmith Odeon in 1987, which was a Def Jam showcase with Eric B. and LL Cool J. The Public Enemy track ‘Miuzi Weighs a Ton’ was seismic. I’d picked up a cheap drum machine by then and would try and copy their beats, the same with Eric B. & Rakim’s Paid in Full album. When they came to London, I had to go. It was an incredible night, even though the tube carriage I was in on the way home got steamed.


The first bands I really loved were Madness and The Specials. They were huge when I was ten, eleven years old. There would be youth club discos where everyone did Nutty Boy dances. As that scene faded, early synth pop music took over and I became hooked on bands like Heaven 17, Alphaville and Depeche Mode. My next-door neighbour was a big Mode head and had a Roland SH101 keyboard that was an incredible, futuristic thing to play around on. Later, I went through a goth phase. The Sisters of Mercy’s early EPs Alice and Temple of Love had such a strange, claustrophobic sound. I loved the relentlessness of how they programmed the drums. In their own ways, each of those genres made a huge impression on me – the sense of community at the discos and a fascination with music made by machines.


I grew up near Henley, just to the west of London. My parents (a director of photography dad and a mum who looked after me and my older brother, Huw) placed a lot of importance on learning music, and I had piano and guitar lessons from an early age. My guitar teacher had a big effect on me. He didn’t care about scales; he just wanted me to be able to play things I liked. I’d come to our lessons with things I had heard on TV, things like the theme from M*A*S*H, ‘The Windmills of Your Mind’ and the James Bond theme. It was an amazingly effective approach from a cool primary school teacher.


By the time I was at secondary school, there were lots of people making music – lunchtime bands with some amazing musicians in. Indie music was big, though my real musical obsession was New Order. To this day, their Everything’s Gone Green EP is probably my perfect record. I loved owning the 12-inch and saw it almost as a sacred object. Their music was so impactful. I loved how everybody in the band had such a clear, identifiable style that you could follow through the records.


Meanwhile, it was getting easier for people to get signed to a label or put their own records out. There was a lot going on in Reading, the nearest big town to Henley, and you’d see bands that would be at the forefront of what would eventually become known as the shoegaze scene. Those bands didn’t feel that far removed from me and all of those lunchtime bands.


At school, I went through a series of bands, the last of which – Ariel – was with my best mates Matt Berry and Brendan Melck. We’d known each other for years and had managed to acquire a pretty diverse set of musical influences between us by then. I’d gravitated towards a lot of sample-based music, bands like Renegade Soundwave and The JAMs. I’d read about The JAMs in NME and had bought their 1987 album. I was fascinated by the samples and would try and find out where everything was from, even going so far as to write a letter to the band’s King Boy D. He wrote back informing me of the existence of Dave Brubeck and Led Zeppelin – music I hadn’t really investigated before. The JAMs opened me up to the idea that everything was a sample source. I’d go to Reading Library to withdraw my allotted five CDs a week, gradually working my way from A to Z. Renegade Soundwave occupied a similar territory to The JAMs, sampling music from ITN News on their ‘Kray Twins’ 12-inch, which they set to huge distorted drums. Those bands’ influence remain a constant today.


Matt played bass and was really into bands like Cabaret Voltaire and the kind of cool, underground electronic music that would eventually become known as IDM [intelligent dance music]. He owned a 303 and a 606 – pretty incredible kit for a school band to be able to play around with – and he lived next to an abandoned mushroom farm where we could set up our equipment and rehearse for hours without annoying anyone. Brendan loved American storyteller songwriters like Jonathan Richman and Lou Reed. He was always a great force of energy and enthusiasm, a guitarist and a natural frontman. Through Brendan’s older brother, the three of us had become obsessed with Kraftwerk. I remember going on school trips together and sharing Walkman headphones to listen to Trans-Europe Express on cassette.


In 1988, acid house hit the home counties. I got a front-seat view as a designated driver for Huw and his mates. They were really into going raving and used to get me to drive as I’d just passed my test. I was a very willing younger sibling. There were loads of mad clubs in places like Marlow and Maidenhead, which had a club called Valbonne.


As long as I drove them back and forth to clubs, Huw and friends would pay for me to get in. I can vividly remember hearing records at those nights, things like the original Pure Trance version of ‘What Time Is Love’ by The KLF, which was a properly brilliant, disorientating piece of music, E.S.P.’s ‘It’s You’ and Bam Bam’s ‘Where’s Your Child’, a record so intoxicating and wild we still play it today. It was characterful, weird acid house music that felt powerful on the dance floor – but it was also so recognisable and identifiable it worked as a sort of twisted pop music. Hearing that at ear-splitting volume in a strobe-y, smoky club was unbelievable, a properly altering experience. On one of those nights, I stepped out of the club and was so hot and sweaty that I fainted the minute I hit the night air. I’d gone outside to wait for Huw and his gang and hit the floor immediately. When I came to, there were all these mangled ravers going, ‘What’s he had, what’s he done?’ and then my brother pulled me up saying, ‘He’s fine’, before making me drive him home.


In the summer of 1989, I started going to big raves out on the outskirts of London, things like World Dance. Listening to people now, it would be easy to believe that everyone was out at those raves, but back then it was rare that you’d know people who’d gone. It was almost a secret society. You’d recognise signs, small signifiers in people, things like Kickers boots and Chipie T-shirts. You’d see someone and immediately think: ‘They know.’
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I’d been drawn to Manchester after I’d been taken to Hot – The Haçienda’s Wednesday night acid house party – by friends. They were playing house music like T-Coy’s ‘Carino’ and ‘Voodoo Ray’ by A Guy Called Gerald – music that was absolutely out of this world, and made by people from the city I was out clubbing in. My immediate reaction was, ‘Wow, imagine being able to live in a city where you could go to this every week!’ When I started university, I only met about four people who’d moved to the city with that in mind. You had arguably the epicentre of music in the world at that point just a bus ride up the road, yet the majority of people weren’t really that bothered. They wanted the student union disco and 50p pints. It amazed me, and it meant that it was easy to build a friendship group from people who wanted the same collective experience, from people who’d been altered by rave culture and wanted to live right at the beating heart of it. Ed was one of the first people I met after moving to Manchester as we were on the same course. And one of the first things we bonded over was the fact that he’d been having the same experiences as me earlier that year in the exact same fields.


Growing up, the nearest great record shop was Record Basement in Reading. By the time I was seventeen, I had an Akai S1000 sampler and a Roland Juno 106 and was making music all the time in my bedroom. When I’d head into Record Basement to hear new music, I’d often take tapes of things I’d recorded at home. I’ve no idea where the confidence came from. I’d have given them to anyone who’d have listened back then.


After my first year as a student in Manchester, I went back home for the summer holidays and the guy who ran Record Basement – Phil Wells – told me he had an idea for a record and asked if I could put it together. He gave me an amazing sample from ‘Cosmic Sea’ by Mystic Moods Orchestra and asked me if I could take a loop from it and turn it into a track. Of course, I could do it for nothing. I went off and put it together. Phil really was the first person to go, ‘Alright then, get on with it.’ That push was massively motivational.


I took the finished thing back to Phil on cassette, and he pressed it up as a record and put it out under ‘P.W. featuring Atom’ on Law Records in 1990. It had a B-side by someone called Kim Strickland, who I never met. It just felt great to have an actual record with my name on. I even ended up doing a few PAs under the name Atom in clubs around Reading. The track was called ‘Sea of Beats’, which soon after became the first single release for Ariel. I’m pretty sure there’s still about fifty copies in my mum and dad’s garage.


Ed Simons was born in south London on 9 June 1970.


Speak & Spell by Depeche Mode came out when I was twelve years old. It was the first album I ever bought. I loved it as a pop record, and I loved the cleanness in its sound. I just followed chart music at that age really, and headed to WHSmith every Saturday with enough money to buy my two favourite 7-inch singles. Heaven 17 one week, Adam and the Ants the next.


Music only became a way of expressing some kind of identity to me when I became obsessed with The Smiths, adopting an image inspired by them that involved wearing long jumble sale overcoats, smoking cigarettes and being wistful in Belair Park in West Dulwich. I went to see them at Brixton Academy, maybe 1984 or ’85. I was blown away – not so much by the music but by the crowd, which was so insane. I had never experienced anything as intense as that, everyone singing every word and rucking, which was the thing to do at that time.


Things changed massively for me around 1986 when I started going to The Mud Club. It was a night hosted by Philip Sallon, where DJs like Mark Moore played. I wouldn’t have known who he was at the time, but he was making records as S’Xpress shortly afterwards. The night was at Busby’s, which was below the Astoria on Charing Cross Road, and the soundtrack was party hip hop, electro and rare groove. There were big standout records like the first Public Enemy album (Yo! Bum Rush the Show) and they played lots of tracks with sirens on. It was pre-acid house and the look was very much American Classics, all old Levis and MA1 flight jackets. I wouldn’t have known how to dress to get into a club – I was probably still in The Smiths-era jumble sale coat – but somehow I managed to drift in and hang around on the outside of what was going on.


In the summer of 1987, I had a friend whose older brother was pretty switched on to what I now know to have been the early acid and Balearic house scene. He was about four years older and he would tell us about crazy parties he was going to. We watched as he and his friends arrived in their back garden and spent a Saturday morning, then afternoon and then evening wigging out. I remember they would go from the Coldcut mix of Eric B. & Rakim to ‘Last Night’ by Kid ’n Play, and then someone would play Nu Shooz ‘I Can’t Wait’ three times in a row, which people cheered ever more hysterically to when the bassline came in. Then this crew would sit in a circle communing to This Mortal Coil’s ‘Song to the Siren’ or Santana’s ‘Samba Pa Ti’. There was an intensity to them from just being with each other and getting so much from whatever was coming out of the speaker. I can still remember watching this party and thinking I wanted that in my life: that union, that unselfconscious love of music, that togetherness in this strange community just happy to be there in that south London garden.


After finishing A Levels, a group of about twenty of us went to Ibiza for an end-of-school Inbetweeners-style holiday. Six people to a room in San Antonio, all having this wild time on our first holiday away from home. The same friend with the older brother who was already switched on to acid house heard that if you went to this boat club way down the beach beyond the Café del Mar, you could get tickets for Amnesia [nightclub]. Three of us formed a breakaway group and ended up on a night in Amnesia in the heyday of it all. It was something else. The whole thing had this very cool, young European playboy vibe, but the music was so different to anything I’d heard before. We were outside on the terrace, and as it started raining they played this Terence Trent D’Arby track ‘Rain’ that caught the mood perfectly. It was so unlike anything we’d experienced back home, a total escape.


Before university, I went away to Australia for a year where I worked making ice cream sundaes in a hotel by a beach. My social life was spent in the club underneath the hotel, drinking and dancing around to records by INXS and things like The Angels’ ‘Am I Ever Gonna See Your Face Again’. By the time I got back to Britain in the spring of 1989, south London had completely transformed. Everyone was going to raves every weekend, fashion had changed, music was different. There was a pub in Tulse Hill where you went to get tickets to Orbital raves. I’d be asking the same mates if they were up for going for a pint like we used to and they’d be poised by their cars, windows down, stereos blaring out Centreforce, the pirate rave station. Everyone was wearing the kit – ponytails, tracksuit bottoms, purple hooded tops. I’d been cut off from it all in Perth and had no concept of what was going on.
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The Akai X7000 sampler was Tom’s main instrument in the early days. The unwieldy power transformer was bought by his dad to convert US power for UK usage at Ariel gigs.




I wasn’t against the idea of going to raves, but I must have been a bit scared of it. It was something entirely different and I couldn’t quite process what was going on. Feeling like I was missing out on something that my mates had all but become consumed with, I went to Camden Market and bought all these bootleg mixtapes, things like Carl Cox DJing at Sunrise. I’d go home after working my summer job and dance around my bedroom to these cassettes. That’s how I first got into acid house music.


The first rave I went to was called Woodstock ’89. Six of us packed into a car, leaving south London to find a party in a field somewhere miles away. All those tunes I’d heard coming out of car windows outside the local pub were suddenly coming out of a massive system, DJ ripping it up, MCs over the top. It was incredible, this was multicultural southeast England, everyone dancing together in a big field. It was like someone had turned a light on. The DJ would play a record like ‘Let Me Love You for Tonight’ by Kariya, and the wildness of the response was unbelievably powerful. After that, I went to outdoor raves every single weekend.


1989 was a crazy summer. Every week there was new music, classic records like ‘Strings of Life’ by Rhythim Is Rhythim, ‘Grandpa’s Party’ by Monie Love and ‘Salsa House’ by Richie Rich. ‘Give Me a Sign’ by Index became the anthem for our little crew. Everyone used to have Centreforce on all the time. It was intoxicating. And there were Orbital raves every weekend. You’d head out to parties around 11 p.m. The location might change, and you’d find yourself chasing round trying to find the right place. And then when you got there, you’d hear it all crank up with a track like ‘Your Love’ by Frankie Knuckles. It was like nothing else in the world.


I loved it so much. It made sense of growing up in London. It was such an incredible time where people came together with a sense of wild abandonment; people from so many different backgrounds all dancing together. It made you feel like you were genuinely connected to where you’d grown up. It was so completely liberating at that exact point in British history where there had previously been such a grim greyness to everything. Suddenly there’s this explosion of colour and people talking about harmony and friendliness. I still hope that in some way our gigs bring about a version of that sense of togetherness and optimism that that particular wave of music captured.


I went to university in Manchester with a load of school friends, but none of them were interested in the music scene that I’d become utterly obsessed with over the summer. I met Tom on one of my first days and he looked like a proper raver: green trousers, proper curtain bob haircut, Chevignon top. We started hanging out and I ended up at his room in the halls of residence. He had this stereo with big speakers – a briefcase of sound – and he put on a Tackhead record. I’d never heard them before. Listening to it, I thought, ‘This is the stuff.’ I think it was inevitable that we’d end up on the dance floor at The Haçienda together within a week or two, and so we did. The rest, as they say, is history.
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Original Ariel 12-inches of ‘Sea of Beats’, ‘Rollercoaster’ and ‘T-Baby’, which includes one of the first The Dust Brothers remixes.
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Playground for a Wedgeless Firm:
 Manchester and Becoming The Dust Brothers



Ed Simons


We arrived in Manchester in the last few months of the Nude night at The Haçienda, back when Mike Pickering was DJing. It was a very colourful, very friendly night. Once you were on the dance floor, no one cared whether you were a student or not. It was a massive welcome to the city. The two of us experienced that together. It was such an important part of the DNA of The Chemical Brothers.


Parallel to getting into club music, New Order were a massive band for me. I don’t think I consciously thought about New Order, or The Smiths, or Manchester United (who I’d supported since I was a kid) when I decided to go to Manchester for university. I think it was more moving from one city to another; it felt exciting to walk down the road out of Manchester Piccadilly train station into town. I didn’t have any interest in not being in a city. 


Bernard Sumner


We’d been touring in America extensively and then we went to Ibiza to record Technique. I was pretty much burnt out from partying too much, especially in America. We’re teenagers at school, totally repressed, like most teenagers. Told we were shit and that the only thing worth living for was mathematics and English. Get a job as an accountant, become a draughtsman, are you any good at woodwork? Told what to do, stop having fun. Join the system, you’ll be able to retire at sixty-five. We weren’t very good at school – well, Stephen was, and Ian was – but when we found ourselves in a successful band, we were like dogs off the lead. We went wild on tour, a frenzy of hormones and exploratory investigative curiosity. We just went mad partying, as a lot of young bands do. We were given free rein and it all became a bit too much. I was physically and mentally burnt out and I needed a bit of time – a couple of years, a year and a half – back in Manchester to calm down and dry out.


So I came back just at the time that the whole acid house thing was kicking off. Out of the frying pan into the fire. This idea of a nice relaxing time watching Antiques Roadshow, recuperating, maybe getting the odd blood transfusion, was thrown out the window. We’d gone from America, which was wild, to Ibiza, which was wilder, to Manchester – much wilder. Went down to London a few times to clubs, obviously went to The Haçienda, and then lots and lots of parties after the club had closed for the night. Manchester was party central. There were mad bands around like Happy Mondays, The Stone Roses, a burgeoning Oasis. And I didn’t relax or calm down, I just went extra mad in Manchester.


John Burgess (editor, Jockey Slut, Disco Pogo)


The first Friday after I moved to Manchester, my best mate from home invited me to go to The Haçienda. I really wanted to go on a Friday as that was a proper night, not a student one. I queued up with Tom and Ed and the crew they’d already formed in Manchester in their first week of university. Being outside The Haçienda was quite intimidating. The blacked-out window glass was moving in time to the 4/4 beat. I’d never been to a club like that before and didn’t know how to dance. Tom told me to just bop about on my feet from side to side. So, my first Friday in Manchester, I was being taught how to dance by Tom in The Haçienda. 


James Holroyd


I met Tom and Ed in 1989 when we were students. We’d moved up for the music scene as much as for the academia. I’d bump into them on Tuesday nights in the brand-new Manchester Academy. Dave Booth was the DJ. He was ace and played to the indie kids and the ravers. I was on nodding and smiling terms with Tom and Ed a while. Our haircuts put us all in the rave corner.
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The residents of 237 Dickenson Road, including Ed Simons (sat at the top of the steps), Tom Rowlands and Nick Dutfield.




The city had an almighty supply of mega-ness back then. Gigs, clubs and house parties round the clock 24/7. The music that inspired our move was suddenly close-up. Any night at The Haçienda could involve you dancing with your heroes: members of New Order, the Mondays, 808 State, A Certain Ratio.


The community was so tight, and still is. These heroes suddenly became normal people like all the other dancers on the floor. Normal people who did extraordinary things.


Ed Simons


There was a period when I was living at home where I graduated from buying ZX Spectrum games to spending every Saturday in record shops. I’d buy two 12-inches in the big HMV on Oxford Street. I’d take the whole day, getting the bus to central London and taking time to choose the right things. I dragged those records up to university with my little stereo and I ended up getting a regular DJ gig at the Owens Park BOP. It was a student night, not a club. I was a terrible DJ. There was a mic there, and I’d be shouting out to friends, ‘I can see you getting down!’ The most embarrassing MCing. I ended up getting sacked. We’d been playing Italian house and classics like ‘Pump Up the Volume’, but another guy had petitioned to take over. His first record was ‘Dancing on the Ceiling’ by Lionel Richie. The whole BOP went mad. I quickly realised I’d been on the wrong path.
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